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West Tisbury

Martha’s Vineyard, Mass., USA

July 15, 1994

Dear Miss Vogel,

First I would like to thank you for your visit, which has left me many precious memories, and which has also, I hope, answered some of your questions. Genealogy is for me an uncharted area, but in your case, it would be hard not to draw the same conclusions as you have done: namely, that while you have kept the woman’s surname, mine is, as you so rightly guessed, the anglicised form of our ancestor’s German name.

I am old now, as the first Barefoot came to be in his day, and the price I’m paying for extreme old age is loneliness. If your guesses prove correct, then you are my closest living relative on my father’s side.

In Chilmark parish I am the only one left who remembers him. He died in 1914, from the after-effects of mumps, shortly before the outbreak of World War I.

By then he had reached the grand age of 101. That was the same summer as I turned eight, long before mass tourism transformed Martha’s Vineyard into the outdoor museum you encountered during your, alas, far too brief stay on the island. I called him Grandfather, though this was inaccurate: he had outlived all his children and was in fact my great-grandfather.

The attached memoranda are a record of what he told my relatives, in particular my older sisters and myself. The rest is the result of my own research more than half a century ago. Information derived from the archives in Germany is naturally at your disposal. You may find the material from Königsberg of particular interest, the original records, as you know, having disappeared during the chaos of the war years.

When he was still alive I was too young to understand the details of his story: mainly I remember him as a kind-hearted little man, his face concealed behind a cloth mask, an expert at the grammar of sign language who, one day when I was visiting, whispered clear as can be, but without moving his lips: Better to hold your tongue and be taken for a jester, than to speak and dispense with all doubt of it! The quote, I later learned, came from Lincoln, whom he had once met.

The first deaf people came to Martha’s Vineyard in the 1790s. Intermarriage caused the handicap to spread throughout the area. In my youth there were deaf people in every family. In Tisbury and Chilmark parishes they made up about a third of the population, in some of the villages all the inhabitants had hearing defects, so in the end the whole island learned sign language. Those of us who could hear grew up bilingual. Indeed I learned sign language even before English, since both my mother and my father had hearing disabilities. Put it this way: the handicap was so common that the idea of deafness didn’t even exist. We never regarded them as “deaf”. It was we who lived among them, not the other way round. They were the ones who set the cultural climate on the island; their world was our world.

The recessive gene had disappeared by the early fifties, but the old people among us still cling to sign language; not to tell dirty jokes (though that does sometimes happen) or in order to exclude visitors and tourists from our private conversations (which, as you probably noticed, also sometimes happens), but for the simple reason that it was the island’s lingua franca. It was used as often as English. Besides which, it is a more expressive idiom than spoken language. Only recently I read in National Geographic about Providence Island in the West Indies, where the population, in much the same way, use an old form of Maya sign language when speaking among themselves. I could send you a copy of the article, you might find it helpful.

For obvious reasons I am most familiar personally with the American episode of Barefoot’s story, though I chose to focus my research on the earlier years of his life, in Europe. According to family legend he mourned your great-great-grandmother so deeply he never again truly loved another woman. This notwithstanding, he had four children with two local women. My sisters and I were the first in our family to be born without handicaps.

Have you ever really asked yourself what sound is all about, Miss Vogel? This is a matter of interest for several different reasons, but above all because it indicates blind spots in our relationship to consciousness.

Sounds are vibrations which set the molecules in the air in motion. People who can hear apprehend sound on a scale of twenty to twenty thousand Hertz. Sound waves made up of fewer than twenty vibrations a second are called infrasonic; those made up of more than twenty thousand vibrations are called ultrasonic. Bats live exclusively in ultrasonic spheres; clinically speaking, they can’t hear sound, they sense it. It is in this infrasonic world that alligators, whales, the Pampas ostrich and the cassowary live. Here, too, the idea of hearing is meaningless, since none of these animals can “hear” in the ordinary sense of the word. The alligator, for example, lacks ears. It listens with its body, that is to say, it registers vibrations from the outside world with a sensory nerve under an abdominal layer of skin.

During your stay, you asked which of these worlds Barefoot lived in. I would like to pose the hypothesis that he lived outside of our known hearing index, and that he “heard” on another frequency, hitherto scientifically unknown.

Moreover, during the autopsies carried out immediately after his death, a number of puzzling physical paradoxes appeared. His heart, for instance, was over-dimensioned, twice the size of a normal human heart, despite his being a dwarf. When I came across this curious detail in his medical journal, I interpreted it symbolically: his life, just as that of your great-great-grandmother, is a love story. The doctor wrote that he “lived against all the odds”, with a heart that ought to have stopped in early childhood, only one kidney, only one functioning lung and an abdomen eaten away by tumours which, according to the expertise of the day, were at least half a century old by the time of his death. But the most fascinating of the post-mortem findings were the auditory organs: the vestibule of the inner ear, which in humans makes up the centre of equilibrium, was missing altogether. He ought not, in fact, have been able to walk or move about at all.

A month after his death a more extensive post-mortem was carried out on his corpse at a teratological clinic in Boston. The post-mortem dissector – a specialist on deformities – maintained that the right ear, apart from a slight petrification of the malleus, must have been as good as intact during the earliest years of his childhood, “up to the age of two” was his guess. This contradicted the evidence produced by the first autopsy. For it meant that he must have been able to hear, however slightly, during his infancy.

This could explain his musical talent – the eternal enigma in his biography: how can someone who has been deaf from birth understand and play music? Maybe, as the dissection suggested, during his earliest childhood – before the handicap took over completely – he had been able to discern notes and sounds?

It is extremely difficult for a hearing person to imagine the world of the deaf. You would have to imagine a world in which no sounds exist, no sough of the wind, no voices, no sound of a loved one’s laughter, perhaps no comprehension of what sound is. Someone who is born deaf never speaks of silence, or lack of sound; nor do they complain about being deaf, any more than someone born blind complains about a lack of visual information, since they can’t even imagine what seeing is like. Just as you, Miss Vogel, cannot miss a phenomenon you have never experienced, or a person of whose existence you are unaware, or a place to which you have never been. All this – deafness, blindness – is at best a metaphor.

Lew Wygotski, the renowned defectologist wrote: “Words die giving birth to thoughts, implying thereby that thought and speech transcend one another.” This is along much the same lines as Schopenhauer’s assertion that thoughts die the minute they are dressed in words. Words are but reference points for our experiences, the idea of conversation being to evoke common ground through associations between people. But maybe there are other ways of arriving at the same result. It is sometimes said that a picture says more than a thousand words. So does music, it is a method of conveying emotional states of mind from the creator to the listener.

One thing we can be sure of: a deaf person who has never learned any language at all lives in limbo. People and objects lack names, existence becomes chaotic, a mass of non sequiturs. The idea of questions and answers loses all meaning, abstractions do not exist, such people’s intelligence remains on the level of a two-year-old. For it is through language that the child is introduced into the symbolic sphere of history and the future, it is through language that the small child learns to abstract and classify.

My parents used a language richer by far than English: sign language. Contrary to spoken language, sign language is four dimensional, occurring simultaneously in time and three-dimensional space, thereby conveying an enormous amount of information in a very short time. At only three months a child can learn signs, long before it is mature enough to attempt expressing its emotions in gurgles and words. The first sign I learned was the one for milk. According to my parents I was four months old at the time, that is to say at an age when normal children in normal families are capable only of expressing their hunger and need for breast milk by screaming. My first dreams were of hands communicating by signing, words without sounds, words as visual information, the mute movement of lips, mobile symbols. I still sometimes dream in sign language.

My uncle, Henry Russell-Price, was one of the foremost poets in America, but completely unknown outside a small circle of initiates. He was a sign-language poet. I remember meeting him when I was young, and how his body would start twitching and spontaneously producing signs when a moment of inspiration fell on him. He was a divinely gifted poet, the old people on the island talk about him to this day; I’ve met people from various sign-language groups all over America who can “recite” his verses for hours on end without tiring.

There is so much that hearing people don’t know about deaf people’s culture. About the humour and irony in sign language, about choirs who “sing” using signs, about how it feels to enter a restaurant where all the diners are deaf, the fantastic atmosphere at the tables where hands are signing at lightning speed, strange silences broken only by loud outbursts of laughter when someone has “said” something funny. Or what a breach of etiquette it is to put yourself between two people engaged in sign language, or how rude it is to listen to others’ conversation, that is to say, by staring at their hands.

As I grew up in this culture, it doesn’t feel a bit odd, but when I try to explain it to outsiders I am forced to use similes. It’s the same thing with Barefoot; any attempt to talk about his extraordinary gift and life has always to be in a figurative sense.

Some neurologists maintain that our conscious minds are not in sync with the world around us, and that we experience reality with a slight retardation, with the time it takes for the brain to screen off irrelevant impressions. And maybe it is in the light of this that we should see our forefather’s gift? That he, contrary to people he met, was in tune with the sense impressions, that he lost no time screening off facts, so that, not only did he have access to a greater amount of information, but he was also so quick on the uptake that he seemed to be able to predict what people were thinking?

Again, this is all speculation, impossible to verify. The ego is but a map of a larger consciousness, just as language is a map of the terrain and must not be confused with the terrain itself.

As you may have noticed, Miss Vogel, it is only with a great effort that I am able to define the object of your interest, and only through these paraphrases, similes and related examples. But one thing is for sure, and that is that Barefoot’s extraordinary gift functioned as a substitute for sensory shortcomings.

Every person has his own unique understanding of the world. A missing sense is compensated by another. The deaf hear with their eyes and speak through signing. Through the Tadoma method, Helen Keller developed a way for those who are both deaf and blind to understand the world through touch. By laying fingertips against another person’s lips and larynx, the person who is deaf and blind can “feel” a fellow human speaking; by tracing letters or signs in the hand he can also make himself understood.

Our ancestors were born into a Europe that still looked on the deaf as idiots, and where sign language had not as yet spread, long before Alexander Graham Bell and Helen Keller succeeded in altering our attitude to this handicap. Nature herself compensated Barefoot for his lack of hearing, but in so radical a manner that it does not lend itself to science’s landmarks. That is why my notes have assumed a metaphorical form, in order to try and get to the root of our enigma.

Let us not be hypocrites, Miss Vogel, I use this formulation our consciously. At our very first meeting it was quite clear to me that you were one of us, the small group of initiates. And what you are searching for is not Barefoot, our ancestor, but for yourself, and the gift that frightens you because there is no rational explanation for it. In Martha’s Vineyard you noticed that I knew and therefore tried to shield yourself.

I believe those moments when you “hear beyond hearing” occur more seldom for me than for you; you have quite simply inherited more of his gift. With me, it occurs sporadically, when I’m least expecting it, but it no longer frightens me. (Just now, as I was writing these lines, the maid was on her way to my study to cast a glance at the one functioning clock in the house, I “heard” her formulating her query in her thoughts long before she reached the door, and so as not to be disturbed, I called out “almost four”. “Thank you,” she called back. After more than twenty years’ employment here she has ceased to be astonished.)

I am almost as old now as Barefoot was when first he spoke to me on his inexplicable wavelength. I don’t know if my father had the gift – anyway he never showed any signs of it – but one of my paternal aunts had it and tried to conceal it from the world until her dying day.

Now that I am nearing the end of a long and full life, the baton must be passed on. You, Miss Vogel, strike me as being the perfect choice. I am going to tell you Barefoot’s tale, because who could understand it better than you? We are both belated fruits of a monster’s love, and today you are my closest living relative on my father’s side (even though you live on the other side of the Atlantic in a small, northern country).

Above all, you have the gift. So I leave his tale in your keeping.

Jonathan Barefoot




. . . from a closer relative, Miss V, than you may suppose


I


ONE EVENING IN February 1813 Dr Johan Götz was in his surgery sorting the bottles in his medicine cupboard when he came across the simple silver ring set with amber, which his wife had given him on their first day of marriage fourteen years before. That was when he opened his practice in Königsberg after finishing his medical studies at the famous Albertina university; that is to say, before the arrival of his children, before he employed two maids and before the somewhat disparaging military title of “barber-surgeon” had been added to those qualifications he already possessed. His fingertips, softened from a day spent palpating his patients, had discovered the ring in a crack in the wooden shelf he reserved for liniments and laxatives, next to a jar of congealed cream of mercury that he, in the course of the week’s treatments, had put back in the wrong place. He moved to the window, beyond whose pane a snowstorm had been raging for forty-eight hours. He was unable to recall when last he had seen this piece of jewellery. It must have disappeared during one of the ritual transformations of the old merchant house when the surgery had been moved from a smaller room to a larger to keep pace with his growing practice. He lit the argand oil lamp above the examination bench and held the ring up to the light. Encased in the amber was a scarab, an insect of a kind related to the Egyptians’ sacred beetle. Fetching a magnifying glass from his instrument cupboard, Götz, being the physician he was, noted coolly how death must have overtaken this creature shortly after it had emerged from the pupa, for it was seriously deformed. The head was twice as long as the body. Only one of its three pairs of legs had developed. It also lacked jaws and antennae. When the resin had caught it in its glassy trap its life had already been over.

Slipping the ring on to his finger, the doctor was pleased to notice it still fitted, despite the detrimental effects of good living on his physiognomy. I’m a lucky man, he thought, I have a wife who still throws me the same impassioned glances she did fourteen years ago. I have two beautiful daughters. My surgery is thriving to the point where I am grateful to every snowstorm that grants me some much needed rest. My name is respected even by my few enemies, and my studies in Lavoisier’s chemistry have won acclaim far beyond the borders of East Prussia.

From upstairs his children’s noisy laughter, followed by the sound of his wife’s stern admonishments delivered in the tones of all-embracing maternal love, confirmed the family’s bliss.

Götz put the last of the liniment bottles back in the cupboard and locked it. On the laboratory bench, beside the vertical volta batteries he’d recently purchased for curing Königsberg’s middle-class wives of their migraines, stood his pocket lens from his years at the faculty. On impulse he placed the ring under the lens and turned on the reflector. A miniature world stood revealed. Grains of sand, dust particles, microscopic air bubbles, the insect’s larvae so minute he could only now detect it with the naked eye. Two thousand years had passed, he thought, since, melted by a merciless neolithic sun, the amber had trickled down a tree trunk, bearing with it into the future a fragment of the past, a beetle. And this prehistoric hostage had borne witness to the fact that there had at least been no change in nature’s struggle for fundamental harmony. Enthralled by the beauty of the amber, the doctor allowed himself to sink into a daydream – of threatening Viking ships, of horse-borne Crusaders and Hanseatic Cogs on their way up the River Pregel to trade their amber with the savage Prussians. There was my cradle, he thought, the world where I – a direct descendant of the Astias, Prussians or Russ settlers on whom the scholar in me cannot but have its reflections – was born into a family of merchants and doctors; an offspring of amber collectors brought to the Christian faith in the final moments of the Middle Ages by Adalbert of Prague, Bruno von Querfort, Hermann von Salsa or some other crusading knight of the legendary Order of the Sword. My ancestors, thought Götz with a blasphemous shiver, worshipped animals and ancestral spirits, bent the knee to wooden idols in sacred groves, chanting ecstatically over the bodies of sacrificed slaves who might well have hung from the offspring of the very same tree whose resin is now lying there in its silver setting and revealing itself under my pocket lens. They had also sacrificed the misshapen, the deformed, the hare-lipped, the deaf and the blind, even the younger of each pair of male twins.

At the back of his mind he also smiled at love’s sublime music coming from upstairs as his wife and her chambermaid began putting the children to bed. Pomerania, Galinden, Natangen, his mental excursion went on; in those legendary lands my forefathers were collectors of amber, great hunters and horsemen, spoken of with dread by Gallus Anonymus, with longing by Ibrahim ibn Jakub (he who travelled to the land of Slavonians on behalf of the Spanish Moors and had fallen in love with one of the big-bosomed women the savages had made him a present of), who had earned respectful mention in the Madgeburg Annals, been mystically revered in Thietmar von Merseburg’s Cronica and been accorded a crusader’s frigid military salute by Peter von Duisburg in the documents of his Order.

Amazed by the wealth of detail in these overwhelming dreamy historical images, Dr Götz’s attention drifted from the inner to the outer vision as he came back to reality – the missing jaw, the over-dimensioned skull section of a monstrous insect – magnified twenty times over by the optics of his pocket lens. They made him shudder.

Lifting his gaze from the lens, he let the last traces of his daydream disperse. In the street the sound of hooves could just be heard, followed by a sleigh bell. “Anyone who presents himself in such a gale at this hour,” he thought, “must be out on an urgent errand indeed.”

It was Franzceska Beyer, the Götz’s maid-cum-nanny since the arrival of their youngest daughter Elizabeth seven years earlier, who opened the front door to the woman who was defying the snowstorm that night. As far as she would later recall, she had instantly realised – despite being half blinded by the Arctic winds, advancing from their cradle in the Gulf of Bothnia and howling and roaring like a wolfpack down the central quarters of the ancient city of Königsbert – it was a very young girl, moreover one of easy virtue. Yet she was clad as if for mid-May, wore saffron yellow shoes, a cock’s plume in her hat, and over her shoulders only a loosely buttoned Venetian cloak.

“Can I speak to Dr Götz?” she asked, shivering. “It’s urgent. A matter of life and death.”

Franzceska felt sorry for the girl’s light clothing and her face’s deathly pallor. Amid a perfumed cloud of musks and ambergris soaps she admitted her to the hallway, and saw through a gap in her outdoor garments that, save for a lace corset, she was virtually naked.

“In Jesu name,” she said, pointing to the hall tabouret, “do sit down. I’ll fetch the doctor and get you some tea to warm yourself.”

Two minutes later when Dr Götz appeared, together with the maid and likewise his wife Catherine, whose sixth sense never failed to pick up anything of note happening in the house, the girl had collapsed in sobs on the floor. Together they lifted her up. But scarcely had they placed her on the seat than she jumped up again, shouting, “There’s nothing wrong with me! It’s the Polish girl! She’s dying in childbed, and as Miss Vogel’s having a baby too and Madam Schall asked me to take the sledge to the doctor’s, and seeing as how you two are old acquaintances and known for saving the lives of both rich and poor without taking them in any special order . . .”

The girl’s hysteria released the doctor from his recollections of that part of his youth he believed was forever kept secretly screened off by a shield of family love. For it was his wife who bade him run and get his bag while she tried to calm the girl.

Taking the steps down to his surgery two at a time, Götz retrieved his emergency bag from its brass hook behind the door, and since it was a question of a delivery, supplemented its contents with two lancets, his tongs, styptic ointments, a dozen bandages and cotton compresses, plus a newly purchased and hitherto unopened bottle of laudanum. While he was busy with all this, he noticed the ring was still on his finger and – without being able to explain it or put up the slightest resistance – again let himself succumb to the kind of shameful excitement he had enjoyed in the distant past in the Sackheim district as a regular weekend client of Madam Schall’s love nest, known in those days as: Your House of Desires.

That had been during his student years in Albertina, before the ball arranged by Königsberg’s cavalry officers at which he first met Catherine Mahlsdorf and behind the dinner hall’s damask curtain had given her the clandestine kiss which deprived him for ever of any desire for the kind of love one pays for. He recalled the women of six nationalities who travelled with the army’s baggage train who, between the wars, had been taken on at Madam Schall’s and who had let their daughters run amok in that enormous building, until such time as they were considered old enough to be sold to the highest bidder. He recalled a negress from the French colonies with cocoa-coloured skin and hair fuzzy as steel wool. Allegedly a Yoruba princess, one rumour had it she had been sold as a slave to the Russian tsarina before running away with a Dutch adventurer, who eventually lost her at dice to Madam Schall. He recalled with distaste the auctioning off of a weeping nine year old whose maidenhead was won in the end by a sailor. With similar excitement he called to mind the enormous grey-haired Agrafena Nehludova, a Russian woman who, surrounded by an endless array of soaps, perfumes, eaux de cologne and smelling salts, had lain, naked and audibly fermenting, on a divan that was a sea of satins and linen, in an undergrowth of flower vases, jewellery, hairpins, mirrors, obscene prints and love letters written on vanilla paper by ecstatic admirers of every age and class of society, and had received clients young enough to be her children, or, come to that, grandchildren. One evening, bewitched by the deep-red rose behind her ear and the sanctimonious smile that, after their copulation, seemed to promise him eternal life, Götz had himself boarded her ship of Olympian lechery, no less inebriated by a bottle of Malvoisie than by her odour of Havana snuff and debauchery. It was said she had not got up from her encampment for more than two decades – a rumour, culled from love’s mythologies, which Götz had never found reason to disbelieve. For never among all the evenings he had visited the establishment had he once seen her lift her massive anatomy from that erotic divan where, between amorous interludes, her goose quill replied to love letters or else she languorously vegetated with a pinch of snuff. Together with gonorrhoea, she had been the most unchanging feature of that establishment, where the girls came and went like migrant birds.

The doctor let his recollections of past excitements evaporate, again took hold of his professional self and found he had put the ring down, though he couldn’t recall where. When he left his surgery it was with the strange conviction that he would never find it again, and that Fate, in some inexplicable way, had linked this with the delivery awaiting him in Königsberg’s most celebrated whorehouse.

In the hallway, meanwhile, Catherine Götz, assisted by the maid, had given the girl a glass of linden tea and wrapped her in a woollen shawl. The colour had returned to her cheeks. Now she was sitting hunched up on the tabouret, the glass of tea cupped in her hands, her gaze fixed on some spot on the carpet that could equally have been a point on her inner horizon.

Drawing her husband aside as she helped him on with his fur coat, fox-fur gloves and intricate button boots, Catherine Götz whispered as she handed him his walking stick with the silver ferrule, “You’ll have to explain all this about the Schall woman’s establishment, Johan, as soon as you get home. I didn’t think we had any secrets between us, either from our life together or the past.”

Götz noticed a tear in the corner of her eye; a tear she brushed his hand from when he tried to wipe it away.

“A whore!” she said in a voice meant to sound contemptuous but which failed to hide an innate sympathy for the vulnerable. “Thank goodness the children are in bed. If you weren’t bound by your Hippocratic oath I shouldn’t let you go there.”

Götz let her button up his fur coat right to the collar and put on his hat and lawn scarf before picking up his bag and going over to the girl. “Hurry,” he said, “or we’ll have the coachman’s life on our conscience in addition to the rest of this miserable business . . .”

The snowstorm was the worst within living memory; worse than the winter gales from Siberia that had ravaged the Bay of Danzig around the turn of the century. A flurry of snowflakes the size of half-crowns was blowing in with full gale force from the Baltic. So thickly wrapped up was the coachman that only the tip of his nose stuck out from his leather hood. The horses, Götz noticed as they drove off, had lost all sense of direction, and it was only instinct that prevented them trotting straight into the wall of the next house. The girl, buried under a mountain of rugs, her hair sprinkled with snow, sat opposite him.

“Tell me,” he demanded, “what has happened?”

As the sleigh moved along Königsberg’s snow-covered alleys, the doctor heard in outline of the misfortune that had driven the girl into the gale. One of Madam Schall’s girls had been in labour for more than forty hours, and her strength was giving out. From this account of the labour pains Götz realised that contractions had set in, but couldn’t be clear as to whether the birth itself was overdue.

“The head’s too big,” the girl said, in a voice that seemed not to trust its message. “The head’s too big, I saw it with my own eyes.”

Götz found it hard to believe the birth could have gone that far and then stopped. Probably the severity of the woman’s pains, he told himself, was due to a narrow pelvis. It transpired that this was her first childbirth. At the same time, the girl explained, shouting to make herself heard above the wind’s diabolical howling, another girl was giving birth in the next room. So it was a question of two deliveries, one normal, one with complications. Apparently the establishment had had no-one else to turn to.

Götz recalled an older woman who acted as a midwife and maybe even, in secret, as a baby farmer, though on that point he might be deceiving himself. Despite everything, his memories from those days lay blessedly in fallow, in a fifteen-year deep soil of premarital urges he had no desire to dig any deeper into than he’d already done this evening. When had the waters broken, he asked. The girl wasn’t sure. “The head’s too big,” was all she could volunteer, as if the words kept going round and round in her mind.

As far as Götz could make out, the sleigh was moving southwards, along Langgasse. The snow had eased up a little, but there was no change in the gale’s force. In Schloss Strasse a lamplighter was fighting an heroic battle to carry out his duty, and further down from Kneiphof Island bells could be heard tolling in the cathedral tower. The doctor wondered what the reason could be for ringing bells at the height of a snowstorm. The question baffled him enough to make him lean forward and ask the driver.

“Ain’t ye heard, sir?” the driver shouted back. “The Provincial Council has decided to go to war against Bonaparte. Which means more bloodbaths, and that’s for sure.”

Götz sank back into his rugs, and for a while his attention strayed from the call of duty and the girl in the sleigh, sobbing at the thought of her friend’s plight. It was a rumour Götz had heard a week ago, but hardly credited. Encouraged by the Russian successes, the Prussian nobility had decided to revolt against the Frenchman’s new order of things.

Painful shudders passed through the doctor when he thought back to the three campaigns he had served in, only just coming through them alive, the worst of them being Austerlitz, where the East Prussian grenadiers had been crushed by Marshal Davout’s divisions. He was still being tormented by nightmares from that battlefield, the terrible wounds caused by the French guns, the bayonet wounds, punctured lungs and intestines, limbs shot away, legs blown to pieces, burns that had made full-grown men cry like babies, scream for their mothers, suck their thumbs and die. In the field ambulances they’d worked in shifts carrying out operations, waded up to their ankles in an indescribable slush of blood, excrement and amputated limbs, all in an unbearable atmosphere of lethal anxiety and meaningless prayers that could cause the most hardbitten to faint. Yet it was true, what his immediate superior had afterwards said to him over a glass of port wine in a Berlin officers’ club: without all those deaths and our faithful body snatchers we wouldn’t be saving so many lives today.

They had become masters at staunching bleedings, sewing up cuts and slashes, removing shattered arms and flinging them on to a heap, at amputating with only a shot of brandy and a quiet prayer to numb the pain. But the price, Götz now understood from his nightmares, was a terror that wouldn’t leave them until the day when they themselves said goodbye to life. For terror it was that shadowed them after all these wars.

And now, he thought, seated in the sleigh bound for the love nest of his happy-go-lucky youth, the church bells ringing in his ears, now they were all set to go to war again, if only to reinstate their Prussian honour. That was why they – Count Yorck, Alexander zu Dohna-Schobitten and Baron Hardenberg – had ordered the bells to ring out through this blizzard, to get the King, hiding with his court at Memel, to show some courage.

In a cloud of whirling snow they drove on down Prinsenstrasse, Götz winning his duel with his horrific memories by thinking about Immanuel Kant, who had lived in a house on this street during his student years, and always been so punctual to the minute that people had set their watches by him. Awakened by his lame servant, who, so rumour had it, was under strict orders not to let his master go back to sleep even for ten minutes, even if he begged, Kant had risen at exactly a quarter to five every morning. In the evening, so another rumour went, this same servant would roll him ingeniously up in four patchwork quilts for him to pass the night, motionless as a mummy, because the philosopher maintained this enriched his dreams and stimulated his imagination. At nine o’clock sharp the light was put out.

Affected by the thought of Kant’s chronomania, Götz took out his silver watch and saw that it was past ten o’clock. They should reach the establishment in a quarter of an hour at most.

Brushing some snowflakes from his face, he stared out at the row of façades behind which the city’s wealthier businessmen sat counting their day’s takings; men who had also visited Madam Schall’s establishment in years gone by, and whose sons might possibly have fathered the infants he was now being called out to deliver. Could there be some connection, he wondered, between objects and events? As between the amber with the beetle in it, this uprising against Bonaparte and the delivery just now awaiting him in the House of Desires, for instance?

Madam Schall received him without a flicker of recognition. A characteristic piece of discretion, Götz assumed, developed over more than three decades in her trade, first as a common prostitute, then as a hostess and, finally, after many diligent intrigues and much saving up, as proprietress of the establishment and all its chattels, and with half a dozen girls in her debt for the rest of their lives. She had aged more than he might have imagined. In his day she’d been a striking woman who could as easily have been thirty as fifty, wearng a dress with a bustle and forever busy with her household accounts or calling in cash due from those who had enjoyed her services on tick. Now she was, at best, an ageless old woman.

“Thank goodness you could come, doctor,” she said. “The girl’s in a bad way. I hope you don’t think it inappropriate, but we’ve sent for a priest.”

Götz gave an embarrassed nod. “Just show me the way,” he said. “Science can’t wait for the extreme unction.”

They passed through a hall where time had stood still since his last visit. Its wallpapers were painted with the same frivolous Pompeiian motifs where everyone was hard at it with everyone else. In the windows hung the same white satin curtains, intended to create an atmosphere of cleanliness and luxury. But it was gloomier now than it had been. Before the turn of the century the brothel had been a playground for unmarried men in delirious mood. Laughter had echoed as a myriad customers hailed each other in a dozen tongues. In the doorways to their rooms half-naked women had whispered to their clients in the language of love, promising with indecent gestures to satisfy their most secret desires, assuage their gnawing hunger, their burning thirst, undressing them with their eyes and teasing them like children by snatching at their hats. On summer evenings Madam Schall had arranged masquerade balls. In the garden where Chinese lanterns, likewise painted with obscene motifs, had hung from the fruit trees, grown men had played hide-and-seek in the dark, naked men chased girls across the lawns, all in a spirit of joyful abandon, as if life consisted of suffering and humanity’s ultimate consolation lay in escaping unclothed into a game of hide-and-seek. Now only a gloom of inverse strength prevailed; or was it he himself who had changed and was seeing everything now with a newly acquired clear-sightedness – the furniture that had seen better days; the grubby tablecloths; the parlour table formerly laid with Meissen china, but now more likely populated with germs.

Upstairs he took in at a glance the room that was to etch itself for ever on his memory. On the bedside table lay the morocco jewellery box with its cheap trinkets, the enamel washbowl, the pitcher and the folded damask napkins which constituted every prostitute’s basic accoutrements.

In a bowl by the bed lay some oiled satin condoms, not to prevent pregnancy – on this point the girls still preferred coitus interruptus and herbal ointments from the Lithuanian market women – but to prevent diseases, some absolutely incurable and others that brought with them a slow putrefaction but spread such irritation to the brain that the victim died at one of the city’s lunatic asylums in a purgatory of indescribable itchings. In a wardrobe hung sinfully low-cut nightdresses. In a drawer lay underclothes in cambrics of seven different colours. On the dressing table stood a battery of soaps, perfumes, oils and pomades, and in the middle of the room, pale unto death, in a bed with a silken sheet covering her pudenda, lay the girl.

Götz set her age at about twenty though his unconscious conferred on her the qualities of an ageless angel. She was blonde, in the Slavonic way, with red streaks in her untidy knot of hair. Putting down his bag, he felt her pulse. She was hardly alive. Her breath came in intermittent gasps. Her feverish forehead was burning hot.

A movement from the other side of the room made him turn. It was the clergyman.

“Prepare yourself for a shock, doctor,” he said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Whatever it may be, it won’t live long, thank God.”

Götz noticed the priest’s bag was like his own, filled, presumably, with implements for deliverance of the soul rather than the flesh: biblical words, sacramental wafers and bottles containing oils for the extreme unction. The man’s presence irritated him. Not just because he regarded himself as defending – as he often put it – the island of science against the stormy ocean of superstitions and metaphysics; or because he embodied the opposite of the commonsense atheism he, the doctor, cultivated, albeit in secret so as not to scare the daylights out of Catherine Götz or confuse his children and fill them with anxiety at a sensitive age. But more out of a feeling that this was a breach of etiquette; that this man in black spent his life wishing to high heaven what Götz himself wanted to keep firmly planted on earth.

Lifting the sheet, he recoiled instinctively from a sight that in all its monstrous detail was to haunt him to his dying day half a century later in the Age of Steam.

The child, which by some miracle had succeeded in getting itself halfway out into the world, was nothing but a quintessence of human deformity. So grotesquely large was the skull emerging from the birth canal that it had split the woman’s pelvis. He could scarcely bring himself to look at the face turned towards him. The harelip was such that neither nose nor nostrils existed. In the centre of the child’s face leered a dark red cavity, like a bowl whose lacerated edge ended at eye level. On the bald head were strange protruberances reminiscent of black fossilised snails. The tongue was split like a snake’s. Bumps and swellings disfigured the temples, the mottled skin was scaly like a lizard’s. It was a monster.

Götz had to close his eyes to keep his composure. The girl was probably beyond saving. Judging by the sheets, she must already have lost several litres of blood. Her deep unconsciousness bordered on coma. Her pelvic and stomach muscles had ceased to function, so there was no chance of getting the delivery going by natural contractions. For a moment Götz thought of delivering the child with the scalpel, but rejected the idea since, in her weakened state, it would put the mother beyond saving.

He took out lancets and scissors, disinfected his instruments. The girl’s heartbeat was so faint that at least it would not cause yet more excessive bleeding. Drenched in his own sweat, Götz cut open her vagina. His only thought was to at least save the life of this creature that, by its own force, had thrust its head out into the world. It was a miracle, he thought, the birth even having got this far, that the head could have left the womb without killing the girl instantly. All the time he worked, her pulse was growing weaker, but by now the vaginal opening was so large he could pull the child out without having to use the forceps. As if from far away in another world he heard the clergyman mumbling a prayer, preparing to bless this whore about whom neither of them knew a thing, but whom everyone realised was lost.

Slowly, centimetre by centimetre, he pulled out the child. What was supposed to be a face, he noticed, had a bluish flush, the umbilical cord having wound itself several times round the child’s neck as if nature had at the last moment opted for a mercy killing. Götz cut it and went on easing the body this way and that, the woman’s breathing meanwhile sinking so low it could barely support life. The deformities revealed themselves successively as he drew the child into the world.

Exterior ears there were none, and the auditory channels were overgrown by layers of some kind of petrified skin. The child was probably deaf.

Since the child had shown no sign of life, the doctor was struck by the thought that it might already be dead. The closed eyelids did not stir. It did not cry. Now he could see the child’s whole body. On its shoulders were protuberances he took for arms and hands, but which reminded him rather of parboiled roots from a very small plant. In a jumble of thoughts which banished his disgust but put pressure on his medical ethic, Dr Götz worked on. Should he make an intentional mistake? Why not? What good would this life be, and if allowed to live, what future did it have? And for how long; and at what cost of suffering?

His hands’ tactile sense took up the thought his mind refused to grasp: the protruberances, the lumps, the deformed chest indicative of underdeveloped lungs. The infant’s back, he noticed, was covered with black hair as thick as a kid goat’s. It’s more animal, he thought, than human being.

By now the body was quite free, and he could see it was a boy. So far only the genitals seemed normal, almost unrealistically so, without deformities. Someone behind him was talking about the girl. The poor creature was an orphan from some Slavonic minority, whatever that meant after Poland’s partition. On a trip to Danzig Madam Schall had found her begging in the streets and taken pity on her. In the three years she’d been working in the brothel she had managed to save up a little money, intending sooner or later to return to her home village. Who was the father? Uncertain. Probably an officer; they used to like her way of surrendering to their whims. Not that Götz heard any of this, or that they were already speaking of her in the past tense. He was working feverishly.

The legs, he saw with a certain relief, were better developed than the arms. A dwarf’s legs, but if he survived he’d be able to walk on them. He lifted up the boy, held him close and slapped the furry backside, hoping for a scream from the horrific orifice that was both nose and mouth, gullet and windpipe. The breathing did in fact start up, though there was not a sound, no gurgle or scream.

Götz became aware of the murmurs of the girls now gathered in the room. Laying the child down on the bed beside its mother, he put his ear to her mouth and listened. No breathing. Gently, he pressed his fingertips against the carotid artery. Quite still. He became aware of the clergyman standing beside him:

“It’s too late,” he said. “We can only hope the Lord will receive her.”

“Why wasn’t I called earlier?”

Götz was surprised by the anger in his own voice, an anger nourished by the fact that we always arrive too late for our most crucial encounters, as if fate intentionally delays sending out invitation cards. If only I’d been sent for ten hours earlier, he thought, perhaps I could have saved the girl.

The clergyman did not disguise his revulsion as he contemplated the boy.

“I can’t say a prayer over her,” he said. “Nor can I do an emergency baptism of this . . . whatever it is.”

“Why not?”

“You can see for yourself why not. Would the good Lord mock His own creation thus?”

Götz too looked at the boy: the furry back, the split face, the grotesque overgrown head, as large as the rest of the body. Though he was breathing, the eyes remained closed as if afraid to see the world that awaited them.

“What we have before us, doctor, is the fruit of Satan’s concubine. This creature isn’t begotten by man. It isn’t human at all.” Picking up his bag the priest went to the door. “Believe me,” he said. “This isn’t the first time. Only a month ago a boy was born in Lemberg that was half-human, half-wolf. He lived for exactly four minutes. Four minutes too long, in my opinion.”

The priest left the room, and in the ensuing silence the doctor turned to Madam Schall.

“Where’s the other girl?” he asked. “I was told there were two births.”

Two doors away the other birth had been without complication in the room that had once housed the great Agrafena Nehludova who, seven years ago, had suddenly and inexplicably arisen from her encampment and disappeared without trace, though the doctor knew nothing of that particular story. As he stepped over the threshold the baby was already lying at its mother’s breast, washed and wrapped in clean linens. It was a plump girl with nut-brown eyes and downy hair. He asked a few questions about the mother’s condition, comforted her when she started to weep over the fate of her unfortunate sister. It was then he noticed that the bells still tolled on Kneiphof Island.

“At least this little girl has come into this world in high style,” he said with an effort, to lighten the mood. “It’s for her the cathedral bells are chiming.”

He gave the newborn a routine examination. How unfair it seemed that Fortune should scatter her gifts so randomly. That this child could be so fully formed and healthy, while the boy in the next room, born this same night, in the same house, of the same sort of woman, had been denied even the most basic anatomical harmony. He wondered who would care for the orphan during the brief spell of life he assumed was left to it? Would anyone suckle him? He doubted it. They’d just take him to the baby farmer. The thought gave Götz a feeling of relief quite devoid of guilt, implying as it did an end to a life that would otherwise be only pain and suffering.

He devoted a few minutes more to the woman until he was sure there was no new bleeding, palplated her stomach and gave instruction on how to wash herself and feed the infant. Then Götz went back to the boy’s room.

He found the boy panting in Madam Schall’s arms, his eyes still closed. Some of the girls had already started to wrap the mother’s corpse in a winding sheet. A window, wide open, aired the unmistakable smell of death.

“What will happen to the boy?” he asked.

“We’ll look after him,” said Madam Schall, rocking the child, “for as long as he’s allowed to live.”

Only now did Götz fully take in the life he had brought into the world. He recalled the anatomy hall at Albertina. In glass jars filled with alcohol, the professors had kept deformed foetuses: Siamese twins, stillborn in the sixth month; a girl with hydrocephalus and on her back a birthmark shaped like a dragon; a boy with lockjaw and another with five rows of teeth and a brain showing growth failure in the fontanelle. All this monstrosity, this collection of grotesque jokes staged by heartless Nature, neatly numbered and arranged on shelves above charts of the circulatory and muscular systems, bones and intestines, had stuck in his memory. There were mongoloids and albinos, some of them seemingly mere fortuitous collections of bones and flesh, lives that had mercifully been rejected in good time, together with animal foetuses of every kind, two-headed calves, an incredibly misshapen pig, a lamb with its head growing from its stomach. But what he saw in front of him – this enormous skull with lumps like stones, the split face, the furry body and the inadequate protruberances representing arms – seemed the most cruel, because the child was still alive
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