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Ophelia Rising

She was born of electric fire into ice and torment and there had never been anything like her. At dawn, a century later, in Vienna, the painter Gustav Klimt, making his way home after a night of opera and dalliance with a wealthy widow, found her dead in the Danube Canal.

Still in his top hat and tails, Klimt paused on the Rossauer Bridge when he spotted a pale lavender figure lying against the concrete stairs on the platform at the water’s edge. She lay face up, nude, her torso on the stairs, arms akimbo, her hips and legs like ghosts just under the surface of the muddy water. Tendrils of yellow hair flowed over the edge of the platform and waved in the slow current.

Klimt looked around for someone to call out to, but at this hour, while he could hear the clop-clop of horses’ hooves in the distance, and the electric whir of the streetcars on the Ringstrasse, there was no one to be seen. He snatched off his top hat, tucked it under his arm, and hurried off the bridge to the stairs at the bank of the canal that led down to the loading platform.

He was forty-eight, powerfully built, strong from fencing and long hours standing at an easel, but with a slight swaybacked shape to his body from his weakness for large portions of breakfast cake smothered in whipped cream at the Café Tivoli. Balding, he sported a stalwart island of blond hair at his forelock, and a short, pointy beard that often framed a Puckish smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes.

He hurried down the stairs to the loading platform, not sure what he was going to do when he reached her. She might have slid slippery out of one of his paintings: his Water Serpents, or Fishblood, fantasy motifs of pale, lithe women gliding indifferently through pools of desire. Paintings built from thousands of drawings and hundreds of hours in the studio with young models, yet only at this moment, standing above the corpse, did it occur to him that all the women in the paintings, like this poor drowned girl, were oblivious to his presence.

[image: Gustav Klimt’s Water Serpents, depicting ethereal water nymphs.]
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He knew he should call for a policeman, or perhaps a doctor, but he just stood, looking at her. There were white lines, finer than a hair, hatching the mottled lavender of her skin, as if some artist had drawn her figure, traced out the contours of her limbs, then erased them. Or, perhaps better, had laid down watercolor on paper threaded with wax. It was curious. Fascinating. In life you would never have seen the lines, he thought, because she would never have been this color in life. With that thought, he pulled a leather-covered notebook from the inside pocket of his overcoat and, with the nub of a pencil, began sketching her. Her figure he could record, preserve as a note in his memory, and perhaps, with that, he could remember and reproduce the colors.

“Hey,” came a voice from above. “Is she dead?”

Startled, Klimt looked up to see a young boy, perhaps ten years old, in a newsboy cap, looking down over the wall of the canal. He folded the pencil quickly into his notebook and held it inside his coat as if hiding evidence.

“Yes,” he said, now transported from the ethereal fairyland of his imagination to the stark reality of this situation. “I think so.”

“Did you kill her?” asked the boy.

“No. I just found her. I think she drowned in the canal.”

“Were you drawing her picture?”

“Yes. I am an artist.” He wanted to tell the boy that drawing was his natural response to things.

“Were you drawing her because you can see her boobies?”

Klimt wanted to tell the boy that he was Gustav fucking Klimt! founder and leader of the Vienna Secessionists, the most famous painter in the entire Austrian Empire, the darling of Viennese high society, sought after by every major museum in Europe to exhibit his paintings, and he could draw boobies any time he wanted to, but he thought the proclamation might constitute a bit of overkill, delivered to a smudge-faced urchin while standing on a dock in a top hat, sketching a corpse. Instead he pulled the notebook from his coat, measured his sketch against the dead girl, then flipped the page and, humbled by the blank sheet, began to draw again. “No, I’ve never seen skin this color before,” he mumbled.

“Me either,” said the boy. “Do you want me to fetch a policeman?”

Klimt felt panic rise in his chest. No, he wasn’t finished.

Then the dead girl coughed. The boy screamed and jumped back from the edge of the canal. Klimt retreated a step. The drowned girl spewed a stream of canal water, then gasped, and, without opening her eyes or moving otherwise, said, “No.” It was English, but everyone knew the basics of all the major languages: “yes,” “no,” count to ten, and “Where’s the fucking library?” Even the boy knew what “no” meant.

“So now should I fetch a policeman?” said the boy.

“No,” said Klimt. “No, help me get her out of the water. Please.”

Klimt gathered the girl’s arms above her head, then, as gently as possible, tried to pull her up onto the concrete dock. The boy had scampered down the stairs and stood behind Klimt, not sure what to do.

Klimt laid the girl down again, cleared her hair from over her face, then took off his top hat and handed it to the boy. “Hold this.”

“Do you want me to fetch a doctor?”

“No,” said the girl, as if she’d been startled awake; then she slipped back into her limp, dead aspect.

“I guess not,” said Klimt. He shrugged off his overcoat and laid it on the damp concrete beside the girl. Starting with her shoulders, then one leg at a time, he moved her onto the dark wool and pulled it tight around her. Being careful of his balance on the narrow platform, he squatted, gathered her up, and lifted her in his arms.

“I have a cart,” said the boy.

Klimt didn’t know what he was going to do with the girl, beyond getting her out of the canal. He followed the boy up the stairs, turning sideways to keep from scraping the girl’s head or toes against the canal’s wall. At street level, he saw the boy’s cart, stacked high with newspapers. He and his brother Ernst, when they were poor boys from the suburbs, had run a newspaper cart just like this, delivering stacks of papers to the newsstands, cafés, and newsboys on the street, except he and Ernst had had a swaybacked horse to pull it. This boy had no horse.

Klimt rolled the girl onto the stacks of newspapers, then gathered his coat around her. Finally, after checking to see that she was still breathing, he concealed her face in the fur collar. He stepped back and bent over, resting his hands on his thighs as he caught his breath.

The boy held out Klimt’s top hat. “To the hospital, then?”

A muffled “No!” sounded out of Klimt’s overcoat.

“I guess not,” said Klimt. Where to take her, then? He couldn’t very well take her to the apartment he shared with his mother and youngest sister, even though it was only a few blocks away. Good morning, Mother, I’ve brought a naked, drowned girl home for breakfast. Perhaps not. His studio, however, was in a small house on Josefstädter Strasse, perhaps a half hour’s walk away.

“We can take her to my studio,” he said to the boy. “Number two Josefstädter Strasse.”

“That’s too far,” said the boy. “I have to deliver my papers.”

“I’ll pay you for your time.”

“How much?”

“Fifty heller,” Klimt offered, thinking that would be about what the boy would make each day for hauling his papers.

“Two crowns,” said the boy.

“One crown,” countered Klimt, wondering if the poor girl might expire atop the newspapers while he bargained with this child.

“One crown and the drawing you made,” said the boy.

Klimt heard men’s voices nearby and looked up to see two policemen, with their spiked helmets and swords, making their way across the Rossauer Bridge.

“Fine. One crown and the drawing,” said Klimt.

“And you have to help me pull the cart,” said the boy.

“Why don’t you have a horse?”

“I had a donkey, but it died.”

“Fine,” said Klimt.

“Fine,” said the boy.

The painter snatched his hat away from the boy and lifted the carriage shaft on one side, waited for the boy to take the other shaft. The cart creaked and shimmied as they made their way along the bricks.

After they’d gone a block, the boy asked, “How do you think she got in the canal?”

“Jumped, perhaps,” said Klimt. “Young women her age are often overcome with despair. Freud calls it hysteria.”

“Jumped? Naked?”

“Fell, maybe.”

“Did you see the bruises on her neck?” asked the boy.

“Of course,” said Klimt. He hadn’t. He’d been concentrating on the lines of her figure and the color of her skin and hadn’t even noticed any bruises.

“Handprints,” said the boy. “I thought you had murdered her.”

“I didn’t.”

“I will believe you for two crowns,” said the boy.

Klimt’s studio was a modest stucco house just across from the Rathausplatz, one of the multitude of white, neo-Gothic public buildings that made Vienna appear a city designed to top an elaborate wedding cake. When they arrived at the studio they found a red-haired teenage girl in a tattered red coat, sitting on the steps on a suitcase, petting one of the many cats who lived there.

Klimt dropped the cart brace, pulled his watch from his vest pocket, and checked the time: five thirty.

“Wally, what are you doing here?” asked Klimt. Wally Neuzil, seventeen, had modeled for him off and on for months. She was a petite redhead with wide blue eyes, a little shorter of limb than what he needed for the project he was working on, so he hadn’t had her come to the studio for a couple of weeks.

“I’m short on my rent this month,” said Wally, “so I thought I’d get some extra hours in.”

“Good morning, Fräulein,” said the boy.

“Good morning,” Wally said. Then to Klimt, “Is this your son, maestro?”

“No, no, not my son,” said Klimt. He had four sons that he knew of, all named Gustav, by four different mothers who had modeled for him. He kept his children and their mothers in apartments around Vienna in the hope they would grow up under better circumstances than this poor newsboy.

“I’m Maximilian, Max for short,” said the boy. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Fräulein.” The boy set down his cart brace, removed his cap, and bowed over it.

“And I am Wally, young gentleman, short for Walburga,” she said, with a giggle and a smile at the boy’s formality.

Klimt said, “Wally, I will help you with your rent, but I can’t pay you for hours that I’m not here.” No one was to come to the studio before nine a.m., and then only at the maestro’s invitation. There was a secret knock.

“We brought a dead girl,” said Max, whipping back the collar of Klimt’s overcoat to reveal the unconscious girl beneath.

Wally gasped and leapt up from her seat to examine the girl on the cart. She looked to Klimt. “Why have you brought a dead girl? Because you won’t have to pay her?”

“No,” said the maestro. “I’m rescuing her. And she’s not dead.”

Wally pushed a tendril of hair out of the drowned girl’s face. “She is very pretty, but pale.”

“I found her in the canal.”

“He was drawing her boobies,” said Max.

“Maybe you should call a doctor to help rescue her,” Wally said.

“I think a doctor would want to take her away, and I still need to draw her.”

“Do you want me to pose her pleasuring herself?” Wally asked.

“No!” said Klimt. “Help me get her into the studio. The key is in my coat.” He looked around to make sure no one could see them moving the girl. My next studio must have a walled garden with a locking gate, he thought.

“He likes to draw us pleasuring ourselves,” Wally explained to Max. “I am an expert at that pose.”

[image: Egon Schiele’s watercolor portrait of Wally Neuzil, depicted wearing black stockings and boots, sitting with her legs raised and crossed.]
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“Does he find all of his models dead in the canal?” Max asked Wally. He took the girl’s feet, while Klimt took her by the shoulders, carrying most of her weight. Wally pulled Klimt’s overcoat from the cart, took the keys from the coat pocket, unlocked the front door, and held it open while they carried the drowned girl in.

The studio consisted of six rooms and a foyer. The foyer opened onto a parlor that had once been a dining room, and a formal living room to the right that now served as his portrait studio, the walls covered with Klimt’s collection of Japanese prints. The living room and parlor both opened onto a third, large room that ran the length of the house, which Klimt used for a drawing studio. Across the back of the house were a kitchen; two bedrooms, one of which served as a supply closet; and a bathroom.

“We’ll put her on the divan in the parlor,” Klimt said. “Wally, can you fetch some sheets and a blanket from the other room?”

Wally scampered off to the next room, the drawing studio, and began gathering sheets off of chairs and various wooden platforms. Max craned his neck to watch Wally as he helped lay the drowned girl on the divan in the parlor. Although only ten, Max was relatively sure that he was in love with Wally and would marry her as soon as possible and they would eat cake in the park together while watching swans and carriages and fancy people go by.

Wally came back into the parlor with an armload of linen, continuing her narrative as if she’d never stopped, and as if Klimt weren’t in the room. “Sometimes he likes to pleasure ourselves himself,” she said. “But he doesn’t draw that part because I don’t think he can hold his pencil steady. Maybe that’s why he has four or five of us here all the time. You’d rub yourself raw trying to pleasure yourself the whole day while he draws.” She tossed the linen on top of the supine drowned girl. “Although sometimes he just has us drape ourselves over those platforms.” She shot a thumb toward the room where she’d gotten the linens and Max looked over and nodded. “Draping is easier.”

“Wally!” Klimt barked. “He’s just a boy!”

“He’s fine. I’m just talking about my work. You’re fine, yes?” She looked at the boy. He nodded. “See, he’s fine.”

“You,” Klimt said to the boy. “You go on.” The painter dug into his pocket and retrieved two crown coins and handed them to the boy.

The boy squirreled the coins away in his pocket, then held his hand out. “And the drawing.”

Klimt acted as if it had slipped his mind. Wally pointed to his overcoat, which she’d hung on the hall tree when she’d brought it in. Klimt retrieved his notebook from the inside pocket and carefully tore out a leaf, the first sketch he had tried. He held it out to the boy.

“Have him sign it,” said Wally.

Klimt snarled at the petite model. “Wally, you need to go away. I don’t need you today, and I have to lock up while I go home to change.”

“You can’t leave her here alone,” Wally said. “The cats will eat her.” A coven of cats had been milling around in the parlor, looking to be fed.

“Sign it,” said Max.

Klimt fished the pencil from his vest pocket and quickly signed the drawing, then handed it to the boy.

“You can sell that for far more than two crowns,” Wally said. “Tell them it’s a Klimt.”

“Don’t tell anyone that,” Klimt said. “Our business is done. Now on your way, boy.”

“I want to stay with Wally while you go home to dress.”

“Wally isn’t staying.”

“Then who will keep the cats from eating the drowned girl?”

This situation was spinning out of control. He didn’t want to let the boy go out running around telling the tale of how he acquired an original Klimt, at least not without some warning, yet he really did need to get home and change before the streets filled up with people and he was seen wandering around in his opera clothes. The only clothes he had at the studio were the caftans he wore while painting, and he couldn’t very well be out and about in one of them.

“Wally, a word please.” He signaled for her to follow him into the drawing studio, where the models normally posed. She followed him, wearing a silly smile as if she’d just prevailed in a game of checkers.

“Wally, I need you to fix the bedding for the girl, and impress upon the boy that he mustn’t tell anyone how she came to be here, then send him on his way. You stay with the girl, keep an eye on her. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“And you’ll pay me?”

“Of course. I’ll bring your rent current, too.”

“I’m afraid it may be too late. I was evicted last night.”

“Where did you sleep last night?”

“On your front stairs.”

“I’m sorry, Wally,” Klimt said.

“Perhaps I can stay here?” Wally added. “Watch over the drowned girl until she’s better.”

“We shall see. I know a young artist who may be able to help you. He needs to find new accommodations himself and he also needs models. You might work something out.”

“Oh, would you ask him?”

“I will send him a message today. Now, get rid of the boy. I should be able to catch a cab at Rathausplatz.”

“I will.” She scampered out to the parlor and began tucking the linen in under the drowned girl, who hadn’t moved or made a sound since they’d brought her in.

On his way out, Klimt checked on the drowned—well, damp—girl. She was breathing steadily and had lost her lavender color as well as the fine white lines that had hatched her skin. He pushed aside her hair to get a good look at her neck. There were no bruises there at all—the boy was daft.

“What should I tell her if she wakes up?” asked Wally.

“That we saved her. Then ask her how she came to be in the canal.” He turned to the boy. “Max, Wally wants to talk to you, but then you must go.”

The boy nearly swooned at the instruction and Klimt felt as if he might have just pimped Wally out to a ten-year-old.

“I have to deliver my papers,” the boy said.

“Thank you for your help this morning. You were a gallant knight in service,” Klimt said. Then he snatched up his hat and coat and strode out of the house wondering how he was going to explain his night at the opera to his mother and sister.
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A Friend Found

Letter #1: August 6, 1799, Aboard the Ship Prometheus, Icebound in the Far North

Dearest Sister:

Who would have thought that after weeks at sea, hundreds of miles from land, our ship blocked in by great ice sheets, I would, at last, find a friend? (And ne’er did I have to develop a personality, as you always teased, as my new friend finds it sufficient that I saved him from freezing and being eaten by a great white bear, and he said not a word about my deficit of charm or conversational acumen. So there.) We had been mired in the ice for four days when one of the mates stationed in the rigging to look for the edge of the ice spied a lone figure in the distance pulling a sledge upon which rode a long wooden box, perhaps three feet on each side and eight feet long, and upon that stood a single sled dog. It was a clear, windless day, and we could see the figure dark against the endless white of the ice even with the naked eye once directed where to look. Some of the men stood at the rail watching, passing the lieutenant’s spyglass back and forth as they watched the figure’s slow progress, making comments in Russian or Swedish, which the lieutenant translated as “How did he get out here?” and “Why does the dog get to ride?”

We passed several hours watching the traveler, who struggled and fell every few minutes, and the men had begun to lay bets on when he would fail to get up again, when the lieutenant spotted one of the white bears several hundred yards behind, stalking the trudging figure. I ordered rifles fetched and loaded, but the lieutenant assured me that the bear was beyond the range of our munitions, and the shot well beyond the ability of any of the men, who were whale fishers and merchantmen, not marksmen.

I ordered the nets dropped and I, four sailors with rifles, and the bosun, who was the only one besides the lieutenant who spoke any English, joined me on the ice to make our rescue. I tell you, dear Margaret, that I did not feel fearful being on the ice with the white bear, but instead a rush of the blood I had only experienced when shooting with Father on fall mornings–an excitement a man only feels when pitting himself directly against nature itself. Granted, the great bear was somewhat larger than the grouse Father and I blasted upon the moors, but grouse are wily, and I have been told they will charge when wounded, although I have never witnessed this myself. Besides, the bosun is a portly fellow, slow of foot, and I felt sure if the bear should charge, and not be stopped by the rifles, I could make it to the safety of the ship before the bear finished eating him.

Our progress on the ice was slow. After a quarter of an hour we seemed no closer to the man pulling the sledge, although he did have the courtesy to fall facedown on the ice and lie still, so it became less a matter of catching him and more of a race with the bear. When we were within a hundred yards of the traveler, as was the bear, I had the men fire a volley at the bear. All the shots missed, but the bear did pause at the noise and regarded us with interest, as if he might have been deciding to abandon the downed traveler and have a go at the lot of us. (A whale fisher in a tavern in Archangel once told me that the white bears are the rulers of their realm and consider anything that moves on the ice to be food, so I suppose our group appeared to be a more abundant repast for the creature than the fallen sledge man.) The lone sled dog, perched atop the crate, began to cry, an almost howling whine rather than a quick bark, as if he were mourning that he and his master were about to be eaten.

I ordered the men to reload, but only one of them had remembered to bring powder and shot.

“I thought you lot were hunters,” I scolded them. “How is it you can’t shoot and don’t remember to bring the basic kit of hunting?”

“They hunt whales,” the bosun reminded me. “You hunt whales with a harpoon, not a gun.”

“Well it’s shoddy work,” I told him. I snatched the only loaded rifle from the bewildered whaler, checked that the pan was primed, and took aim at the bear. Dear sister, while I know that many of the aspects of the adventurer’s life may seem fanciful to you, a lady, who has spent her sheltered days plying her needlepoint and powdering her pretty bosoms, trust me when I say, these white bears are quick and cunning rascals, and no sooner did hammer strike flint than the bear leapt five feet to starboard, saving him from my deadly accurate shot.

“Reload,” I ordered the bosun, rather sternly, to show him I was displeased at him for bumping my shoulder just as I fired, perhaps. I handed him my rifle, and when I turned back, the bear had reconsidered his stalking of the sledge fellow and had set a loping course toward our little hunting party.

“You know,” said the bosun, “I can load all of the rifles from this one powder flask and shot pouch, it will just take longer.”

I did know that, of course, but as a commander, one must let one’s men learn for themselves, although one would hope that one’s men are not so thick that the lesson would occur to them only upon the attack of a ravenous bear.

The bear wasn’t charging us, exactly, as if we were prey that might elude him, but rather approached in a more leisurely manner, like a man might stalk a can of beans, confident it would not make an escape before he pounced. Before the bear had crossed fifty yards, the bosun had loaded three of the rifles and had handed them back to the men. I bade them stand in a line in front of me and, upon my signal, fire at once. When I felt the bear was close enough for a successful shot, I called “fire.” The volley went off with a magnificent display of noise and smoke, doing no harm whatsoever to the bear, but the great ghost of smoke that drifted in the bear’s direction caught his attention, and he stopped, stood on his hind feet, and sniffed at the air.

The creature stood some ten feet tall, and I thought at that moment I might dash back to the ship while the beast feasted on my less fortunate compatriots, but as we watched, a stripe of red bloomed on the bear’s arm and we realized at the same time as the bear, I think, that a rifle ball had grazed him. The beast dropped to all fours and licked the wound, then, as if he had had enough, turned and loped away several steps before he simply disappeared.

“Where did he go?” I inquired.

“Hole in ice,” said the bosun. “White bears swim.”

I nodded as if I had known that the white bears could swim under the ice, and as we resumed our progress toward the sledge fellow, I could see the hole into which the bear had slipped. I moved away from it with a newfound alacrity, lest the beast resurface and attack.

When we reached the downed sledge fellow he appeared to be dead. We rolled him onto his back and he muttered, “Save the crate. My work,” in German first, then in English after I assured him he was safe. Then he fell unconscious, his breathing so shallow that steam barely rose in the cold air. His sled dog must have sensed that we were there to help, as it whimpered and lowered its ears in submission.

The men loaded the traveler atop the crate, and four of the men pulled the sledge back toward the ship, while the bosun and I pushed at the back, with loaded rifles slung at our shoulders should the bear appear again. When we reached the ship the traveler sat up and grabbed me by the front of my coat.

“Friend,” he implored. “You must bring the crate. My work. Save the crate and the dog, too. Please, friend.”

Yes, he used the term “friend,” so I do not exaggerate that I have, indeed, found a friend, and before I even found the Northwest Passage, so you were wrong about that, too, dear Margaret. A friend!

“We will,” I told him.

The sledge and the crate were so large that the men had to use the tackle for raising and lowering longboats. They hoisted the whole rig aboard, with the traveler atop it. As they pulled him up, he leaned over the edge of the box and said, “And do not look in the crate, friend. Promise.”

“I promise,” I told him as they hoisted him away.

I watched from the ice as they pulled the crate and sledge on board. One of the men carried the dog up in a cargo net slung over his shoulder and handed him to another–the hound was passive, as if resigned to whatever fate we had in store for him. Once the dog was on board, the rest of the party scrambled up the cargo net, then pulled it up behind them, leaving me standing on the ice. I thought perhaps they would lower one of the longboats and heave their captain aboard in honor of his having saved them from the white bear, but such was not the case. In fact, I could hear a lot of scrambling as they moved about on deck, followed by the battening of the hatches, and then only the cold wind through the rigging.

“Gentlemen, I believe you’ve forgotten something,” I called, but there was no answer.

I tell you, sister, despite having just made a friend, the only time I have felt more lonely was that time when we were children, and Father sent us to town to fetch some sugar, and you sold me to the bachelor vicar. The fortnight Father spent bargaining a fair price to buy me back was my most lonesome time until now. I sat on the ice plotting my revenge on the bosun and the others, until my bottom froze, and was ready to resign myself to a frosty death, when a half-dozen of the men burst out of the hatches laughing and threw down the net, allowing me to climb to safety and share in the jest. And while the feeling is yet to return to my nethers, even as I write this, I feel as if the men and I have bonded in fellowship. I may have made more than one friend, dear sister. Now my new friend, the frozen traveler, after having been stripped and rubbed down head to toe with warm brandy and salt to promote circulation, lies sleeping under a pile of furs on a cot in my cabin. My watch finished, I too must rest. I will write more when I can. But perhaps first I will have a look inside the mysterious crate, which is still up on deck.

With deepest affection,

R. A. Walton

Letter #2: August 9, 1799, Aboard the Ship Prometheus, Icebound in the Far North

Dearest Margaret:

I know not when I might be able to post these letters, but writing them makes me feel less lost and closer to home, so I will continue to write, even if it is their fate to be found with my frozen corpse by future travelers. Forgive my untidy penmanship, as I have just had a severe shock and have quaffed quite a bit of the Russians’ vodka to steady my nerves, but I must get this down. We are yet icebound, but the one good fortune is that the wind has not blown the ice into great mountains that might crush the ship’s hull, so there is still some hope that we will be free before winter.

Meanwhile, my new friend seems to have thawed, warmed by my good company and copious amounts of tea and brandy. While he is yet unwell, sometimes racked by chills and fever, he has regained enough of his mind to tell the tale of how he came to be traveling upon the ice in the middle of the sea, and his story seems a marvel that I would ascribe to myth if he were not such a sincere and humble fellow.

His name is Victor Frankenstein, and he is the eldest son of a Swiss family of the landed gentry, so already we share the commonality of the burden of inheritance. How liberating it must be for you, a woman who can neither inherit nor own property, who need only find a husband and squirt out sons to assure the legacy of some other family to fulfill her destiny, while I, having received my estate, must make a Herculean effort to bring honor and acclaim to our family name. If I am the one to find the Northwest Passage, the name Walton will be long remembered. In this, Victor and I are alike: my quest, to find the Northwest Passage, and his, to transcend the very limits of human mortality. I shall explain.

Victor, it seems, studied the practices of the ancient alchemists at university, as in Switzerland it was one of the few nonclerical fields of study available to him, the others being chocolate and cheese. He decided to specialize in the ELIXIR OF LIFE, as all the philosopher’s-stone and turning-lead-into-gold classes were full. Thus, he tells me, after much study of arcane and forbidden texts, and no little bit of dissecting dead animals, he graduated with honors and moved to Heidelberg, where he continued his studies at the medical school, focused on discovering the very ELIXIR and, as he calls it, the spark of immortality. In telling his story, Victor seemed to find his strength, and I thought he might be on to a speedy recovery, even as he recited hours’ worth of procedures and chemical formulae, most of which slipped my mind as I dozed off several times. But I will take better notes when he repeats his story, as all men do under the influence of spirits, in which we indulged mightily to fend off the cold and the monotony of hours’ worth of procedures and chemical formulae.

At last, my friend felt he had concocted this ELIXIR, and after several experiments on small animals, he thought he might be able to strike the spark of life into the body of a deceased human, if only he could repair that condition which caused their death. His animal experiments had taught him that the mere shock of reanimation caused damage so severe that his subjects survived only minutes. Thus he resolved to construct a larger, more durable human, one who might survive to live a full life. To this end, he began to haunt the graveyards and charnel houses of Heidelberg, even going so far as to attend executions, then purchase the corpses of the condemned, saying they would be used for study at the medical school, which, in a way, they were. He picked the largest, most robust of subjects, stitching together the best bits, until he had constructed the patchwork body of a man nearly eight feet tall. He bathed each intersection of joint or organ in his precious elixir, and even though the subject remained dead, the junctions healed together, leaving only thin, white scars. Such a massive subject, he postulated, would be able to withstand the reanimating process.

With his animal subjects, Victor had applied electricity from Leyden jars* to the animals to revive them, but this method, he found, did not produce enough electricity to jolt his man creature to life. He resolved to capture the power of lightning from a storm, by attaching a copper cable to the steeple of the university chapel. But while trying to scale the church, he was discovered by other students, who reported him to their professor. If Victor had made his creature from a single corpse, his experiment might have been dismissed as youthful misadventure, but because he had constructed his man from the best parts of no fewer than eight different corpses, and, after taking the best parts, chucked the remaining parts into the Rhine, where they washed up on the banks, terrifying local fishermen and farmers, the authorities were quite cross with him. He was expelled from the university, and the local constabulary promised to bring charges against him but did not take him into custody. Under dark of night, Victor fled Heidelberg with his patchwork man and his instruments, and made his way home to Switzerland.

Once at his family’s estate, he set up a laboratory in a folly they built on a hilltop, a small-scale replica of the Parthenon. (Dear Margaret, we simply must build a folly on the grounds when I return. Perhaps on the hill where Father built that wretched monument for Mother. Perhaps a miniature St. Paul’s? I know you haven’t seen it, but take my word for it, it is smashing.) Once installed in his new laboratory, Victor hired an assistant, a twisted dwarf from the local village, who helped him with any last-minute grave robbing and climbed onto the dome to attach the lightning rod. Upon the first electrical storm, Victor was able to capture a thunderbolt and send its spark through a copper cable into his patchwork man, who rose from the table screaming like a newborn, as he had just been soundly toasted with lightning.

The massive creature, whom he referred to as Adam (a wholly unoriginal name. I think if I should decide to create life after building our folly, I should name my first man Malcomb, or perhaps Reginald, to give him a better chance to make a good impression in polite society), was still smoldering from the lightning as he scowled at Victor, then ran off into the hills, not to be seen again for several years, when they happened upon one another on an Alpine glacier, as one does, I suppose, in Switzerland.

Victor’s story becomes clouded now, and I wonder if it is because we were both drinking heavily while he told it, or if, as you already suspect, it is because he is a raving lunatic, but evidently Adam told a long and eloquent tale of stealing food and learning to speak by watching a blind fellow and his family through a crack in the wall of a pigsty attached to their cabin. Evidently, as well as being quite tall, Adam’s mismatched parts made him horrible to look upon, and he terrorized any persons he approached on his odyssey, so he took to staying away from towns during the day, only going among civilization to steal food and murder the odd child, one of whom was Victor’s younger brother William. Adam, or “the creature” as Victor calls him, then explained that he should not be condemned to a life of loneliness, and if he weren’t so alienated, he wouldn’t need to go about killing children and framing the housekeeper for the murders. Oh, I forgot, the creature not only strangled Victor’s brother but planted a locket belonging to Victor’s housekeeper by the child’s body, and she was summarily convicted and hanged for William’s murder, which charred Victor’s crumpets no little bit, housekeepers being terribly hard to come by in Switzerland. Anyway, the creature demanded that Victor must make him a mate as hideous as himself, and he and his ugly wife would live away from others in the far north, with no need to perpetrate violence on anyone. And, should his creator refuse his request, the creature promised to destroy everyone Victor loved.

Which put me in mind of the time when we, as children, found that rather surly stray dog in the corner of the stables, and you said he would be less growly if someone simply petted him. Oh, the joke was on me, you little scamp, and I still have one small finger that refuses to work in concert with the others due to my injuries. My fault, I suppose, for not knowing a badger when I saw one. I’ll not make that mistake again any time soon.

Anyway, to draw the creature away from his family, Victor went to Scotland, having heard they had the best grave robbers in Edinburgh, because of the medical school, and proceeded to set up a laboratory in which to build the creature a wife. But the grave robbers were not forthcoming, and when Frankenstein tried to do his own grave robbing, he found the best bits had all been picked over, leaving little but bones and hair. Victor had suspected all along that the creature would follow him across Europe, so he was not entirely surprised when one evening, as he was perfecting the chemistry of his life elixir in the lab, the fiend kicked in the door.

“That wasn’t locked,” Victor told him.

“I have endured untold suffering and alienation from mankind, if I wish to kick in a door I shall kick in a door and all who say otherwise may be damned to perdition,” the creature replied.

“Well, see if you can prop it in place,” Victor said. “It’s cold out and I need a steady hand for this work. I can’t be shivering.”

The creature said, “Don’t talk to me of cold, Creator. I have suffered the cold of a thousand–”

“Tea?” Victor said.

“Yes please,” said the fiend.

So, amid the arcane volumes and bubbling laboratory glass, Frankenstein served the creature tea, with milk and sugar, it turns out, but no lemon, as there was no lemon to be had.

And yes, dear sister, as I listened to this tale, fraught with detail such as how the monster took his tea, I too was thinking Quoi is in the fucking box? If you’ll pardon my French, dear sister, as I am approaching the answer to the mystery, my hand shaking from the revelation, even as I write.

“Why have you made no progress on my mate?” Adam demanded.

“I have not been able to obtain the necessary parts,” Frankenstein told him, and he proceeded to tell his tale of grave-robbing woe, summing up with “I checked at every charnel house and they didn’t even have anything in the sale bins except for that big hand over there, which I paid dearly for.” (Victor did mention that he had acquired a large hand, I’d forgotten that bit.)

“Would you suggest that a hand be my companion in life?” the creature asked.

Here Victor assured me that an incorrect answer to the question might have seen him murdered on the spot, but, before he could answer, mercifully, the fiend finished his tea and proclaimed that he would find the “necessary parts” and with that was off into the night, pausing only to roughly refit the door into the jamb and suggest that Victor have someone in to fix it.

Several hours later Adam returned carrying the body of a young woman, which he laid out on the table Frankenstein had set up for the assembly of the creature’s bride. She was young, perhaps twenty, and dressed in the simple attire of a shopgirl, with an apron, and she appeared to be completely intact. Victor was horrified, and as he suspected, when he examined the corpse, while there was no heartbeat, it was still warm.

“You’ve murdered this poor woman,” Victor told the creature, but the fiend knew.

“Less digging, really,” said the monster. “Now you will bring her back to be mine. We will go away together, away from other people, just wretches content in our wretchedness.”

The girl was quite attractive, Victor said, and had no deformities at all that he could detect.

“But she’s not wretched at all. She’s perfect. How will you be wretched together?”

“You can sew the big hand on her.”

“I cannot. It would not fit. You are enormous because I began your construction with an enormous head, and everything was built to scale from there.”

“Perhaps a large nostril. You’re a surgeon. Give her a dozen nostrils.”

“I don’t know how to do that. And I don’t have any donor nostrils. You can’t just make her wretched.”

“You don’t know, my creator, what it is to go into the world with a mind fully developed but empty. Everything is a terror. Everything is pain. You know how to walk, to run, to feed yourself, even to talk, but you do not know what words mean, or that you are an abomination to others. Life is a horror. And it will be that for her. I will teach her, my mate, that she is wretched. She will know the world is cruel because I will make it so. She shall be a blank canvas and I shall paint her with the stuff of nightmares.”

Victor was horrified at the very idea of subjecting a person to the torment of his creation. This girl of sweet countenance, yanked from life only to be restored into a life of torture. “I will not do it,” Victor told the fiend. “I will not bring an innocent creature into a life of suffering.”

“But you have already. Was I not an innocent creature? Did you not bring me into a world of torment and suffering?”

“You are a fiend, a thief, a murderer.”

“All because of my alienation, my misery.”

“So you will inflict that on another creature? No. I tell you no,” Victor cried. And with that he snatched up a surgical knife and plunged it into the corpse’s chest. “There, now she is beyond your reach, for I cannot repair a damaged heart.”

“I will fetch you a new heart,” the fiend said. “You can restore her.”

“I will not do that. I will not!”

“You would deprive me of companionship, then I shall deprive you of the same. I will take from you everyone you care about. I shall be with you on your wedding night,” the creature roared. Then he was gone, into the night, pausing momentarily to again try to fit the broken door into the jamb. Then he was gone.

Here Victor stopped and lay back on the cot, breathless from telling his tale.

“What happened then?” I implored.

But Victor was exhausted and waved me off. “I cannot go on, good Captain. Allow me to rest and I will continue my tale on the morrow.”

And so I turned out the lamp and made a bed for myself in a hammock on the far side of my cabin and before long I could hear my guest softly snoring. You’ll note, dear sister, that Frankenstein referred to me as Captain, even though that is a title reserved for military ships, and I am merely the master of this ship. Still, my affection grew for him even more for the error.

I lay there in the dark, for perhaps an hour, listening to the wind whipping through the masts, the occasional footfall of one of the men on watch, as I considered the fantastical tale. I had so many questions: How did all of this lead to an educated and refined man of means pulling a heavy sledge across the Arctic ice, hundreds of miles from land? And why was the dog so precious? Frankenstein would not settle until he knew the dog was inside, and well-fed and watered. And what of the mysterious box, so precious that he would not even board the vessel of his salvation until it was secured?

Finally, I could stand it no longer. I rose and wrapped myself in furs, grabbed a storm lantern, and made my way to the deck, making an excuse to the mate as I passed his quarters that I wanted to see if the wind was driving masses of ice that might crush the hull. The mate, knowing the wind was not so ferocious as to do any such thing, but convinced of my incompetence, allowed that this was good thinking. (My ineptitude is a convenient ruse I often play to my advantage among the crew.)

Upon the deck I found Frankenstein’s crate and examined it as best I could under the dim lantern. The crate was secured with latches and straps, like a cabin trunk, and I used a rigging mallet to break the ice from the buckles and latches, and a hatchet to pry them open. I only had my hands out of my mittens for a few seconds, yet I lost feeling in my fingertips, which is just as well, as I also lost skin trying to work the metal buckles. At last the lid opened and I shone my storm lantern over the contents. I expected food, medicine, and tools one might use to survive on the ice, but instead I found scientific equipment, some packed haphazardly, some in sturdy hardwood boxes. I opened some of these to find optical instruments in one, surgical tools in another, and I shuddered at the thought of what Frankenstein had assembled with these. Various iron rods, brass balls at their ends, fitted so they might be fastened together, and great coils of braided copper cable, no bigger in diameter than the shaft of a quill pen, but hundreds of feet long. I stirred through the contents, placing the sturdier elements like the iron rods on the deck, so I could see what might lie below. At one end of the box I cleared the way until I was nearly an arm-length down, then I reached a woolen cloth that padded something at the bottom of the crate. I pulled this aside and opened a small hatch. To my shock, I saw a young woman’s face. I nearly cried out but fought to regain my composure and leaned in for a closer look. While she was undoubtedly frozen, she appeared only to be sleeping peacefully, her golden hair arranged around her face on a pillow. This must surely be the corpse from Victor’s story, the one he had stabbed in the chest. But why? I noted then that he had built a structure into the box so the corpse was not crushed by the weight of the instruments, not that it would be a danger in these temperatures.

I held the lamp close again, examined her, forgetting for a moment the elements swirling around me. She was the very picture of peace, a frozen Venus, as fair as any painting I have seen. Then her eyes opened. I screamed, casting my lamp aside, and it went sailing out over the ice. I made to run, then, thinking perhaps the drink and cold had gone to my head, I peeked back into the crate.

“What are you looking at, butt puddle?” she said.

Forgive me, dear sister, Frankenstein is stirring on his cot and I have urgent questions for him. More later.

Yours,

Robert




3

Egon Rising

Mama, Egon is painting Gertie’s naughty bits again,” called Melanie, at twenty-two, the second-oldest sister.

“We’re making art,” said Gertie, seventeen, who sat on the bed in nothing but her stockings, her knees pulled up to her chin, trying to project a coquettish smile while her brother, Egon, a painfully thin young man of twenty-one, with wide, haunted eyes and a great explosion of disheveled dark hair, scratched away at a sketch pad. “I’m drawing, not painting,” said Egon.

They could hear steps approaching, Mother’s stout shoes on the wooden floor. Gertie looked around in a panic.

“Stay still,” Egon said. “I’m almost finished.”

Frau Schiele stormed into the room, brushed Egon’s sketchbook aside as she passed, then grabbed a folded blanket from the foot of Melanie’s bed and threw it at Gertie. “Cover yourself, child.”

“See,” said Melanie, “they’re at it again.”

“It is only practice,” said Egon. “I have to draw every day. I am an artist. If I played piano, I would have to practice every day.”

“And you would not be allowed to play piano on your little sister’s naughty bits, either,” said Melanie.

“I wouldn’t mind,” said Gertie.

[image: Egon Schiele’s painting The Artist at Work, depicting a nude model facing away from the viewer and her forward-facing reflection. Schiele sits behind her on a chair, holding a drawing pad.]
“Much of Egon’s critical success is due to my snatch, Mother,” said Gertie.



“No more,” said Frau Schiele to her son, alternately waving a scolding finger under his nose, then tapping it on his sketch pad, then waving again. “No more of this, you two. I told you.”

“But, Mama, we are making art,” said Gertie. “Egon’s genius shines best when it shines out of my—”

“You are not too old to be beaten, Gertie. Put on some clothes.” Frau Schiele turned to her son again. “Out! I forbid you to even see your sister, and you are not staying here. Go back to your flat and your whores.”

“Models,” said Egon. He’d been evicted from his apartment only a week ago because of his models, a dozen of them, who had been lounging around his studio as a place to get out of the cold, as they were all very young and needed a place to smoke, sip the sweet wine Egon bought for them, and get away from parents who didn’t understand art. The landlord hadn’t understood either, when an angry father dragged his thirteen-year-old daughter out by the hair and threatened to kill Egon and burn the building down if he found his daughter there again. Pity, too. Not only had Egon produced hundreds of drawings of the girls, he was able to sell a few of them to pornography dealers to help pay for supplies. Unlike his mentor, Gustav Klimt, Egon was not able to pay his models and was less careful about checking that they were over fourteen, the age of consent, before allowing them in the flat.

“Mother, I have no funds to pay models and Gertie has some experience.”

“Much of Egon’s critical success is due to my snatch, Mother,” said Gertie.

“Oh my God!” said Melanie. “These two!”

“Well, it is!” Gertie insisted. “Tell her, Egon.”

“No more in this house,” said Mother. “Out, Egon.”

“But I had to give up my flat. For artistic reasons. I thought you knew that.”

“Then rent another one.”

“But I have no money. You are quenching the light of genius, here, Mother. You, who should be honored to have given birth to such a talent.”

“Melanie,” said Frau Schiele, “bring me the coal shovel from the parlor. I am going to thrash your brother, one last time.”

“Philistine,” Egon said. He gathered up the loose drawings that were spread around Melanie’s bed and tucked them into his sketchbook. His older sister stood in the doorway, holding his coat, waiting.

Egon took the coat from her as he passed her. “Harridan,” he whispered.

“Lecher,” she retorted.

His mother followed him out into the hallway. “You can send for your clothes.”

“What of my art supplies? My paints?”

“We will keep them safe until you send for them.”

“But I have no place to go.”

“You will find a place.”

“But I have no money.”

“Go see your uncle Leopold. He believes in your enormous genius.”

They had all been living off the largesse of her brother, Leopold, a successful railroad man, who took the family under his wing when Egon’s father went mad with syphilis he’d caught from streetwalkers and burned the family’s savings (in railroad bonds) in the stove, then unceremoniously died in an asylum.

“Uncle Leopold never respected Father,” Egon said as he reached the front door, as if that made any difference.

“For much of his life, your father was a libertine and a raving lunatic,” said his mother.

“How can you say that in front of the girls? You sully his memory.”

“Your lunatic father would beat you within an inch of your life if he were alive, and it would be the first sane thing he had done in years.”

That was probably true. Father had been very angry indeed when, at sixteen, Egon had taken Gertie, who was twelve at the time, to Italy for a romantic reenactment of their parents’ honeymoon in Trieste. Father had beaten him unconscious and Gertie was spared only when Mother and their two older sisters threw themselves in front of her and kept her safe until Father drank himself into a stupor.

“Here,” said Mother, picking up an envelope from the hall tree and handing it to him. “This came for you while you were molesting your sister.”

“I was making art.”

“And when you find a flat,” said Mother, “Gertie is forbidden from visiting you there.” She pushed him out onto the landing and closed the door behind him.

“Goodbye, Egon,” he heard Gertie sing from the other room.

“Goodbye, Gertie,” he mumbled as he opened the envelope. Inside was a card that said, simply, Come to my studio today at noon. Opportunity. —Klimt.

Ah, Klimt would understand. He, too, was a genius. Yesterday’s genius, to be sure, but a true artist, not one of these Philistines who understood nothing.

She woke up and vomited some canal water,” said Wally. “But she didn’t talk, even when I asked her questions.”

The drowned girl was wrapped in blankets, only her face peeking out, sleeping on the divan. It had taken more than the hour he’d promised to return, mainly because his mother had wanted to be told the entirety of the story of the opera he’d seen, and after he started, he found he was reciting the plot to Wagner’s entire Ring cycle, and finally, realizing both of them might expire from exhaustion before he finished, he said, simply, “Then everybody died.” (He’d been reading a lot of Shakespeare lately in translation, and the Bard seemed to think that was a completely acceptable way to end a story.) Mercifully, it had worked.

“She said nothing?” Klimt asked.

Wally shook her head. “I think she might be mute.”

“She’s not mute. The newsboy and I heard her speak. Did you feed her?”

“I gave her some tea. You don’t have any food. Well, cat food. I fed the cats.”

“Did she seem hurt? Could she sit up?”

“She just seemed tired,” said Wally. “And damp. I helped her wash off the mud on her feet and legs with a flannel. Some gravel was stuck to her, but I didn’t see any cuts or bruises. She let me give her a sponge bath, like she trusted me.”

“Thank you for that, Wally,” said Klimt. He dug into the pocket of the tweed trousers he’d changed into at home and came out with a handful of notes. “Can you go to the market? Get some food. Bread, cheese, sausages, maybe some pastries. Enough for yourself, too.”

She took the bills. “Do you want me to stay, take care of her?”

“Yes, maybe, for a while. I sent a message to the young artist I mentioned, telling him to come at noon. And I have a portrait sitting in the afternoon, so we’ll need to move her to one of the rooms in the back.”

Wally was quite pleased with herself when she returned to the studio with a shopping bag full of food, including some hearty strudel that she thought she might like to eat if she were drowned, and she had kept enough change to get a room for the night if the drowned girl died and she was out on her own. When he was working, the maestro could be intense to a point where he was frightening, but he was generous to a fault, or perhaps just completely shit at keeping track of money, or both. Either way, she knew he would not remember he’d given her too much money for what he’d sent her to buy.

She performed the secret knock, then pushed through the front door before there was a response. The maestro and a younger man stood over the drowned girl, who lay on the divan sleeping or possibly dead. The blanket that had covered her was pulled back and the two men were studying her naked body.

“I brought food,” Wally said.

“Put it away, please, Wally.” Klimt waved toward the kitchen. “Wally, Schiele. Schiele, this is Wally.”

[image: A self-portrait of Egon Schiele, depicting him with few lines and minimal color.]
Schiele was very thin—swimming in his linen shirt and wool trousers as if he’d borrowed them from a larger man and cinched up the difference with a belt.



Schiele was very thin—swimming in his linen shirt and wool trousers as if he’d borrowed them from a larger man and cinched up the difference with a belt. He didn’t look up.

“Enchanté, Herr Schiele,” Wally said with a curtsy. She extended her hand for him to kiss it, because artists loved all things fucking French and she expected him to be charmed, but he simply muttered, “Good morning,” without looking away from the drowned girl.

“I can see the fascination,” Schiele said. “But why did you bring her here—”

“Her color. I have never seen skin the color she had turned,” said Klimt. “An opalescent lavender, like the inside of an abalone shell, with very fine white lines all over her, which disappeared after she warmed up.”

“You could drown her again, see if the lines come back,” said Wally, apparently to no one at all, because neither artist responded nor even looked up. She slunk off to the kitchen and began to unload the groceries. Just wait until they notice how tall the drowned girl is, Wally thought. She won’t even fit on a canvas unless she puts her heels behind her head. Klimt’s change from the groceries felt righteous and plump in her pocket. It had become her change by the transitive property of men behaving like shits.

She opened one of the cans of broth she’d bought, poured the brown liquid into a pan, then lit the cooker with a match. She put the pan on the flame and scampered back to the parlor, where she found the two artists looming over the drowned girl like drooling vultures. Schiele was arranging the drowned girl’s hair so it flowed off the divan “to extend the line of her figure,” he said.

The drowned girl opened her eyes. Wally moved to the divan and pushed Schiele out of the way. “You are safe,” Wally said, covering the girl with the blankets and helping her sit up. Wally sat and held the girl like a mother might cradle a sick child. “There is some broth on the cooker,” Wally said to Schiele. “It should be warm, if you two are finished talking about her like she’s a piece of wood.”

Schiele looked to his mentor for permission to be outraged at Wally’s insolence. The maestro was already on his way to the kitchen, slinking away, really, after being scolded. Schiele pretended to look at the Japanese prints decorating the parlor.

“Can you speak?” Wally said to the girl.

The drowned girl went wide-eyed, but she didn’t respond. Didn’t seem to understand. Klimt returned with a cup of broth and handed it to Wally, who tried to feed it to the girl with a spoon.

“Try it. It’s not too hot,” said Wally. She slurped a bit of the broth herself and smiled. The girl returned Wally’s smile and took a spoonful of the broth, then another, then another. Wally was trying to get her to hold the cup herself when there came a knock at the front door.

Schiele and Wally looked with panic in their eyes at Klimt, who looked back at them with equal panic. Wally gestured to the drowned girl to be quiet, then shouted, “That’s not the secret knock, you’ll have to come back later, the maestro is working.”

“Police,” came the reply from the other side of the door.

Now the drowned girl looked alarmed and began shaking her head furiously and glancing toward the back room.

“One moment,” Wally called. She got the girl on her feet, wrapped the bedding around her, and steadied her as she led her out of the room. At the doorway she gestured over her shoulder for Klimt to answer the door.

There was another room beyond the drawing studio that had once been a bedroom but was now stacked with canvases and cans of solvent. Wally got the girl seated on the floor in the corner, tucked the blankets around her, then caressed her cheek and said, “Quiet now. We’ll send them away.”

Klimt opened the door just a crack. A stout man of about forty with a mustache stood outside, wearing an overcoat and bowler hat. Klimt was surprised. He had expected to see the military-style coat and shiny spiked helmet of Federal Gendarmerie.

The man flashed an identification card quickly and put it away before Klimt could get a look at it.

“I am looking for a woman. It was reported she was brought here this morning.”

“I am a painter,” said Klimt. “I work with many women. Models.”

“May I come in?” asked the policeman.

“No,” said Klimt. “I am in a portrait sitting now. My clients are assured the utmost respect for their privacy.”

Schiele stepped into the policeman’s view. “Don’t you know who this is? This is the studio of Gustav Klimt. The Gustav Klimt. The master. Leader of the Secessionists.”

“I know who he is,” said the policeman. “But who are you?”

“This is Herr Josef Hoffmann, of the Wiener Werkstätte,” Klimt said. “Surely you’ve heard of him.”

“Of course,” said the policeman. “Herr Hoffmann, were you here this morning when a woman was brought here?”

“I’ve only just arrived,” said Schiele, “but as the maestro told you, there are always women at his studio.”

“This woman was pulled from the canal and brought here on a newspaper cart this morning at dawn,” said the policeman, who seemed to be getting angrier with every second that passed.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” said Klimt.

The policeman stepped on the threshold and began to push his way in. “You were seen—”

Then Wally, completely naked, stepped under Klimt’s arm and into the narrow open gap. “Were you talking to Max?” said Wally. “That little scamp.”

The policeman now backed off a step, confronted by a naked Wally standing in the doorway, making no effort at all to cover herself. “I spoke to a boy . . .”

“Yes, that’s Max,” said Wally. “Gallant young gent helped Herr Klimt rescue me this morning.”

“You?” said the policeman. “But—”

“I had a bit too much to drink last evening,” said Wally.

“And you fell in the canal?” The policeman seemed uncomfortable with how comfortable Wally was being naked in front of him, which was exactly what she had hoped.

“Near the canal. A friend and I were deep in our cups—I passed out and she just left me there, the bitch.”

“Nude? The boy said you were nude.”

“As a professional model, I am often nude,” said Wally. She put her hands on her hips, shoulders back, and turned from side to side as if her breasts were searchlights and she was scanning the garden
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