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2. When Matilda Bathouse Came to Town


Love did not come easily to the heart of a man like Norbert Stanwhich. It had to scale whole mountains of scorn, to batter down the great walls of isolation and concentration erected about his being. He had sat for a year, once, in a cave in Romania to perfect his concentration; it was not about to be broken by Cupid’s paltry arrows.


And yet, and yet, and yet—


There she was, parading behind his eyelids, whispering behind his ears, waiting just beyond his lips. She had invaded his imagination, besieged his curiosity. He fumbled beakers and slurred invocations because he could not stop imagining the buttons of her dress beneath his fingers.


In anger, he left his work—casting bottles of spoilt potion into the heaving furnace (which he called Bael, the everlasting home of the aborted children of his mind) and searched his texts for the charm he sought: an elixir for the abeyance of love, a cure for passion.


There they were: the dampeners, the deadeners, the exorcists and excisers of the emotions. But not just any would do; he needed the cold avarice of curiosity intact—he was a scientist, after all—and he had no desire to tarnish the purity or intensity of his self-love, for there is no effective self-defense that is not rooted in self-love, and only a skilled and creative egomaniac is proof against all attacks. And Norbert Stanwhich found himself facing some awfully strange attacks, at times. For esthetic reasons, he did not favor castration—and besides, there was some work that simply requires intact genitalia.


There! A brew that would curb passion specifically for another’s flesh and mind, and that would bolster the self and allow the soul all the more easily to look with scorn on all that lay outside its borders. Perfect.


He was able to prepare the base easily enough, but the final potion would require some fresh herbs from his garden and from the small plot he’d dug at the cemetery in town. He set out at once, still besieged by thoughts of her, and her scent, which had slithered up his long nose and taken his brain it in its dirty little fist.


He had seen her at the opera, which had, with a selection from _____, drawn all the interesting—what some would call, ghastly—people from out of the hills. Norbert had searched the crowd as usual, tracing with his eyes the bones beneath their flesh, ready to greet an old friend or grapple with an old enemy.


She entered with that fool Athanasius Dawson, who sagged beneath the weight of his finery and reeked of some sort of doctored hair oil in disquieting quantities. Norbert, always circumspect in his conservative tweed, had included a paisley bowtie as his only concession to the evening; he felt dwarfed, even diminished by the massive—if detestable—presence of the man, and had drawn away, his small square teeth flashing from thin lips.


And then he saw her. She moved in Dawson’s shadow, as though opulence had brought beauty on a leash. Her face was a confluence of perfect angles; her cheekbones glinted like razors. Her eyes were pools of violet in the midst of skin like ice. Perfectly black hair cupped the whole on either side and brushed the slender, fragile throat.


Norbert’s breath was stopped in his chest, and he had to remind his heart of its duty to beat.


She was wrapped tight in silk as dark as her hair, traced with silver lace that shone like portentous, ominous constellations in a moon-dead sky. The motion as she walked beneath that dress bespoke grace and power in her sparse, perfect frame. Patent shoes came to a sharp point that sparked sharper still in the lamplight.


She scarcely looked at the crowd gathered before the doors, but as she passed, her eyes darted into the shadow by the great red velvet curtain beneath which Norbert stood. Those eyes looked on his for just a moment, the space between breaths where the whole body is empty of everything but waiting.


And then, she smiled.


He had asked a few questions, then, here and there. She was a Ukranian, originally, who was now going by the name Matilda Bathouse. Her family was ridiculously wealthy—no communists here—and her fortune was said to dwarf even that of Dawson, who was easily the richest man in the state. She was traveling, doing in the US what she had years before done in Europe—encompassed a continent in the journals of her travels.


Dawson, with his socialite connections, had made himself her guide, and she was left in the clutches of the wretch, left to languish at the parties he continually threw for her at the Dawson estate in the hills, when she ought to be in the company of a finer intellect, and a self-made man like himself.


Poor thing, thought Norbert. Poor dear.


He started his car and took off into the night. He was bound for the cemetery and an herb which would only grow there, which he needed for his medicine. He would forget her yet, by gum.


He had visited them once, staked out the Dawson mansion until she arrived and invented a pretext to visit—begging the loan of a special set of beakers Dawson had ordered from Norway, and which he had always wanted to borrow, anyway. He finagled a seat at tea and finally, at last, heard her speak. Her accent was the accent of ancient lands, of time itself.


“Mr. Stanwhich.”


“Call me Norbert, please.”


“Norbert, dear, I am told you are a scientist, like Dawson,” (he suppressed an urge to wrinkle his nose) “and myself.”


Too much! Too good! It could not be!


“You, too, are ah…practiced in arcane matters, madame? How wonderful!”


“Yes. I trained with Ivan Petrovich of the institute at Minsk…”


“Old Ivan! I met him in Paris when I was working with Armand Batiste’s team on—well, it would not be polite to discuss what we were working on, exactly…”


He thought he had her then—the Paris project had been an open secret, and the source of much fame for those who survived it. Her interest was piqued, and she leaned across the table to press for details.


All too soon, though, Dawson found some pretext to eject him, and after that, whenever he attempted to contact her, Dawson was there to intervene; it reached the point where Dawson placed traps and guards about the hotel in town at which she lodged. And when he was able to pierce the security, she only looked at him with a touch of regret, a tiny shake of the head, and then silently passed him by.


The dew was thick and cold on the cemetery grass, and it glittered beneath the toothless grin of the crescent moon. He found his little garden beneath the massive wandering-limbed oak, and knelt before it in his wool greatcoat and his knit cap, warm in a place where no one had any right to be. That he did not notice the footsteps behind him could only be attributed to the passion that clouded his superb mind.


“Find what you’re looking for, dear?” A woman’s voice, the accent of time itself, caressed his ear. He stood, having placed the flower he came for in a plastic specimen bag, and turned to face her.


“Good evening, Miss Bathouse.” No shiver in his voice; good.


“Call me Matilda.” She approached him, stepped closer than she ought have, properly speaking, so that they were only a breath’s distance apart, so that their words mingled in the cold air. She fingered his coat lapels with fingers encased in leather that stretched to her elbows. Her arms were bare, and had the milky sheen of marble.


She looked at the bag, said, “Relaxation. Focus. Forgetfullness of past and future. The silence of the heart. What need have you of such a plant?”


“We must always strive for greater perfection in our work.”


“Yes!” her dark eyes flashed, their color half-seen and half-remembered. “Ivan would say, ‘There is no self-satisfaction which is not death.’ He was a great man.”


“Yes, very much so. I was sorry to hear…”


“He should have been more careful. A rusty lock on the cage, and he had no weapon within reach. He was never much of a runner.”


“The arts can be dangerous, and yet…” Norbert wondered how far to go.


“Yes, little man?”


“…I wonder if we do not practice them for that very reason.”


She gave him a gratified smile and said, “YES. I am only alive when I am truly frightened, when my skin crawls, and I must breath hard to stifle my screaming.” She leaned down, so that there noses almost touched.


“You are a man with a nothing face, hair and eyes that hold no color. You are a shadow in a nation of shadows; Dawson showed me your house, and you are just like it—anonymous and small. And yet…I feel that beneath it all, yours is as great a mind as that of Ivan, who I lost. But…”


“Yes?” He stared up into her dreaming face.


“I know Dawson is a terrible boor, but I simply need a man with a big…”


Norbert quirked an eyebrow.


“…laboratory.” She pronounced all the syllables lovingly.


He told her, then, about his basements—all four of them—and the great furnace Bael. She smiled a dreaming smile, and lifted him up by the lapels so that she could kiss him beneath the portentous, ominous constellations of a moon-dead sky. The flower dropped from beneath his slackening fingertips, utterly forgotten; meanwhile, love planted its flag on the lonely, detestable peak that is the heart of Norbert Stanwhich.

