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First the woman reeled slightly, clutching at her heart with both hands; she staggered back against the wall dividing someone’s front garden from the street, and then stood still.

She was wearing a short, close-fitting white dress with a big red poppy print. Her long, slim legs were tanned. It was hard to make out her face, veiled by a cloud of loose black hair.

Ettore Luca, who happened to be glancing out of the little shelter erected by the municipal sewage workers over their hole in the road, went back inside and nudged his mate, who had just come up from below, reeking of the sewers, a soldering iron under his arm.

“Outa there … woman!” said Ettore, gesticulating. “Besida wall …”

“Women on the brain, that’s your trouble!” Sepp Kranzler put the soldering iron down and hauled on a rope hanging down inside the hole. “Give us a hand with this bucket, Eyetie.”

“Woman go like so …” Ettore Luca imitated her staggering movements, and pushed back the flaps of their shelter. “See—woman sick.”

“Get off!” But Sepp Kranzler put his own head out and glanced across the road. “Hey, she’s quite something!” He scratched his head. “Not sick, though! She’s drunk. Chianti, vino, get it? Plastered! In broad daylight too! Come on, haul that bucket up! One thing I can’t stand, it’s women on the booze.”

The woman was reeling about again. She clung to the wall, flinging back her head and opening her mouth wide like someone suffocating, gasping for air. Then her legs buckled, she turned, as if in slow motion, and slid to the ground with her back to the wall.

“Look at that, will you!” Sepp Kranzler sounded disgusted. “A real lush! Nauseating, innit?”

The woman was sitting on the asphalt now, arms spread wide, head drooping forward. Her eyes were closed, her face pale and her mouth distorted: it was a mouth which must be beautiful when she smiled.

Ettore crawled out of the shelter and went over to her. Sepp Kranzler rose to his feet too, hands in the pockets of his boiler suit, and reluctantly followed the Italian. “Shove her up against the wall!” he called when Ettore reached the woman. “That’s all you can do!”

“Woman sick!” Ettore shouted back. He had raised her head and was holding the limp body. “No chianti—she faint …”

Sepp Kranzler moved fast. He can across the road, knelt down beside the unknown woman, sniffed her mouth and realized there was not a trace of alcohol on her breath. The waxen pallor of her fine-boned face, together with her shallow breathing, indicated that she had fainted.

Sepp Kranzler shook the woman, shouted, “Here, wake up!” once or twice, and supported her body, which was beginning to slide closer to the ground. Ettore helped him, and then started unbuttoning the neck of her dress.

“Leave that be!” growled Sepp Kranzler. “Wops—any excuse to get a girl’s clothes off, right? Keep your hands to yourself! Here, get her up over my shoulder … shove her further forward, you fool … that’s it … hold on!”

He levered himself up, both hands on the woman’s back to steady her. She was hanging over his left shoulder now, head flopping forward, limp as a rag doll. Ettore had hold of her legs.

“Dottore!” he said. “find dottore, quick!”

“Good idea. Where’s the nearest?”

Sepp Kranzler looked around. The street of big houses was as empty and quiet as if it were deserted. Here in Grunwald people lived their lives behind high walls, hedges and fences, in houses which seemed to turn their backs on the street, with gardens and grounds containing swimming pools, broad expanses of lawn, fountains, paths bordered by rose-bushes. You might hear a dog bark behind one of these walls, or someone laughing; a few stray sounds might drift out, but otherwise the atmosphere of this exclusive residential area was one of complete silence.

Sepp Kranzler started off. The woman was not heavy, lighter than the box of tools and equipment he carried to the van every day. Her long black hair brushed his face, tickling his nose.

“Talk about odd!” He was walking as fast as he could with his burden. “Tell you what, Spaghetti—we ring the next doorbell and dump her off there! They can call a doctor.”

They were passing a long stretch of garden, making for the next house, when Ettore stopped, nearly bringing Sepp down, since the Italian was still holding the unconscious woman’s legs. Kranzler only just saved himself from falling.

“Moron!” he shouted. “What’s up?”

“Dottore—there!” Ettore was pointing to the other side of the road. There was a large, long house with a name-plate beside its tall gateway: the typical enamel name-plate of a doctor. Kranzler swung round and crossed the road. Panting for breath, he heaved the woman further back over his shoulder and pressed the bronze bellpush.

“Dr R. Vandura,” he read out loud. “Vandura—he come from your neck of the woods, Spaghetti?”

“No Italian.” Ettore Luca shook his head. “No thinka Italian …”

An automatic device buzzed. Kranzler pushed the gate open with his foot and went towards the house. A girl in a white coat appeared at the door, standing back as she took in the situation at a glance.

“An accident?” she said, as Kranzler went past her into the big entrance hall. “This way, please.”

He walked into a bright, white, sparkling clean room and laid the woman down on a couch covered with red vinyl. Ettore stayed in the hall, twisting his dirty cap in his hands, eyes gleaming as they lingered on the legs of the girl in the white overall.

Kranzler wiped the sweat off his forehead and searched his pockets for a cigarette. The girl shook her head.

“No smoking, please.”

“Christ!” Kranzler stuck his hands in the pockets of his blue boiler suit, which stank. “Look, accident or not, I dunno; she collapsed all of a sudden right there in the road, see? First I thought—well, you know!” He grinned awkwardly, shuffling his feet on the shining plastic flooring. “I seen plenty, blind drunk in the daytime. Then—well, looks like she fainted. Where’s this doctor?”

“He’ll be here directly.” The girl pushed a button by the empty table. “He’s working in his laboratory. Would you wait next door?” She pointed to a door labelled “Waiting Room”. “If the doctor needs you he will let you know—can you spare the time?” she added.

“Sure!” Kranzler grinned broadly. “It’s the city employs us.”

They sat down in the next room, leaving the door open, to await the doctor’s arrival. Ettore began to whistle softly.

“ Shut up!” snapped Kranzler.

“Pretty signorina …”

“Who?”

“Girl inna white dress …”

“Oh, stop drooling and shut your trap!” Kranzler leaned forward. Steps were approaching, a door opened and closed. A figure in white passed them, black hair streaked with grey, lean, medium height …

“Classy, eh?” said Kranzler. A doctor like that, he’s really got it made, he thought, staring at the closed door of the surgery. Has all the women undress for him just like that! Gets his hands on ’em and it’s all part of the job! Wonder what he’s really thinking, when he has a pretty girl right there in front of him, stark naked? Wonder if he thinks: she’s a bit of all right, I could fancy her in bed …

He smoothed down his hair, stretched out his legs, longed for a cigarette. Ettore Luca was whistling again. O mia bella Napoli …

“Pack it in!” growled Kranzler. “Let’s hope we get shot of this soon!”

 

Dr Ralf Vandura was bending over the unconscious woman. His nurse-receptionist had already opened the front of the patient’s dress, settled her head comfortably and bathed her temples with eau de Cologne. Its pleasantly sharp scent filled the little room. Now the nurse was standing by the open medicine cupboard, preparing a hypodermic syringe.

“She’s unconscious,” the girl said. “Two municipal workmen saw her collapse in the street.”

Dr Vandura sat down on the couch beside the woman, pushing her bra up above her breasts. He listened to her heart through a stethoscope, felt her pulse, pulled up the lids of both eyes. She was deeply unconscious, her face deathly white. Shaking her, calling in her ear and pinching produced no reflex action.

“Injection,” said Dr Vandura, taking off the woman’s shoes and massaging the soles of her feet. “Novadral, one c.c.”

“Here you are, doctor.”

The nurse handed him the syringe, dabbed a place on the woman’s bare thigh with spirit, then pressed a cotton wool swab down over the spot when Dr Vandura had given an injection to stimulate the circulation. The patient’s breathing became more distinct, her eyelids started to flutter. A little colour returned to her blue lips.

Dr Vandura pushed back the woman’s long black hair and started to examine her thoroughly. He felt her head, shoulders, chest, body, moved her arms and legs this way and that, then rubbed the soles of her feet again. As he did so, he saw the blood flow back into her face, replacing its waxen pallor.

“Suffering from shock,” said Dr Vandura. “Didn’t she have anything with her? No handbag?”

“No, doctor, nothing.” The girl nodded towards the door. “Do you want a word with the two workmen who brought her in?”

“No, they can go. She’s obviously going to recover consciousness in a minute or so; she can tell me what happened herself.”

The nurse left the surgery, and Dr Vandura bent over the woman. Her fine-boned, beautiful face began to twitch, her lips tensed, suddenly her hands started to move, and she clenched them into fists.

“Now don’t worry,” said Dr Vandura. His voice took on a deep, infinitely soothing and reassuring tone. “There’s nothing to be afraid of. You are perfectly all right, you’re quite safe here. No one will trouble you. Listen to me, please.”

The slender body stretched and relaxed. The woman’s eyelids stopped fluttering, her lips looked fuller now, and her hands opened out, though their fingers trembled nervously on the red vinyl. Dr Vandura smiled encouragingly.

“Look at me,” he said, in the same soothing voice. “You’re conscious now. You fainted, but now you’re better. You needn’t feel shy about anything, not with me.”

The woman suddenly opened her eyes, darted a quick glance at Vandura, and closed them again.

“Who—who are you?” she asked. Her voice was low and velvety, every word like the plucking of a cello string. Vandura raised his eyebrows in surprise, then rearranged his patient’s dress, covering her bare breasts.

“My name’s Vandura, Dr Vandura. You happened to be here, in my practice. Two men found you unconscious in the street and brought you to my surgery. You are still suffering from shock, but you’re going to be quite all right. Your pulse is normal, your heart’s beating strongly. Would you like to tell me what happened?”

The woman did not move, but her breathing came faster, her hands moved yet more restlessly on the surface of the couch. Vandura took them and held them in a firm clasp.

“You—you’re Dr Vandura?” asked the woman, softly.

“You’ve heard of me?”

The woman nodded. Everyone had heard of Dr Vandura! His name was a household word in the smart drawing-rooms of this locality, always on the ladies’ lips at their tea or coffee parties. When he had come to Munich five years earlier, buying this house and setting up in practice as a specialist in internal disorders, he was just another doctor. This changed overnight, so to speak, when the highly-strung Frau Freidanck, whose husband was in the chemicals industry, called him out at two in the morning because she thought she had a thrombosis in her left leg. It was throbbing and painful. Dr Vandura was on the spot in ten minutes, examined the patient, paying no attention to her wide-eyed and then enraptured glances at himself, and said prosaically, “Nothing wrong with your veins, Frau Freidanck, you’re suffering from muscular cramps, that’s all. Did you by any chance dance longer than usual this evening—or with particular verve, let’s say?”

“Oh, I’m always full of verve, doctor!” replied Frau Freidanck. “But muscular cramps … I’ve never had them! Are you quite sure?”

“Yes, I think so.” Vandura had been extremely brief and factual, thus intriguing Frau Freidanck even further; he prescribed her an evil-smelling liniment which she used exactly once, kissed her hand politely, and left. Frau Freidanck ran to the window and peeped through the curtains to watch him drive off in his white sports car.

“Simply divine!” she gushed later, to her friends. “Eyes like burning coals! When he looks at you … you feel it, right down to the tips of your toes! We never had a doctor like that in Grunwald before! I shall really have to think up some new illness every month …”

After that, Dr Vandura’s surgery was always crowded. He had to draw up a strict appointments system, handing out little numbered pink cards, and he made it clear to his female patients, who showed every sign of acting like teenage girls, that he paid house visits only in cases of genuine emergency. One unnecessary call on his time, and he would decline to treat the patient in future.

The ladies obeyed, without protest. In a year’s time, it was the fashionable thing to have been on Dr Vandura’s examination couch, naked. Not that his amazingly virile good looks alone filled his surgery; there was also his skill in diagnosis, which discovered the nature of an illness with uncanny certitude. His name had become a byword in the best Munich society.

After two years, Dr Vandura built an extension to his house: a long, low building with big windows. A laboratory. There were two white-tiled rooms divided into stalls behind it; they could house ten monkeys.

Rumour was rife in Grünwald. “Research work!” the ladies exulted at their tea parties. “They say he’s on the brink of great discoveries. It’s cancer—or maybe heart disease—well, anyway, something that has all the other doctors baffled. I always said Vandura was a genius!”

The real nature of Vandura’s research caused hardly any stir, finding expression only in a few articles he wrote for the specialist medical journals. Here, however, his work called forth incredulous amazement, rejection and even enmity. When medical revolutionaries emerge, individualists with new ideas, a wall of silence closes around them, and Vandura fared no better. By the time he had published five articles, there was a united front against him. His researches were dismissed as experimental quackery.

Vandura had not expected this. He did not discuss his work with anyone, but he went on experimenting. Only one piece of news filtered out of his laboratory and became public knowledge, arousing new and fanciful speculations: Vandura was combing the zoos of Germany and the rest of Europe for monkeys with arteriosclerosis. A laborious search, since though man may be descended from the apes, our arteries harden more frequently than those of our distant relatives.

It was hardly surprising that the name of Vandura was surrounded by an aura of mysterious sensationalism.

The woman on the couch opened her eyes fully now. Dark blue eyes, thought Vandura, with black hair. An unusual combination.

“Hullo,” he said, in friendly tones. “Now, can I get you something to drink? A glass of champagne? That might do you good.”

“I—I want to go home!” The woman sat up, but stayed on the couch. She ran both hands through her long hair, pushing it back. “I feel strong enough now.”

“At the moment, that’s for your doctor to decide.” Dr Vandura sprinkled a little eau de Cologne on a piece of cellulose fabric and handed it to the woman. She held it to her small, straight nose, and smiled shyly at him.

“Thank you.”

“How did you get that round, red mark at the base of your neck? On the right?”

The woman jumped, and put the fabric to her neck.

“I—I don’t know,” she stammered. “Is there one? I can’t feel anything. Perhaps I bumped into something?”

“Undoubtedly. Looks like a contusion. As if some hard object—”

The woman jumped up, buttoning her dress. In her haste, she left her bra still pushed up. Not that she really needed one: her beautiful, pointed breasts were firm and needed no support.

“You don’t trust me,” said Dr Vandura gently.

“Yes, I do. But—I—it’s so dreadful …” She put both hands to her face and began to weep, soundlessly. Vandura took her elbow, guided her to a deep leather armchair, made her sit down, and perched on the edge of the table opposite her. Then he took her shaking head in his hands and tilted it up.

“What are you called?”

“Katya Hellersen.”

“I seem to have heard that name before.”

“My husband’s in real estate. He buys and sells on a big scale—land in Spain, on Elba and Sardinia, in Greece—land for the future. In a few year’s time there’ll be tourist centres there. At the moment he’s selling Aegean islands. You want one? For 300,000 marks you can play king on your own little island domain.”

There was infinite bitterness in her voice: revulsion against a fate whose nature Vandura did not yet know. A cry of protest.

“The heat of the Aegean sun doesn’t agree with me. It damages our Central European eyes.” Dr Vandura was still clasping Katya Hellersen’s head. “And what does it damage so far as you’ re concerned?”

“Everything! Myself, for a start …” Katya’s blue eyes were swimming with tears; Vandura picked up a piece of cotton wool and dried them. “I did love my husband. We were very happy when we first married. He was dealing in apartments, a few houses, owneroccupied places. Then he got into the big time. First Spain. The Costa Brava, Costa del Sol, Costa d’Oro—coasts and coasts and coasts. And then it was islands: Mallorca, Ibiza, Sardinia, Elba, Minorca. Bruno Hellersen was selling half Europe!”

“And that upsets you? Surely a woman likes to have a successful husband?”

“But along with his success … there was the other thing.” Katya Hellersen leaped up, shaking off Vandura’s hands. “He turned into a brute!” she cried. “A real brute! No human being behaves that way! He must be mad—he—oh, he’s a devil!”

She leaned against the wall, pressing the fabric sprinkled with eau de Cologne to her face. Vandura said nothing. The dam was breached; it would have been a mistake to ask questions at this point. As every psychologist knows, the art of psychiatry lies in listening and saying nothing, letting the words tumble out.

And Katya Hellersen talked. For an hour, she poured out her soul to Dr Vandura. After that, she was exhausted; obediently, she took the drops he measured into a half glass of water, and then leaned back in the chair. Fingers trembling, she unbuttoned her dress, adjusted her bra, and did it up again.

“So now you know all about it, doctor,” she said, wearily “A nice life, isn’t it? And there aren’t any pills or tablets or drops to cure that disease. Only a surgical incision: divorce. But my husband will never agree to that … and he’ll deny everything I’ve told you. After all, I have no witnesses. By day, he’s a model husband, Lavishing flowers upon me, decking me out in pearls and diamonds—all self-advertisement! See how I spoil my wife! But at night we’re alone, there are no spectators to applaud … and then he becomes an animal!” She rose abruptly, pushing back her hair again. “What do I owe you?”

“Nothing.” Dr Vandura shook his head, smiling. “The confessional is always free. It’ll be different if you come to me for medical treatment.”

“What could you treat? The bruises I get from my husband? I can soothe those with surgical spirit for myself.”

“I’d like to talk to your husband, Frau Hellersen.”

Katya Hellersen shook her head. “He wouldn’t come to see you. Bruno, visit a doctor? Never. The only doctor he occasionally consults is Dr Zemmitz of the Forest Clinic. He and Bruno see each other regularly; they both belong to the Bowls Club and the Friends of the Orphanage—that’s just advertising too, Bruno doesn’t like children at all, he positively hates them. But he’ll pay up for an image: the image of a good man. All right, I’ll tell him you’d like to see him, but he’ll just laugh at me.” An anxious expression came over her face. “And how can I explain my being here?”

“Hide behind a veil of mystery, that’s always effective with men. Just say: Dr Vandura would like to see you, I don’t know why, he hasn’t told me, perhaps I’m ill. All men are curious—more so than women, only they won’t admit it! He’ll try to calm you with a few empty phrases, then he’ll come and see me.”

“Not Bruno. He’d enjoy seeing me suffer. He’s a sadist.”

“Then that’s why he’ll come. Sadists are always keen to learn something new.”

“You don’t know Bruno, doctor.”

“I soon shall, though.”

Although Katya Hellersen said she was feeling strong and steady enough to go home on her own, Vandura drove her to the door of the Hellersens’ house. It was a large property, in the most expensive part of Grunwald. A white and affluent palace in its own grounds. There was a gardener busy mowing the lawn, a fine piece of turf in the English style, and potted palms swayed in the gentle breeze.

“He specializes in all things Southern,” said Katya bitterly. “Goodbye, doctor.”

“Until we meet again,” said Vandura.

He knew that he would indeed be meeting Katya Hellersen again.

 

“Am I interrupting a meal?” asked Bruno Hellersen, blowing smoke from his cigar into the telephone receiver. He was sitting in his library, at his desk with its green leather top, stroking his bald head with his left hand. His fat, round face was red, his breath smelled of red wine, his pale blue eyes were swimming and watery. His blue and white striped shirt was marked with sweat under his armpits and between his shoulderblades. It had been a hot day, and a man who carries a couple of hundredweight of flesh around with him, and suffers from high blood pressure, feels the heat even worse. “Not eating yet, are you?” he inquired again.

“No, I’m just back from the clinic.”

The voice at the other end of the line was light and forceful. Used to giving orders and overcoming opposition; there was finality in its tone. The voice of a leading consultant.

“There’s a question I’d like to ask you, Zemmitz,” said Bruno Hellersen, drawing on his cigar.

“You’re smoking again,” Zemmitz interrupted, in a reproving tone. “I can hear you! I can practically smell it down the phone. A Sumatra—”

“Wrong! Genuine Havana!” Bruno laughed.

“I warned you not to. You’re being unreasonable.”

“Listen, who’s Dr Vandura?”

A sudden silence at the other end of the line. Hellersen shook his head and tapped the receiver.

“Hullo?” he called. “You still there, doctor?”

“Of course.”

“Nothing to say?”

“How did you come across Dr Vandura?”

“I didn’t. It’s Katya.”

“Is your wife ill?”

“I don’t know, that’s the point. This Vandura wants me to go and see him.”

“You?”

“About Katya. She told me just now. I simply gaped at her at first; then I thought, why not call Zemmitz and see what he thinks of it?” Bruno Hellersen wiped the beads of sweat from his bald head with a large handkerchief. “I mean, is it usual for a doctor to send for a woman’s husband, after examining her?”

“Only in exceptional cases,” said Dr Zemmitz, with cautious reserve.

“What d’you call an exceptional case?”

“That’s hard to say.”

“Don’t let’s beat about the bush, doctor. I can take it straight, you know that! Is cancer an exceptional case?”

“Hellersen, you mustn’t let your mind jump to that sort of conclusion!”

“Look, if this Vandura wants to talk to me, then Katya has some illness I ought to know about—can I put it that way?”

“I suppose so,” said Dr Zemmitz. “But I really wouldn’t worry yet. And you know I and my clinic are at your disposal; there’d always be a bed for Katya.”

“Thanks, doctor. But back to my first question: who is this man Vandura?”

“He’s a good doctor …”

“You sound like someone who ordered butter and was served margarine! You know him?”

“Slightly.” Dr Zemmitz remembered a visit to Vandura’s laboratory, at the invitation of the local Medical Council, when he had heard Vandura expounding his theories. They were too fantastic to be taken seriously. His colleagues, too polite to say what they thought, only smiled ironically, but he, Dr Zemmitz of the Forest Clinic, had inquired, “My dear doctor, you surely don’t propose introducing this as a new method of treatment? Are we to feel, whenever we treat a patient in this way, that we’re handing out a dose of euthanasia where none was required?” After this, there had been no further contact between Dr Zemmitz and Dr Vandura.

“You might call Dr Vandura a dreamer,” said Zemmitz now, cautiously. “I can’t find fault with his general qualities as a doctor—but his research work is quite ludicrous! I ask you: he hopes to cure arteriosclerosis by means of injections! Plans to clear the deposits from sclerotic veins and blood vessels with a syringe of gas! The mere idea makes the blood run cold. Every doctor has a holy terror of injecting air into the veins, which induces an instant air embolism—and here comes Vandura injecting his gas with the notion of removing calcareous degeneration from their walls! It’s contrary to every rule of medicine. It is—to be blunt—quite crazy! Don’t get me wrong, Herr Hellersen, I’m not alone in my opinion. Many, indeed most, of my colleagues share it. His experiments with his sclerotic monkeys—ridiculous, I can tell you! As yet, no one has shaken the basic tenet that anyone who injects air into a vein is a murderer. Air or gas, it’s merely a different form of wording. Arteriosclerosis is a matter of fate, and it’s just bad luck if one gets it in old age—sad, but true. Incidentally, your high blood pressure arises from the same causes, Hellersen.”

“Thanks very much!” Bruno Hellersen chuckled. “Well, I have a good picture of this man Vandura now. What do you suggest? Shall I go?”

“By all means, if it concerns Katya.”

 

Behind his desk, Dr Vandura rose. Hellersen took a quick look round him. A bright, simple room, modern Scandinavian furntiure, a great many polished surfaces. Clean, almost sterile.

“Well, here I am,” said Hellersen. It came out sounding hostile: a gauntlet thrown down. So long as we know where we stand, he thought. Good God, the fellow looks like some officer out of a Balkan operetta!

Dr Vandura pointed to the leather armchair in front of his desk. “Do sit down, Herr Hellersen.”

“Must I?”

“No, stand if you like.” Vandura came round to the front of his desk. He was a head taller than Hellersen. He might turn women’s heads in his white coat, but Hellersen was not impressed.

“Is Katya—my wife, I mean—is she ill?”

“Well, yes and no.”

“That’s not much of a diagnosis. What’s wrong with her?”

“I asked you to come and have a talk with me in order to explain just that. It can’t be summed up in a few words, like ordinary diseases.”

“Nothing definite?”

“Oh yes, perfectly definite, Herr Hellersen.” Dr Vandura offered a leather cigarette case. Hellersen shook his head. He felt his sense of danger stir in him. He knew it: an instinctive distrust which had often served him well. “Do you know why your wife came here?”

“No, and I’ve been asking myself that very question. She was never ill before.”

“Your wife was suffering from the effects of shock.”

“Oh, really?” said Hellersen. His mouth twisted derisively.

“There was a large haematoma at the base of your wife’s throat, where she was struck by a heavy ashtray, thrown by you.”

“What on earth are you talking about, doctor?” Hellersen went red in the face. The little bitch, he thought. Runs to a doctor, squealing! Maybe she got him to write out a certificate. “Medical evidence of physical assault on Frau Katya Hellersen …” Oh no, you don’t doctor; you don’t put that one over on Bruno! No one ever got the better of me yet, and the medical profession won’t do it either! Certainly not with this kind of guff!

“I calmed your wife down and took her home.”

“Very good of you. So what do I owe you? Including travelling expenses, naturally. Fifty pfennigs per kilometre all right?”

Dr Vandura ignored this. He had been expecting just such a man as now stood before him. Stocky, bald, a round face that looked kindly, until you observed the eyes closely. Those eyes were pale blue, almost colourless, and extraordinarily cold.

“How old are you?” asked Vandura.

“Fifty. My wife is thirty, and don’t start telling me twenty years is too big an age gap! But I don’t suppose that’s your idea. What has Katya been telling you?”

“Everything. That’s why I asked you to come and see me. You must trust me. I know I can’t insist, but I’d like to discuss your problems with you. For your wife’s sake. You do love your wife?”

“What the hell are is that to do with you?” Hellersen bellowed. “Are you a doctor or a Peeping Tom?”

“I want to help you, that’s all. Your wife is in a desperate mental state—haven’t you noticed? Her going into shock yesterday was just a start: a kind of warning signal. We—and by we I mean you and myself—we still have a chance of saving her. Do you know she’s considering suicide?”

“Did she say that?” Bruno Hellersen frowned.

“Yes.”

“Well, as a doctor, you should know how to tell a genuine intention from hysteria! I don’t know what my wife’s been saying about me, and I don’t want to, either—but before you go all psychoanalytic on me, I’d like to tell you precisely how things are! She’s too well off, that’s her trouble, far too well off! No worries, her slightest wish granted, the best and most fashionable clothes and shoes, jewels, no work, no children—that’s what it is, no children! That’s what she needs. Six kids, they’d keep her occupied. But what does she do? Swallows the Pill. Oh, dear me no, no children, nothing to mark that pretty stomach of hers! That’s the way a woman gets hysterical, doctor, that’s when she sees ashtrays flying about the place when there was only a butterfly!”

Dr Vandura said nothing. What a mean-minded coward you are, he thought. A skilful juggler of dirty tricks. A woman like Katya should be protected from you—but I’m only a doctor, all I can do is advise, and then stand by and watch a human being like Katya destroyed.

Bruno Hellersen lowered his eyes. Vandura’s gaze was accusing, and he acknowledged the silent duel between them. He ran a finger in between his collar and his sweating neck.

“We should get better acquainted,” said Vandura calmly. “Talk to each other dispassionately—and logically and honestly.”

“Are you accusing me of lying?” Hellersen burst out. “I might just as well say my wife has told you a pack of lies. She needs psychiatric treatment!”

“She certainly will, if we can’t come to some understanding.”

“We?” Bruno grinned. “You’re the doctor. Sort my wife’s mind out, and I’ll be very grateful,” he added jovially.

“And you will give up these nightly torture sessions?”

“Torture sessions?” repeated Hellersen, head on one side. He was breathing faster, with a whistling noise.

“Three nights ago you stubbed out a cigar on your wife’s body, and as she screamed and struggled, you had an orgasm.”

“She—she told you that?” said Hellersen, in hollow tones. “You mean she’d say a thing like that?”

“To her doctor. Whom else should she tell?”

“So now you think you can turn on the emotion and get at my conscience? You expect me to play this silly game of yours? You—you, of all people—think you can tell me how I ought to behave in bed? How to make love to my wife, with or without a cigar, on top or underneath, horizontal or vertical? You want a detailed account of our sexual intercourse? Doctor, my time’s too valuable to waste on nonsense like this?’’ Hellersen went to the door, breathing hard. “I forbid you to meddle with my business, more particularly my marriage. And I shall forbid Katya to visit you again! Confine your attentions to your monkeys and their hardened arteries!”

This was intended as a final and devastating blow right in the pit of the stomach, but Vandura only smiled.

“Oh, you know Dr Zemmitz?” he asked.

Hellersen took a deep breath. “Why?”

“I’ve heard that bit about my monkeys’ hardened arteries before.”

“Goodbye!” shouted Hellersen.

“And you want to watch your heart.” Vandura raised a hand. Hellersen stood there, stopped in his tracks. “Your blood pressure is at least 230. You should do something about it.”

“Dr Zemmitz is treating me!” barked Hellersen, venomously. “And not by injecting any gas into my veins!”

“A pity. He should do a venography of you, some time.” Dr Vandura came a couple of paces closer. “Look … shouldn’t we try talking again? Start afresh—dispassionately? For your wife’s sake?”

“No!” Hellersen flung open the door. “We’ve nothing more to say to each other, doctor!”

Seconds later, the front door slammed shut.

Vandura picked up the phone and rang Katya Hellersen. She was waiting for the call, and raised the receiver at once.

“Did he come to see you?”

“Yes. It was no good, Frau Hellersen,” Vandura admitted frankly. He was honest enough to admit that he had expected defeat from the start.

“What am I to do now?” Over the phone, Katya’s voice sounded very small, touchingly childish. “I’m scared …”

“Go away. You should be out of the house by the time your husband gets home. Go and see a solicitor! Don’t you know any solicitors?”

“Yes, five! All friends of Bruno’s … but where should I go?”

“To a hotel in the first place. Your husband is in such a state that I’m almost inclined to ring the police and ask for protection for you.”

“Oh, for God’s sake don’t do that! I’ll think of something.” She sounded hunted. “Thank you, doctor—thank you very much.”

She hung up. Vandura looked thoughtfully at the receiver. A strange feeling flickered up within him, composed of sympathy, anxiety, and something that he preferred to define merely as friendship.

If it was anything more than friendship, it meant danger.

Vandura put the receiver back, went to a wall cupboard, and poured himself a cognac, but that could not dispel the image of Katya Hellersen.

 

“Where is she?” bellowed Bruno Hellersen, striding through his house. “Katya, where are you? Come here! Damn you, come here! I’ll find you, there’s no point in hiding!”

He ran from room to room, upstairs and downstairs, searching behind every shrub in the grounds, all along the walls of the house, he chased back to Katya’s bedroom, flung all her clothes out of the wardrobe and lashed out furiously at them with his walking stick, then struck out at the bed, smashed the mirror, kicked in the wardrobe doors, ranting and raving until he was out of breath and fell on the bed, gasping. He stayed there on his back, clasping the stick and staring at the pinkpainted ceiling.

I’ll kill her, he thought. If I can just lay hands on her I’ll kill her. Kept her mouth closed for ten years, did nothing, just cashed in on it—furs, jewellery, foreign travel, sports car, motor boat at St Tropez, evening dresses, visits to the Salzburg Festival, to Bayreuth, the Munich opera, the best of everything—and now she talks, talks to that bastard Vandura, endangers my reputation! So who is she, and what was she? Where does she come from? Minor civil servant’s daughter, no college education. Assistant in a post office, that’s what she was when I married her. A child, who couldn’t do a thing in bed but say oh and ah and roll her eyes up. All she knows now she’s learnt from me! Perverse? What does perverse mean? Doesn’t a man have a right to what he fancies? I can buy anything I want out in the street, for a hundred marks; I can buy the top whores, who’ll be happy to let themselves be whipped! Little bitch, telling tales—to a fellow like Vandura too!

He lay on the bed for an hour, very gradually calming down. Then he got up, tore off his clothes, showered, dressed again, and drove into Munich. He stopped outside an apartment building in Schwabing and took the lift up to the sixth floor.

Veronica was at home. Rather sleepy, just out of bed, her breath smelling of alcohol. Her eye make-up was smeared, making the upper part of her face look like a clown’s. Under her silk dressing-gown she was naked, her breasts straining at the fabric.

“Hullo, love! Early, aren’t you?” she said, yawning. “Gawd, am I tired!”

“Shut your mouth!” said Hellersen roughly. “A hundred marks, right?”

“The whip or the spiked chain?”

Hands trembling, Bruno Hellersen undressed.

 

Bruno and Katya encountered each other just before supper.

They did not exchange a word. With a muffled groan, Hellersen fell upon his wife, half strangling her, dragged her along the floor, kicked her in the breasts, stomach and genitals, searching in vain for some hard object with which to smash her skull in. In a split second when he was off his guard, Katya tore herself away and ran for her life, out into the grounds. Bruno pursued her, his short, sturdy legs thudding over the lawn, his arms working like pistons.

“Stop!” he panted. But Katya ran faster than he did. She was young and slim, her long legs were carrying her away from him with every step she took. “Stop! I promise I won’t beat you … I don’t want to beat you. Stop! Take your clothes off, lie down in the grass—Katya, you sent me out of my mind, the way you lay there, hardly breathing! Katya why are you running away? Now—now of all times …”

Horror and revulsion welled up in her, giving her new strength. She ran through the big garden, making a wide detour to reach the gate, shot out into the street and then down it, without looking round.

She knew Bruno was not following her. He stood at the gate watching her go, face distorted, hands clutching at his shirt, which was damp with sweat. A bald-headed satyr.

Half an hour later—the streets were dark and silent—she was ringing Dr Vandura’s bell. No one opened the door. The house stood there behind the shrubs in the front garden, shutters closed. No light, no life inside.

Katya sat down on the steps by the gate, leaned her head against it and waited. She crouched there like a dog, hunched up, whimpering to herself.

She fell asleep from sheer exhaustion, and woke up because she thought she was floating in the air. Dr Vandura had picked her up in his arms and was carrying her into the house.

“I—I waited for you,” said Katya. Like a child, she let him lay her down on the couch. Suddenly, she felt safe and warm. “You weren’t in, doctor …”

“I was out on a call to a patient.” Vandura fetched his doctor’s bag from outside, switched on a standard lamp and carried it over to Katya. The sudden bright light dazzled her. She turned her head aside.

“Has he been beating you again?”

“He tried to kill me.”

“You’ll be safe here.”

He opened his bag, and Katya began to undress.

 

Her body was covered with dark bruises, there were the marks of a stranglehold around her slender neck, and deep scratches on her beautiful, pointed breasts. The lower part of her body was swollen where Bruno’s kicks had left large, red marks behind.

Vandura worked in silence, lips compressed. He soothed the bruises, disinfected the wounds, carefully massaged Katya’s belly and gave her a circulatory stimulant injection. Then he spread her dress over her beautiful, supine body, and stood up. He brought a chair over and sat down beside Katya.

“Shall I call the police?”

“No, please don’t.” Katya had closed her eyes. Vandura’s hands on her body had been like an anaesthetic. She felt no pain now, no distress, no fear. Nothing but warmth and happiness, and a sense of security.

“You don’t want to lay charges against your husband?”

“No.”

“You still love him?”

“No, I hate him! I can’t stand him. He disgusts me.”

“Look, I’ll take you to a friend of mine in Garmisch. He has a guesthouse up in the mountains. It’s a lovely place, you’ll soon get better there.”

She did not answer, simple opened her eyes and looked at him dumbly. Dr Vandura looked away.

“No,” he said, his voice sombre. “You can’t stay with me. It’s out of the question. There would be gossip—a scandal. Your husband would make it very public indeed. I might as well close down my practice at once! I’ll take you to—well, neutral territory, and we’ll wait …”

“Wait? For what?” She raised her hands, turning them towards him palms upward. It was the ancient gesture of defeat, of total surrender. “I have nothing left.”
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