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To the Teatimers

Dr. Jules Jouvet, the last Dr. Jouvet, died in his afternoon sleep at the age of ninety-four, on Friday, the third of August, 1906, at the beginning of the long French summer vacation. The rest of the Jouvet staff were already on their way to the country or the beach, to roll their pants legs up or kirtle up their skirts and savor the warmth. His valet had packed Dr. Jouvet’s trunk and left too. All Dr. Jouvet would have had to do was phone the taxi. But he lay down for a minute and he died.

Dr. Jouvet would have been going to visit his niece, a middle-aged lady who tolerated this annual disturbance of her cats for the sake of the legacy he’d leave. When he didn’t show up on Saturday, the niece worried about him. On Sunday she discussed his absence with the priest, and on Monday with her friends. On Tuesday she went to the pharmacist’s and invested in a telephone call to Jouvet Medical Analyses in Paris. No one answered. It took her until Wednesday to nerve herself to take the train the forty miles to Paris; to take the elevator to his top-floor apartment; to enter; to scream; and to have hysterics in the drugstore across the street while the police came. 

The niece had liked her uncle well enough and had known what pride he took in his company; but who would take it over? 

And so Jouvet Medical Analyses closed, which had been the last hope of the mad and desperate for two hundred years.

* * *
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Alexander Reisden arrived in Paris at the Gare d’Orsay the last week of September, went from the railroad station to the hotel adjoining, and collapsed under the covers. He woke to find his cousin Dotty sitting nervously on his bed, holding the mirror of her compact above his mouth.

“Really, Dotty?” He breathed on the mirror ostentatiously.

She snatched it away. She’d been crying. “You said you’d arrive on Monday and come to dinner Tuesday, and you didn’t come and you didn’t send a message and I tried to ‘phone you and you didn’t answer—” She dabbed at her eyes angrily.

“Is it Wednesday?” 

“Darling, it is. I made them let me in.”

“I’m so sorry, darling. Avert your eyes; I’m getting up.”

He couldn’t give way to guilt and exhaustion: not for Dotty’s sake, not for his. He needed to be robustly healthy, physically and mentally, for the sake of the new job, for Paris. In the bathroom, he dry-swallowed aspirin, stretched his stiff arm, and grimaced. “I’m taking a bath,” he called through the door. “Find me clothes?”

“Darling, your luggage is full of papers.”

“Lab notes.” He eased himself into the hot bath. The scar on his shoulder burned and his ribs ached. 

“Dearest. Is everything you own black?”

Dead black, darling. Mourning black. Suitable for what he’d found out about himself. “It doesn’t matter what I wear.” 

“Oh, honestly, darling. Have you forgot you’re in Paris?” She half-opened the door to leave a neatly folded pile of clothes on the bathroom chair. The folds somehow indicated disapproval. She closed the door again without looking at him. When had she got to be body-shy with him? She didn’t want to see the scars, he supposed.

He didn’t want to show them.

He shaved and dressed and came out, smiling at her. “Come to breakfast with me? I’m starved.”

“Darling, it’s past eleven.”

“Lunch, then.”

“Come to dinner tonight. You can meet my Tiggy.”

Tiggy was her son, three years old. “Yes, I’d like that.”

“And,” she added nervously, “I shall have a favor to ask you.”

Oh? Dotty’s favors were seldom easy.

* * *
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He called the Physiological Psychology Lab. “This is Dr. Alexander Reisden. I’m your new man at the lab. There should be five boxes of lab equipment for me.”

They hadn’t arrived yet.

“When they do, would you get them to my bench and send me a message at the Hôtel d’Orsay?”

He should have brought all of his microscope with him. He’d brought its optics, but shipped the body of the scope. It was custom-built: Bausch and Lomb Grand Continental body, Zeiss mechanical stage. He’d picked out the Zeiss lenses himself in London. It meant a great deal to him and it was by far the most expensive thing he owned. 

Nothing would happen to it, he told himself. 

He wouldn’t be able to do lab work without it. He wouldn’t be able to see.

* * *
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Dotty’s boy should have a gift. What does one get for a three-year-old child? What did children want?

He asked the hotel concierge for advice and was sent to Au Paradis des enfants, the big toy store on the rue de Rivoli. Even on a Wednesday afternoon, mothers and children were shopping. Toys were piled up everywhere, hundreds of them. He had no memory of owning a toy and no idea what they were for. Wooden blocks to make a fort. Did small boys want to make a fort? Toy horns and drums; too noisy? Dotty’s husband had nerves.

He stood, shoulders hunched, hands in pockets, in the midst of all this familial shopping. This was the sort of errand he’d send someone else on. 

In America last summer, he would have asked Perdita. 

Not an option now.

A sigh on the wall advertised Steiff animals this way. Even he had heard of Steiff animals. Stuffed bears, donkeys on wheels, no sharp edges; suitable? He rounded the corner—

A child screamed. A woman called out “Murderer!”

His shoulders squared defensively; then no, he told himself, don’t be dramatic, it’s not about you, and he turned to look behind him.

The woman behind him was dressed in deepest mourning. They matched: his black, hers. She was approaching the exhibit of Steiff toys like Death entering a children’s party. Children hid in their mothers’ skirts, staring at her. 

A mother hissed at her. “How dare you come here!”

A shop assistant bustled up. “Good afternoon, Madame la duchesse! I’ll be glad to assist you.” Doing his best to make her welcome, or more likely get rid of her. “Another order for the orphans?”

“Yes.” The woman’s voice was hoarse and low, as if she seldom spoke; but she sounded young. She wore unrelieved black, the extravagant black a chief mourner would have worn at a Victorian funeral. Her veil was thick and fell past her shoulders. The black was slightly faded. She had been in hiding behind that veil for a long time. 

The shop assistant took out an order pad. “For the orphans,” he repeated, as if he could somehow write the children’s fear and the mothers’ accusations away.

“Twenty-one Steiff bears,” the young woman in black said. “Sixteen sets of building blocks, thirty-six spinning tops, fifteen dolls.” 

“Ah, yes,” one of the mothers whispered, “spend your money! It won’t help you when the police come for you!”

“Shall we send them directly to the orphanage, madame?”

“No, to my father’s. I will send everything in one of my father’s trucks.” 

She was wearing black gloves and didn’t take them off to sign the bill. Behind her veil, what he could see of her face was white and unnaturally set, like a mask.

The assistant showed her out, unobtrusively placing himself between her and the mothers.

The assistant helped him decide between a donkey and a Teddy bear. He almost asked about the woman in black, but he felt their eyes on him, the women with their children. What was a man alone doing here, a man who knew nothing about toys, buying a toy for a child he had never met? 

He almost flinched, the way the woman in black had. 

Murderer.

* * *
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If you’re going to confess to murder, don’t muddy it by confessing to the wrong one first.

The murder he’d thought he’d committed had been an accident. 

He knew that now.

But last summer he’d found out—no, Gilbert Knight and Perdita and he together had found out why he thought he’d committed murder.

Simplest explanation in the world, really. 

He had.

It had been, on the whole, a justifiable murder. Self-defense, even though he’d probably wanted to do it—He’d been eight years old. He didn’t remember whether he’d wanted to do it.

It had been less justifiable to run away afterward.

Now what?

He couldn’t go back. To explain at all, he’d have had to confess to the murder. 

He’d had the summer with Gilbert and Perdita: his only living real relative, the girl he’d unexpectedly fallen in love with. He wouldn’t drag them through the newspapers. And he probably wouldn’t have been believed. After all, he had already confessed to one murder he hadn’t done, and that had got him declared insane; it would simply have looked as though he were getting in the habit. 

No, he was doomed to stay himself. Dotty’s adopted cousin, Alexander von Reisden. Who had been in an asylum, as everyone remembered.

Who now had the job of convincing Paris and the very prestigious Laboratoire de psychologie physiologique that he was sane, normal, ordinary.

He had no idea how he could.

* * *
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“Do something for me,” Dotty told him.

That night he went to Dotty’s. He met Tiggy, a stocky little blond charmer who gravely accepted his Teddy bear. (“What will you name him, darling?” Dotty asked. “Bear,” said Tiggy, clutching it round the neck and looking up at him distrustfully. Hello, Tiggy, here’s your insane uncle.) 

They left Tiggy in the nursery and had dinner in Dotty’s large, perfect dining room, only the two of them. Esmé was nowhere to be seen. After dinner she sat him down in the drawing room by the fire, he in her husband’s leather club chair, and she perched on a gilded bergère chair. 

“Did Tiggy like the bear?” Reisden asked. He had no idea.

“Oh, I’m sure, darling.”

No help. “Give me guidance next time. I’m lost with children.”

There was something missing, he realized, apart from Esmé. Esmé was a hunter; there were always a couple of dogs underfoot. “Shall we see Esmé?” 

“Esmé will be gone for a while,” she said stiffly. “He’s exploring. In Egypt.” Esmé? Egypt? Exploring? Esmé, Monte Carlo, baccarat, more likely. She changed the subject briskly. “What’s happened to your arm?” It ached too much to conceal entirely.

“Tattoo gone wrong.—What’s happened to the dogs? Did Esmé take them with him?”

“Oh, those dogs,” she said, not answering.

No dogs. No smell of dogs. Esmé had been gone for some time.

“What was the favor you wanted?” he asked.

“Darling,” she said, “find me a way to make money.”
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