
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Praise for Sarah Smith’s Crimes and Survivors

The Titanic still cruises our imaginations... And she has secrets.  Sarah Smith knows them and knows how to tell them in this riveting, page-turning novel, a tale unraveling from out of the ignorant past, through that terrible moment of truth on the Titanic, and on toward a hopeful future.   Read it and be enthralled.—WILLIAM  MARTIN, New York Times bestselling author of Cape Cod and Bound for Gold:

You may think you know everything there is to know about Titanic, but Sarah Smith’s Crimes and Survivors carves out a space of its own—while, in the same breath, demarcating a huge swath of America’s history and painting a resonant vision of its future. The result is suspenseful, insightful, moving and highly recommended.—LOUIS BAYARD, bestselling author of Courting Mr. Lincoln

A thrilling and romantic literary mystery that unflinchingly examines issues of race and identity, love and family, and the danger and beauty of uncovering long-hidden truths. —SARAH STEWART TAYLOR, author of the Sweeney St. George mysteries and The Mountains Wild

Come for the rich prose, meticulous research, and vibrant characters. Stay for the heart-stopping mystery. Sarah Smith's fresh take on the doomed Titanic sailing is filled with twists and turns and will enthrall both new readers and longtime fans of the Vanished Child series!”

Edwin Hill, Edgar- and Agatha-nominated author of Little Comfort and The Missing Ones

...and for Sarah Smith’s other books

§ “Stunning...Tells a grim tale of murder and duplicity in stately prose that subtly enhances the psychological horrors....” 

The New York Times (Notable Book of the Year) 

on The Vanished Child

§ “A stunning tale of love, amnesia, child abuse, Victorian sexual repression and murder most foul....The satisfying denouement is a shocker.” 

Publishers Weekly  (starred review) on The Vanished Child

§ “A lushly erotic, feminist study of artists and lovers and killers swept up in their obsessive passions. An exquisite stylist, [Smith] observes her characters in...intimate detail, defining them with witty precision and placing them in a rain-drenched portrait of Edwardian Paris that could hang in the Louvre.” 

The New York Times (Notable Book of the Year) 

on The Knowledge of Water

§ “Intellectual stimulation of the highest order...a ripping yarn with provocative and substantial things to say.” 

Kirkus Reviews (starred review) on The Knowledge of Water

§ “As satisfying a mystery as the Mona Lisa's smile.” 

USA Today on The Knowledge of Water

§ “A virtuosic fusion of speculative history, boldly stylized character drawing, and intricately plotted rousing melodrama...Fiction just doesn't get any more entertaining and satisfying than this. A bloody triumph.”

Kirkus Reviews (starred review) on A Citizen of the Country

§ “[Smith] fills the third installment with endlessly satisfying plot twists, historical verisimilitude, and character development—and still manages to keep her eye on the overarching question: ..."Where do I belong?"...A Citizen of the Country illuminates a society on the brink, a way of life about to be lost forever...and one man's journey, by the hardest roads, home to his family.”

Detroit Free Press (four stars) on A Citizen of the Country

§ “Stunning...Sarah Smith skillfully takes readers into the dark world of the human psyche and spirit.”

Romantic Times on A Citizen of the Country
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Man with his burning soul

has but an hour of breath

to build a ship of truth

in which his soul may sail.

For death takes toll

of beauty, courage, youth;

of all but truth.

—John Masefield

––––––––
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They that go down to the sea in ships 

and occupy their business in great waters, 

these see the works of the Lord, 

and His wonders in the deep.

—Psalm 107; inscription on the grave of Bruce Ismay








For the survivors.



O.M.D.D.
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Are you going to survive Titanic?

There’s a game people play at Titanic exhibitions and dinner parties. When you arrive, you get a ticket with a name on it. You are Dorothy Gibson, or John Jacob Astor, or Bruce Ismay. At the end of the evening you find out whether you survived or died.

They don’t tell you what surviving means. What happens the next morning, and for the rest of your life. How you change. What you learn.

Here you are, somewhere in the North Atlantic, a hundred years ago. It’s 11:44 P.M. ship’s time, two minutes until the iceberg. You’re standing on the deck. Titanic’s the largest moving thing on earth or sea, the most beautiful ship, the safest. Look up at her Marconi antenna, that long wire from the bow past her funnels all the way to the stern, four New York city blocks long, the biggest telegraph antenna in the world. Titanic’s wireless blasts across the ocean; you can hear her for five hundred miles. The millionaires show off, sending expensive telegrams: “Greetings from Titanic.” “Arrive New York Wednesday morning. Meet me in New York.” 

Ninety seconds. 

Titanic has two telegraph operators, Jack Phillips and Harold Bride. Most ships have one. On the only ship near Titanic, the “Marconi man” has just taken off his headset and fallen exhausted into bed, and when Jack Phillips sends CQD, Come Quick Distress, and then SOS, SOS, SOS, no one close enough to help will hear.

Outside each other's safe islands of wireless, each ship in its darkness sails alone. There is no one to watch but God. And tonight God wants to play a game, about the greatest ship ever built and what happened to her, about love and death, heroism and cowardice and survival. 

Seventy-five seconds.

In the first-class lounge, the bridge players are complaining. They know this route so well it bores them. Titanic is magnificent, of course, but it’s the same bridge games; the same cooking one is used to in London or New York or Paris; the same faces at the same tables, the same music in the background. Tomorrow there’ll be a dog show in first class, Astor’s Airedale against some Poms and chows. One even knows the dogs. 

Sixty-five seconds. 

In the first-class lounge, an American girl is improvising ragtime on a piano and thinking about her family. She’s a baroness, although she still jumps and looks around when anyone calls her that. Her name is Perdita. Her husband is Alexander Reisden, the owner of the famous Jouvet Medical Analyses. They have a son, Toby. Perdita’s going to America to play at Carnegie Hall, her first big chance as a pianist. But she’s on Titanic to solve a mystery that may keep her from playing Carnegie Hall or anywhere else, ever again. She’s thinking about that. 

In their cabin, Isidor and Ida Straus are looking at pictures of their grandchildren. In his suite, John Jacob Astor, richest man in America, is planning how to reconcile his family to his new young wife. 

They’re planning for a future they’ll never see.

In her first-class cabin, the actress Dorothy Gibson is reading about herself in Photoplay. Tomorrow she and the cinematographer Billy Harbeck will shoot scenes aboard Titanic. Back in New Jersey, they’ll make it into a movie, Her Shipboard Romance, “filmed aboard Titanic.” Dorothy can see the posters. 

Forty seconds. 

In third class Polish and Swedish and Irish teenagers are awake, flirting. In three days they’ll be American. They say America gives you new names. They say the streets are paved with gold and the cobblestones are smooth as lovers’ lips. All they know is they are traveling to a new country. All they know, they will be changed. 

Twenty seconds.

The dogs are curled up in their kennels on the boat deck. In their sleep they smell the cold and sigh. The electric lights are dimmed along the white corridors in first class. In second and third, the oil lamps—yes, Titanic still has oil lamps—are turned down, there’s a man who does it, Samuel Heming, lamp trimmer; he’s turning a lamp key now. From the kitchens on D Deck rises that essence of the familiar and secure, the smell of breakfast rolls.

And the iceberg is off the bow. 

A telegraph operator touches his key. A child is sleeping; a man is baking; a man is dimming lamps. A woman touches piano keys. A woman plans a movie. People think of their families.

Ten seconds.

God is watching.

No one is ready to die, no one to survive; this can’t be the end of Titanic, not yet, not yet—

Part 1: Titanic

Autumn 1911, Paris: Alexander Reisden

For seven days, seven unrepeatable days, he thought they’d have each other forever. They were his family, Gilbert and Perdita and Toby. His father, more or less. His wife. His son. They went to the beach, they walked on the sand, they had picnics. Their story was over and it had ended happily.

And then the letters started arriving from Boston, two or three of them a day, Gilbert’s lawyers writing, Harry writing, and he realized they couldn’t be a family after all.

So here they are.

Toby’s throwing a ball, and Gilbert’s beagle Elphinstone is skittering after it, chasing it into the corners of the room, through the door, down the hall, and limping back triumphantly with it. “Ahhh!” Toby laughs and throws it again. 

“He and Elphinstone were at it all this afternoon,” Perdita says, brushing a harried curl off her face. 

“We shouldn’t have left you so long.”

She looks up at him, hesitating a moment before she dares to ask. “Have you decided?”

She ought to know there was only one possible decision. “We can’t keep Gilbert. He’s going back to America.”

“No!” she says; “oh no.” Toby looks up at her tone and bursts into tears. Reisden kneels down and gathers up his son.

“It’s all right, dear boy. It’s all right.” It’s not all right. Toby hiccups against his shoulder. Reisden smooths his little boy’s dark curls. “Shh. There.”

“It’s not all right.” Perdita goes to the door and calls. “Aline! It’s time for Toby’s bath.” It’s not, but Toby’s nursemaid appears. Toby struggles, not wanting to leave. “There, baby,” Perdita says. “You can have Elphinstone again as soon as you’re clean.” 

“Eff in bath!” Toby demands.

“Eff not in bath.” She gives him a kiss and hands him over, closes the door, and leans against it. “Why?”

“Did you think it could be different?” He puts the ball back in Toby’s box of toys and sits down on the sofa, gathering himself to justify what he and Gilbert have done. Elphinstone sniffs at the door and whines. “Let him out,” Reisden says. Having Gilbert Knight’s beagle there is too much like having Gilbert.

“No, stay, Elphinstone.” The little beagle whines once and then obediently, sadly, thumps himself down by the fireplace. Perdita sits down on the sofa too, at the other end: a strip of uncertainty between them.

“How can you send him back?”

“He’s decided to go back. There’s a difference.”

“Harry was mistreating him in Boston. Harry was stealing his letters, ignoring him—He left with nothing but his dog and the clothes he was wearing. And you’re sending him back?”

“He decided. Himself.”

“No. He’s going back for your sake.”

“For all our sakes. For Toby’s.”

“Not for my sake.”

Do you think I want him to go? “We’ll find ways to keep in touch. We’ll write letters. Send photographs.”

“Harry will tear up photographs from us. What shall I do when Uncle Gilbert writes back and doesn’t say how Harry’s treating him?”

Reisden already knows how Harry will treat Gilbert. Harry has never recovered from being adopted. Nothing is ever enough for Harry. 

“How will you feel?” she asks.

“I’ll feel we’re all being responsible.”

“We are not! This is because of Richard,” she says.

“Of course it is.” Richard Knight. Gilbert Knight’s nephew. Who should have been Gilbert’s safely dead nephew. The boy Harry replaced.

He half-changes the subject. “I went to see Richard’s grave,” he says. “When I was in Boston. Did I tell you that?”

“You went to see your own grave?”

“Gilbert had just had the name and dates engraved on the stone.” He’d wanted to see. Richard Knight, 1879-1887. Richard dead and gone. 

“And what was it like? Did you like yourself being dead?”

That was why he’d gone there. To find out what it was like to survive Richard. “I thanked him. For being dead and leaving me alive.”

He’d brought flowers. Half in sarcasm. 

But he’d put one of them in his buttonhole and walked away a free man. Not innocent. Not happy. But free of Richard.

“And I’m thanking Gilbert now. I’m sorry. I don’t want him gone. But when I married you,” he continues, “I could think ‘at least she’s not marrying Richard.’ And when Toby was born, ‘he’s not Richard’s son.’” He hesitates and says it. “He’s not a murderer’s son. And I don’t want him to be.”

“It wasn’t murder,” she says.

Richard Knight. Supposedly a victim. Kidnapped, killed, the body never found. Actually a murderer, at eight years old. Richard’s grandfather had been outright insane. After Richard’s parents drowned, orphaned Richard had ended up in William Knight’s care. William had beaten Richard, with a lead-weighted cane, with a fireplace poker. Then, the summer Richard had been eight, William had gone on a business trip. Richard had found a stray puppy. When William had returned, he’d broken the dog’s back and made Richard shoot it. 

And that night, when William was going to punish his grandson for having the dog—

“It wasn’t murder,” Perdita says.

“When you shoot a man and he dies, love.” Even when you’re eight. Especially then. Jouvet has treated a few child murderers. Even the staff, who are calloused, are spooked by them. 

“Uncle Gilbert says it was self-defense.”

“Can you imagine, my love, just how I feel about you and Gilbert having that conversation?”

Her cheeks redden. “That’s no excuse to send Uncle Gilbert home.”

“That’s not why. If we kept him here—”

“Which we should!”

“Sooner or later I’d have to explain why Richard ran away.”

I would have to be a murderer.

“And I’d have to be Richard. Richard owned the Knight Companies; he’d have to be in charge of them. Harry wants the Knight Companies, let him have them. I want to stay me, only me, so there will be no murderers in this house, and no murderers’ children.”

“And so you’re sending Uncle Gilbert back for Harry to mistreat.”

“I am sending him back to advocate for himself. He can do it. We’ve both agreed. Will you?” 

“I hate this.”

Do you think I like it?

“We’ll have Gilbert for a while,” he says. “He won’t go back to Boston immediately.”

That isn’t enough and they both know it. They sit in silence, she at one end of the sofa, he at the other. Finally she reaches out her hand; he takes it. This is as close to consent as she’ll give.

“Only for your sake. And I wish you wouldn’t.”

“Thank you.”

He wants to stay, holding her hand, in this fragile truce; but she takes it back and sits with her hands folded together on her lap. She presses her wide lips together and shakes her head. She’s never been able to hide what she’s thinking.

“What kind of flowers did you bring?” she asks finally, a little too brightly.

“Why on earth do you ask that?”

“Just thinking of you doing it.”

“Chrysanthemums.” Flowers for the safely dead.

“What made you think of it?”

“Oh, sentiment. Is it that odd?” I was thinking, because I know who I am and it isn’t Richard, I was going to lose Gilbert and you. It had been a hook in his soul, wanting to stay with them. But he wasn’t Richard. So he’d put a flower in his buttonhole and walked away.

He had lost both of them. And got them back, by miracle.

He won’t get Gilbert back twice.

And when they lose Gilbert, when Harry does the inevitable and mistreats Gilbert again, what will Perdita feel?

Will he lose her too?

He hasn’t been good at keeping people.

“Will you promise me—” she says. She breaks off a moment, then leans forward. “Promise me we won’t regret it? We won’t say we should have done something to help now, when we could?”

“I promise,” he says. 

She wants it. He hopes it. 

But he doesn’t believe it and he doubts she does.

* * *
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How long will they have with Gilbert?

Not enough time.

Reisden tries to give Gilbert something to take back with him, something to hold on to, when he must go. 

Gilbert and he, and Elphinstone, meet for breakfast at a café. Gilbert orders breakfast to suit Elphinstone’s liking for sausage. Gilbert polishes the café silverware nervously with the napkin, then with his own clean handkerchief. Gilbert is anxious about many things: the cleanliness of café silverware, the French drains... And he is going back to Boston, where Harry will take advantage of—

Where Gilbert will advocate for himself.

“It works out well that you’ll be Jouvet’s investor,” Reisden tells him. 

“It is my money,” Gilbert says as if he’s reminding himself.

“After you go back to Boston, I’ll inform you of any major actions we take. I’ll ask you to confirm you’ve seen our reports. Jouvet will send Christmas cards and the occasional chatty letter.” 

His uncle smiles genuinely. “Then I shall still hear from you.”

“Yes.” As much as I possibly can. “Getting a post-office box was a good suggestion. Perdita wants to write you too, and send photos of Toby.”

“I can keep them in a safe deposit box.”

Oh L—d.

“Is there not a difficulty, though? Simply with my being an investor in Jouvet? Harry and Mr. Pelham write they are shocked I am investing in—” Gilbert gestures vaguely, a polite way of not saying you. Elphinstone, patient under the café table, looks up, hoping for sausage. “Their feelings toward you are not kind? Harry will want to sell my investment? And if Harry did not sell, but became involved in your company? You know Harry is rather—controlling.” Gilbert leaves the rest up to their imaginations.

“There’s no question of control.” Reisden sketches their business arrangements on a page of his notebook and passes it to Gilbert. “We’ll make your stock preferred non-voting, which means you get income but no say in running Jouvet, and you’ll be restricted from selling for—”

“My lifetime,” Gilbert says, pleased. 

“Five years. We’ll be solidly profitable by then.”

“My lifetime,” his uncle says. “So that I shall always be able to hear from you. And when I die,” Gilbert adds earnestly, “I’ll leave the shares to you, Alexander. They shall not go to Harry.”

“You can’t do that; that’s not what an investor would do. We’ll write it so that, if you die, I shall have the right to buy them back. We’ll set up a pricing schedule. Don’t die, though.” 

Don’t ever die.

In France, business transactions proceed at a mature, stately pace, but Gilbert and he do the deed as if they were sixteen: Gilbert’s investment in Jouvet is certified, stamped, and sealed within the week. At the American Embassy, a pale, balding notary public makes them right with American law, blinks at the amount of money involved, raises his eyebrows at the dates, but wishes them a good day. 

And so he and his uncle have an excuse to keep in touch with each other. 

* * *
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“Give us a couple of days before you see what you’ve bought into,” Reisden tells Gilbert. Gilbert has seen Jouvet the building, but not Jouvet the company, not the staff, not in any organized way.

He calls the staff together and tells them to clean up the labs. “Do something with the anatomical specimens. No crime scene photos. Whatever wouldn’t suit your maiden aunt, take it down.” 

“What do we put up, patron, postcards of kittens? We’re Jouvet.”

“Gilbert Knight scares easily and he’s just invested a lot of money with us.”

“Do we hide the patients too?” one of the techs scoffs. “Monsieur le docteur, you’re like a new bride having the priest to dinner.”

In his own office, Reisden stares grimly at the skull, the Vesalius woodcuts of flayed men, the shelves of books titled Criminal Insanity and Murder in Families, all of which will mean too much to Gilbert. 

Jouvet treats madmen. No way around it.

But madmen don’t like early mornings any more than you or I, so it’s early Monday morning when Reisden brings Gilbert to Jouvet. All the staff, consulting psychiatrists, testers, nurses, lab techs, clerks, guards, even the Marconi coder and telegraphist, have all come in early to meet their new American millionaire. Gilbert hangs back, smiling uncertainly. 

The technicians whisper behind their hands. “Monsieur le Docteur? The American looks like you.”

“I’ve heard that before. I don’t see it.” If you can’t get away with lying, bluff. 

He makes introductions. He takes Gilbert on a quick tour of the labs (no slices of mad brain under the microscopes, no lab specimens floating in jars, good enough). They spend more time in the assessment area, which has nothing but amusing machines and shelves of intelligence tests. “Most of our profit is in tests. We do testing for the Army.” Setups for measuring blindness and deafness; a little cheerful room with little wooden testing-trays for babies. (“Do babies go mad?” Gilbert asks, appalled. “No, no, we test for neurological problems,” Reisden says quickly. They know children go mad. Children kill. Children run away.) The interview rooms. The Marconi station. The locked area that holds patient records. “We’re careful about privacy.” Thousands of files; hundreds of records of mad families like the Knights. 

What do you think of what I’ve made? Is it good enough?

“Are there patients?” Gilbert asks. 

From a darkened spy-closet off the lab, they look down at the Jouvet patients. In the principal waiting room—bright, reassuring—a man shudders with uncontrollable terror, a woman draws her shawl up over her head. In the room on the other side—padded, guarded—a burly man with yesterday’s slashes across his face shouts that he doesn’t belong here in this fucking place for mad people. Gilbert goes pale. 

“Jouvet can help,” Reisden says. “Not all of them. But the families at least.”

Jouvet might have helped you. Or me. We might have been able to stay a family. We wouldn’t have made the mistakes we did. We’d have survived.

We have survived. But— 

“It is about fixing, isn’t it?” Gilbert says. “Making things better?”

“As much as one can. Yes,” Reisden says. “Something I’m glad to give my life to.”

“My dear boy,” Gilbert says, “then I am so glad you have involved me.”

* * *
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“Where is Uncle Gilbert going to live while he’s here?” Perdita asks.

“He’s in a hotel.”

“I know he’s in a hotel. Why isn’t he staying with us?”

Because we’re going to lose him soon. Don’t make things worse. 

“If this is all the time we have—” she says fiercely. 

The next Saturday, she invites Gilbert to lunch. She tidies too, Reisden notes. The apartment is mirror-clean; flowers riot in vases everywhere. 

She chats with Gilbert at lunch, catching up with Boston gossip. In Boston, Perdita had lived with her uncle, Buckingham Pelham, who was Gilbert’s lawyer. The Pelhams and Gilbert Knight lived only a couple of blocks apart. She had always been at Gilbert’s house, learning to play piano on his big unused Steinway. She had been the loving child to Gilbert that Harry had never been.

She calls Gilbert “Uncle.” 

Gilbert should have adopted her, not Harry. 

After lunch she gives Cook and Aline the afternoon off and says she’s taking Toby to play with the Bullard children. “Alexander, why don’t you show Uncle Gilbert round?”

Then she leaves him, to invite Gilbert to stay with them, or not.

“This is our family room.” His work desk in a corner; Perdita’s piano in the next room. Toby’s playpen, given him by a behaviorist consultant, together with a notebook in which the family is supposed to note Toby’s progress on the consultant’s standard scales. Elphinstone sniffs at it disdainfully. Quite right, dog.

“And the dining room,” filled with afternoon sunlight. Over the sideboard hangs Mallais’s View of the Seine. 

“What a splendid picture.”

“My cousin gave it to me. Here’s the kitchen. We have refrigeration without ice,” Reisden says, a little proud of this. “It runs off the vapor-compression system downstairs in the lab.” 

“Why, that is very clever! Is it dangerous?”

“No, not at all.”

Photographs crowd the hall. Perdita loves photographs of their friends. She can hardly see them but she knows they’re there. 

“You have made such a good place,” Gilbert says. “It is so,” he looks for a word. “It is a home.”

Yes. We are a normal family. We have a dining room with a view out the windows to the Eiffel Tower. There are pictures on the walls, not mad Biblical verses screaming repentance. In the hall we hang photos of people we like. We’ll hang your photo among them, as if you were simply another friend. 

“And this is Toby’s room,” Reisden says. Toby’s favorite toy, his stuffed dog Puppy Lumpkin, has fallen on the floor; Reisden tucks it into Toby’s crib. Look, Gilbert, Toby has stuffed animals. Toby’s room is always warm in winter. He will never be in fear of his life. He has two parents and they love him. My son’s life is better than Richard’s was. 

Look, Gilbert. We’ve survived. Almost any price is worth that.

Toby’s room, Perdita’s and his bedroom, the servants’ sitting-room. Beyond them stretches a long dark hall, closed doors on either side. “We won’t go there. That’s our terrible secret.”

Gilbert is more alarmed than he was at the mad patients. “If it is a secret, Alexander, you must not tell me—”

He laughs and shakes his head. “Not that kind.” Not the kind that makes normality a triumph. “Only a painful housekeeping dilemma. I told you that, before I bought the company, the Jouvets owned it? Five generations of Dr. Jouvets. They all lived here, they all collected books, Egyptiana, they simply accumulated, and they never threw anything away. There’s a roomful of ushabtis. Egyptian funerary statues. One I can understand, but a roomful? And the books. Since Perdita’s lived here, they’re all stuffed in the extra rooms. But if Perdita and I have more children, we shall have to colonize Darkest Sixth Floor.”

“Books?” says his uncle. Gilbert was a used-book dealer before he became a millionaire. 

Am I telling him he would like to live here and explore? He can’t. We are going to lose him. We can’t break our hearts over each other. “It’s very dusty, I’m afraid.”

“If you like, though, we might look at them,” Gilbert inquires hesitantly.

They arm themselves with flashlights. The rooms closest to civilization are piled with packages of books still unopened, furred with dust; it’s worse than Reisden remembered. “The last Dr. Jouvet was over ninety when he died,” he says, blaming the mess callously on Jules Jouvet. He hopes he was exaggerating about the roomful of ushabtis, but he’s not; his flashlight picks out rows of little faience mummies with scowling green faces. A Napoleonic sphinx stares aristocratically from under cobwebs. In another room, ancient ballgowns pose on stands, a crowd of headless çi-devants.

“Alexander, it’s a museum.”

“My dear man. It’s a slum.”

Gilbert picks up a book, reads a moment, puts it respectfully back down. Gilbert had expected to be poor all his life. His father had disinherited him. Richard had been William’s heir, which had caused endless trouble when William was murdered and Richard disappeared. Then, not so long ago, when Richard had finally been declared dead, Gilbert had inherited from Richard. 

Richard’s money. Of course Harry says it’s about the money.

Without it, perhaps Harry might not have cared so much about Gilbert.

Except us. We’d have cared, and we could have kept him.  If only Harry had the money and we had Gilbert.

At the end of the hall there’s a room he’s not seen before: dust-covered but miraculously uncluttered, almost bare. The shutters are folded open, letting in rich light. “Oh—” Gilbert steps forward into the light, then back, as if he’s trespassing.

“No,” Reisden says, suddenly nervous; “go in, look round.”

It’s a workroom, the corner every large library develops where books are sorted and bindings are repaired. Gilbert picks up a bookbinder’s punch and peers at it. Gilbert has a room like this in Boston, with tools and leather and gold leaf.

“If Dr. Jouvet needed a punch like this,” Gilbert says, “he may have some quite interesting books.”

Who is Gilbert? Not his uncle. Gilbert can’t be his uncle. Only an investor. But for this instant he’s someone else, a book-lover holding a leather-punch. A kind old man, who keeps a dog and repairs books. This is all the time we have. “I suppose one should find out what the Jouvets left here.” I shouldn’t do this, he thinks. Who are we to each other? Who can we be? We can’t be anyone. We have to give this up.

“I might come over from time to time,” Gilbert suggests, “as long as I am here in Paris, and look through the books, if you like. Just to be useful, you know.”

“That would be a great help.” He is overcome with his own feeling of trespass. “And— You should stay here. I mean, unless you have someplace you’d prefer; the apartment’s ridiculously large, we simply must tidy a bit—” 

He is only ensuring it’ll hurt more when Gilbert leaves.

“I would not impose on you,” Gilbert says.

“Please. Stay.”

Perdita

My dearest niece—

Perdita’s Aunt Louisa Church writes her from New York enclosing a big package of piano music.

My dear, such wonderful news I have! We are having a big rally for Women’s Rights in the spring, the first weekend in May. NAWSA is doing a fund-raising concert in Carnegie Hall—aren’t we grand!—and Ethel Smyth is giving us one of her pieces. Charlotte Alden will write you, but she and I have already agreed that the very best pianist for it would be you.

“Very best pianist” is ridiculous flattery; Aunt Louisa must have cornered Miss Alden at a NAWSA meeting. Still—doing her bit for women getting the vote! And at Carnegie Hall! And a piece by Ethel Smyth! And at Carnegie Hall! Perdita whips out her magnifying glass and works her way through the music. It’s a fugue, the pianist and violinist throwing the theme back and forth super-fast; interesting and hard and lovely. Who would her violinist be? She could visit her agent. He might be able to put together a tour.

She lays the music aside reluctantly; she has just time to finish Aunt Louisa’s letter before Toby wakes from his nap. 

I’ve heard from my brother that Gilbert Knight is with you. I’m glad; I do think the poor man deserves some happiness at last. I should warn you, though, Brother Bucky is in a complete tizzy over it. (Aunt Louisa’s brother is Uncle Gilbert’s lawyer.) He seems to think that the Knight Companies will fall apart unless Gilbert returns to Boston immediately. Expect letters and harrumphing! Dear Brother B. even threatens to come get Mr. Knight in Paris, though that isn’t likely; you know what a stick Bucky is.

Write back right away, dear, and tell me you’ll play for us in New York.

* * *
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Every night among her prayers, Perdita asks God to somehow find a way to let Uncle Gilbert stay with Alexander, with them all, forever. 

Anything else would be cruel. Now that he’s staying with them, it’s obvious that the only possible happy ending is this one. She hears them greet each other every breakfast-time, “good morning, Gilbert,” “good morning, Alexander”; they sound so pleased. Uncle Gilbert talks about books he’s found in the spare rooms, Alexander about patients at Jouvet. They’re men so they don’t talk about sitting round the same table at last, being a family at last, but that’s what they mean. 

Brother B. threatens to come get Mr. Knight in Paris—

What can she do, write Uncle Bucky in Boston and ask him to be merciful? She composes letters in her head but doesn’t send them; letters will only remind him.

Uncle Gilbert gets letters from Boston, which he burns in the kitchen stove. Alexander gets letters too, which he doesn’t share. But whatever is in those letters, it’s not enough to make Uncle Gilbert go back to Boston. Uncle Gilbert is actually standing up for himself. He’s resisting. 

“I have never been to Paris,” he murmurs. “I see no reason why I might not stay a bit. If I am not intruding—?”

“Never,” says Alexander.

In long golden September, Uncle Gilbert takes Toby to the park. September turns into October; mists dance on the Seine, and Uncle Gilbert takes Toby to see the bouquinistes and buys him picture books. Perdita plays the piano for them and works on her Carnegie Hall piece. All Saints’ and cold November turn into December, and Uncle Gilbert stays with them, miraculously, though the letters from Boston come thick and fast. Uncle Gilbert ventures on speaking French and reads to Toby. 

They hardly dare to shop for Christmas gifts for each other. But they do.

On Christmas Eve they go to midnight Mass at Notre-Dame. They stand elbow to elbow with thousands of other worshippers, listening to a wonderful tenor from the Paris Opéra sing “Minuit Chrétiens.” Her dear husband says something that melts her heart. This is happiness, isn’t it, he says.

And nobody has told Toby that happiness won’t last. With Uncle Gilbert has come Elphinstone. Toby drops food and giggles as “Eff” snaps it up. Toby toddles after Elphinstone. Toby falls asleep on Elphinstone’s dog-bed, curled up next to Elphinstone.

One day when she comes to breakfast, she finds her grand intellectual husband sitting on the floor talking to Elphinstone. “Yes, you vulture, you may have some egg. We treat dogs well here, don’t we, Eff?”

Her husband, petting his uncle’s dog. Family. Family. This is happiness.

Uncle Gilbert can’t go back to Boston; he can’t.

She is afraid because she’s said yes to Aunt Louisa and the Carnegie Hall performance, as if she must stay in Paris on watch or Uncle Gilbert will be snatched away. But Alexander and Uncle Gilbert encourage her to go.

“There is a new ship going into service just about that time,” Uncle Gilbert says. “Double-hulled and particularly safe. Unsinkable, they say!”

Uncle Gilbert thinks all ships are likely to sink. He has had such tragedy in his life, he’s always looking out for the next disaster.

“I shall be fine, Uncle Gilbert. I can take any ship.”

“Indulge me, my dear, and take this one.”

So they all go down to the White Star Line office on the place de l’Opéra and Uncle Gilbert gives her a present of a first-class stateroom on the lovely new liner, on the liner’s maiden voyage at that, very posh, she is quite impressed with herself; and she begins to feel that everything will be all right, that when she leaves Uncle Gilbert will still be in France to see her off aboard Titanic, and when she gets back he’ll be there to meet her.

And then Uncle Bucky arrives.

* * *
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Uncle Gilbert has wanted to hear her play in a real concert, before an audience who will admire her Conservatoire training. The French hate American pianists, but for him she phones and writes and trudges round until she finds a church in a suburb and a violinist who’ll play with her. She programs crowd-pleasers and asks her friends to come. Uncle Gilbert (Uncle Gilbert, who’s afraid of strangers and doesn’t speak French well!) goes to every bookseller he knows, asking them to post programs. Uncle Gilbert is developing into quite a courageous person. But Perdita’s friend Milly is in Egypt, her friend Elise has to work, Alexander’s cousin Dotty wouldn’t go to the suburbs on a bet; and on the afternoon itself, it’s cold, sleet-down-the-collar weather that makes people huddle at home with hot chocolate and a cat. 

The church is dead-of-winter freezing. The violinist and she huddle in the vestry until the last moment, in their coats with their hands in buckets of hot water. And then she strips down to her concert dress, and the violinist leads her on “stage,” and she can feel there’s no audience at all.

She plays. That’s what you do. She plays for herself, for Uncle Gilbert, for Alexander, flinging notes of music like wave-spray against the great granite indifference of Paris. If things had worked out better than they have, she would have spent more time in America. She plays that it doesn’t matter as long as her family is together. Perhaps Paris will appreciate her someday. And that’s fine, until for an encore she does a solo, “Maple Leaf Rag,” rich and elegant as cream, the way Mr. Joplin played it himself and Blind Willie Williams taught her to play it in New York, and she remembers what it was like to play piano in America; she remembers when she had a plan and a future and a life as a musician, and she almost bursts into tears.

As she takes her bows, she counts by ear. Eight, no, seven pairs of clapping hands. And that must include Alexander and Uncle Gilbert.

Uncle Gilbert hurries up to wrap her coat around her. “I was concerned for you all through the concert, my dear. You looked so cold!” 

She wouldn’t have been cold with an audience. “It’s all right, Uncle Gilbert, I’m fine.”

Alexander embraces her with one arm; the other’s round Toby, who’s yawning and grizzling. “Poor baby, you’re missing your nap!” She puts her hands round his dear little hands. “Poor cold fingers!”

“You were marvelous, love,” Alexander says.

For seven people. Music is nothing if no one hears it. “Let’s go home,” she says.

“Do you want to eat somewhere first?”

“No, poor Toby, let’s just go home. But can we go in one cab, this once? It’ll be warmer with us all together.” 

She doesn’t mean warmth; she wants Alexander and Uncle Gilbert to cheer her up and tell her she’ll make it in Paris.

“No, love. Two cabs.” The Rule, Alexander’s Rule: Toby’s parents don’t go in a cab together; not a cab or a train or a boat. For safety, Alexander says. What if there were an accident, Alexander says. Toby cannot lose both parents, he says, and doesn’t add the way Richard did. Richard’s parents drowned together in a stupid accident with a rowboat when he was four years old.

So she and Toby go in one cab, and Alexander and Uncle Gilbert in another, and two poor cab horses are rousted out of their blankets instead of one. Toby falls asleep inside her coat, clutching Puppy Lumpkin and nuzzling against her breast as though he were still her little nursing baby and not her big strong toddler; and she shivers all alone, freezing and sad.

She cannot, cannot, cannot do this. She presses one hand against her face and whispers into her fingers so not even Toby can hear. I want to tour. I want audiences. And that means America. Stay in France and she’ll never play for a full house again, never solo with an orchestra. 

“Toby, do you remember when we went on tour last year? You’re too young. Mama misses being a musician. What good is Carnegie Hall if it doesn’t lead to something? You and Papa could stay in Paris. And if Uncle Gilbert could stay too, you’d all be so happy—”

She wants America. And she wants a whole family to come back to. A family that includes Uncle Gilbert. She is tired, tired of living day to day. She’s tired of having the family secret rule their lives. 

She asked Alexander once why he didn’t just tell the truth. The truth, Alexander said. The truth is I don’t want to be Richard.

The truth. She is an American pianist in France, where they dismiss American pianists out of hand.

The truth.

The truth.

What is the truth they all can live with?

What truth makes them a family?

When she and Toby got back to Jouvet, Uncle Bucky’s there.

* * *
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“Gilbert cannot do what he’s been doing,” Uncle Bucky says. 

He and she go walking in the Luxemburg gardens, cold and deserted in the February rain. Sleet drums on their umbrellas and soaks her boots, but Uncle Bucky doesn’t want to be overheard, so there they are. Uncle Bucky leads her, awkwardly, pushing her instead of letting her take his arm.

“This is the twentieth century, after all!” Uncle Bucky says. “The Knight Companies are outdated, old-fashioned. The new money is in big manufacture and oil. It is not simply that Gilbert has invested in,” Uncle Bucky paused as if deciding what to call Alexander, “in your husband’s company. Harry wants bigger things, now he and my daughter have expectations.”

Is Harry’s wife pregnant at last? “Congratulations, Uncle Bucky! I’m very glad for them. But you mean Harry wants to take control of the Knight Companies? He has had control for years.”

“Harry does all the work but Gilbert owns the Knight Companies and can do what he pleases. All right while Gilbert did nothing. But now he’s made this investment with your husband. If this sort of thing is going to happen, Harry threatens he’ll go off and work for someone else. And who will take over the Knight Companies if Harry leaves? Gilbert must come home.”

She hesitates. “If Uncle Gilbert promised never to do anything financial again, could he stay with us?”

The rain drums fingers on their umbrellas. 

“Niece,” Uncle Bucky says finally, “you are naïve. You trust your husband but Harry does not. Harry thinks Gilbert will do whatever your husband asks. You see I am talking to you like an adult. Harry—is not entirely reasonable about your husband’s influence, but he’s not wrong.”

She folds her hands around her umbrella handle, praying and trying to be imperceptible about it. She appeals to his heart. “Uncle Bucky, you should see them. They care so for each other—”

“Don’t you see, that simply proves my point.”

“I shall speak to you like an adult too, Uncle Bucky. You know I want Harry and Uncle Gilbert to be family, no one more than me, and Harry must inherit; but—”

“You simply, simply prove my point,” Uncle Bucky repeats. “We are talking about business; you don’t understand.” He takes her elbow so hard he pinches the nerves, as if he wants to guide not just her footsteps but her entire life. “Harry treats this very seriously, as do I, and he feels that he must remove Gilbert from you and your husband’s influence by any means necessary. He is willing to say that your husband has exerted undue influence over Gilbert.”

“”Undue influence,’ what’s that?”

“That is a crime, niece.”

“Harry wouldn’t dare say things about Alexander—”

Uncle Bucky hesitates. “Harry would be willing to say things about you.” 

“About me?”

“He might use something he knows about you. If he had to.”

“What does he know about me?”

Uncle Bucky hesitated. “He said you told him the whole story about my sister Louisa. You know what story.”

Her heart sinks. “I did tell him. He was going on about how he was glad I came from a respectable family, and he was going on so about respectability, I couldn’t help it; I told him Aunt Louisa had divorced. He was so shocked at it, he didn’t talk to me for days. But—” 

“Do you know Louisa’s former husband lives in Paris?”

“Yes, though I’ve never met him. But what could he have to do with me?” 

“If you are tempted to interfere between Gilbert and Harry, go see John Rolfe Church. Explain who you are. Ask him to tell you the whole story of Louisa and himself. I do not know, or care to know, exactly what happened. But surely it was unpleasant or Louisa would not have divorced him. 

“Harry will do anything necessary. He will spread any scandal about your husband or Gilbert that he can find, as long as it gets Gilbert back to Boston, and he will not hesitate to involve you. He will not hold back. I urge you, niece, use your influence to send Gilbert home to Boston where he should be, and it will be better for all of us.”

* * *
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“Pelham said Harry would bloody threaten you with some family secret of yours?”

She doesn’t want to have secrets. “With something about John Rolfe Church. My Aunt Louisa’s former husband. The secret is that John Rolfe Church is my grandfather. I think he is.”

“John Rolfe Church?” Alexander says in an odd tone. 

“I’m sorry I never told you.”

“Family secrets,” he says. “I know why you didn’t.” He sounds sad. She feels guilty. They already have his family secret. One is more than plenty. 

“Do you know John Rolfe Church?” she asks.

“Unfortunately, yes. Tell me the story.”

They’re sitting in the family room, on the sofa, by the fireplace. She gets up and closes the door. She lowers her voice, though there’s no real shame in the story.

“I believe he is my grandfather and my Aunt Louisa is actually my grandmother. Aunt Louisa left Mr. Church very abruptly and then, Mamma and I believe, she found out she was expecting. Uncle Bucky believes Harry could find out some horrible reason behind why Aunt Louisa left him, something that could reflect on me.” 

Alexander pats the sofa next him. She sits down.

“Details,” he says.

“I don’t know much but here it is.”  She leans against him. “It was back in Civil War times, when Aunt Louisa was young. She was a fervent Abolitionist and she wanted to do something. She talked her parents into letting her go to New York and teach black people to read. In 1863 she was eighteen and living at the Colored Orphans’ Asylum on Fifth Avenue, teaching the children. 

“Do you know about the Draft Riots? In 1863 Mr. Lincoln started drafting men for the Union army. In New York men revolted against it. They burned the lottery barrels, then the draft offices, and then—

“Alexander, it was murder. They lynched people. Lynched black people and set them afire alive.”

“Burned alive in New York?” says Alexander. “My G-d.”

“They burned the Orphans’ Asylum. Burned a building with children in it. Aunt Louisa says they had almost no warning. One moment there was just smoke in the air and the next, Fifth Avenue was full of men with torches. She and the other teachers got the children out a back door and they all ran toward the police station, blocks and blocks away. The mob came after them. The children couldn’t keep up and of course the teachers couldn’t leave them. Aunt Louisa was sure they’d be killed.

“And then, in the middle of the smoke and fire, a young man appeared on a big horse and held back the mob with a pistol, all by himself, while the teachers and the children got away. 

“That was Mr. Church. John Rolfe Church.

“The next day Aunt Louisa called on him to thank him. They talked for hours. They shared each other’s dreams and ideals. He was a Southern man but working for the North, for emancipation. She wrote Uncle Bucky she had found her destined soul mate and they were going to start a school together for freedpeople.”

“John Rolfe Church said this?” Alexander says.

“Who is he? Why would Uncle Bucky warn me against him?”

“Finish the story. She married him?”

“They ran away and got married at City Hall. She sent a telegram to Uncle Bucky; she said she was so happy. But the very next morning she left him. And she never has told us why.”

* * *
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That’s the whole story, the mystery of Aunt Louisa’s marriage. Why would a woman leave a man she loved? Perdita hopes she and Alexander never know.

“Surely she’s told you more than that?”

“Nothing at all. Uncle Bucky went down to New York to rescue her. She refused to be rescued. She went West, supposedly to recover, and didn’t come back until the next year.

“And just about that time, her oldest married sister—Grandma—had what she said was a surprise baby. Who was Mamma. We don’t know for certain certain even now. But when I was a student in New York, Mamma came to visit, and she and Aunt Louisa and I all went to dinner and tried cocktails and got very sentimental, and Aunt Louisa said to Mamma consider me your mother, if I had a daughter she would be just your age. Mamma says she knew right then.”

“And your Aunt Louisa’s told no one why she divorced Church?”

“Mamma’s asked her, and Aunt Louisa only said that her marriage was between her and Mr. Church but there was nothing wrong. She simply had to do what she did.”

“Had to do it,” he repeats.

“It doesn’t sound like her at all, does it! Uncle Bucky doesn’t know either, he says, but of course he thinks it’s something dreadful. Do you know this Mr. Church?” 

“I know a Church—a John Rolfe Church—living in Paris. But I wonder if it’s the same man. You say he rescued black orphans? The man I know would have watched them burn. He knocked Barry Bullard down once at Longchamps, simply for the color of his skin.”

She shivers. There is a detail of Aunt Louisa’s story she hasn’t told Alexander. One orphan didn’t escape the asylum. She burned alive in the fire. Simply for the color of her skin. 

“If this man is prejudiced,” she says, “he can’t be the same man who married Aunt Louisa. Though it’s certainly not a common name.”

“Do you know anything else about your aunt’s man? Where was he born?”

“Northern Virginia. He lived on a horse farm. Fair something. Fair Home. He was at Bull Run and went north with the Union afterward because he believed passionately in emancipation. Shall we call on him?”

“You won’t,” Alexander says, “I will.”

Reisden

John Rolfe Church is the duc de Varenne’s horse trainer. The next morning Reisden visits the Varennes on the excuse of checking on Patrice, the son, who’s a Jouvet patient. 

Patrice de Varenne has his own floor of the family townhouse, with discreet bars on the windows; even the most elaborate of madhouses isn’t enough for a duke’s heir. Reisden leaves the contents of his pockets—penknife, propeller pencil, anything Patrice can use to harm himself—in a famille rose bowl by the door, and is let in.

Patrice is making rope, sitting on the floor, fingers busy. “You’re getting good at that,” Reisden says, sitting on his heels beside him in the denuded room. Even the mantelpiece and the mirror above it are gone. 

“Never enough rope,” Patrice says. “They take it away from me. I have to start over every day.” 

Reisden nods. Patrice’s fingers are scarred, scabbed, callused. About four inches of strong rope dangle from his fingers. 

“Does it help?”

Patrice unconsciously tugs at the length of rope, trying to make it longer. 

“I want a long rope,” Patrice says. “I could lower it to him. He could belay. I know he’s dead. But—I want that rope.”

The winter before last, Patrice was climbing in the Jura with an Irish friend, David Molony. On a cliff face, Molony slipped and was dangling in midair. Patrice was being pulled off the cliff by Molony’s weight. “Cut the rope!” Molony shouted to him. “One of us should survive.”

Eventually Patrice did it.

“You won’t bring me a rope?”

“Only my attention,” Reisden says.

“You think I’ll hang myself?”

“Your father’s worried.”

“He’s wrong. All I want is the rope,” Patrice says. “I want the rope I didn’t cut.”

The gun that didn’t go off. The runaway who didn’t run. Who wouldn’t want that?

Richard, apparently.

Patrice doesn’t know about Richard, of course.

It’s part of the choice Reisden’s made that he’ll never be able to tell him.

* * *
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“What do I know about John Rolfe Church?” Bibi de Varenne says. “John Rolfe Church is a liar.”

Patrice’s father doesn’t even ask about his son any more. Instead he gets drunk in the middle of the day, and angry. He’s angry now. “My trainer? The one who calls himself Church? He’s been lying to me all these years. I was at the Jockey Club yesterday. Man there says he’s met another man, just come to Paris: John Rolfe Church. In Paris with his mother. Well-known American trainer. The real Church. Isn’t my Church.” Bibi raises his bristled jowly chin.

“There’s a second Church?” 

This is not the information he’s expected.

“There’s an only Church. Coming to lunch today. And my Church. Whoever he is. Bring ‘em together. Lunch.” Bibi makes an explosive gesture with his hands. “Dog fight. Bang. You want to watch?”

No. “Yes.”

“Good man.”

They’re in Bibi’s trophy room. Stuffed heads snarl from every wall. 

“That one, he’s new.” Bibi points at a huge wild boar. “Shot him at Varenne. Three hundred forty-two pounds dressed weight. Nearly got me. Never so glad to be alive, afterward. The air was sweet.” He jerks his head in the direction of Patrice’s rooms. “He says he can’t stand to be alive. I’ve been in wars. You’re alive or you’re dead. Alive is better.” Bibi’s head swivels toward the doorway. “Look. Here he comes. Monsieur Who-is-he.”

Church is standing at the doorway. 

The man looks terrible; under his outdoorsman’s tan, his face is gray. He’s leaning against the door as if he doesn’t have the strength to stand. 

“M’sieu’ le Duc, have you heard about this impostor?” Church has lived in Paris for twenty years, but he still has the slurred Southern American accent, or maybe he’s as drunk as Bibi. He’s trying to sound careless. It comes off as bluff.

“Monsieur,” Bibi says coldly. “Monsieur What’s-Your-Name?”

“Sir, my name is Church.”

“Don’t lie to me. I trusted you with my horses.”

“Whoever told you I’m not John Rolfe Church, he lies. They all lie, lie, lie—” Half repeating the word, half stuttering, Church pushes heavily away from the door and advances across the carpet. “I am— I am not—” His lips roll round some word, trying to give it speech. “You lie, Sir, if you think I am!” Church stands in front of Bibi and, incredibly, draws back his hand as if he means to challenge the duke to a duel.

Bibi steps back. “I don’t fight servants.”

Church stands still, struck seemingly with the word, his hand held up as if he were swearing to something. “Servant.” He presses his hand to his chest and his eyes roll up theatrically as if he were about to give a speech. “I’m not a servant—” He laughs, or coughs. It’s not until he stumbles and falls to his knees that they realize something’s wrong. 

Reisden rolls him over onto his back and tries to loosen his tie and collar. Church feebly pushes his hand away and takes a great awkward breath. “Bury me at Fair Home,” he says. “They cannot deny a dead man.”

He chokes and sighs and then he’s dead. 

* * *
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When a duke’s trainer dies in a duke’s trophy room, and it isn’t murder, phone calls are made. By the time Reisden gives his statement to the procureur, the investigation has been discreetly kicked upstairs to the Department of Let’s Forget This Ever Happened. But Reisden knows people.

He calls Inspector Langelais. “Church?”

“You were there. I should have known. Anything weird, it’s you. Come talk to me. You’ll want to see the body. And we’re bringing in the other Church to be interviewed.”

“Do I want to see the body? But yes, Church.”

He stops at Le Matin to beg a copy of Church’s obituary. John Rolfe Church, trainer to the duc de Varenne for the past twenty years. Born on Fair Home Plantation, near Warrenton, Virginia, where the famous racer Whirlwind was trained. (Whirlwind? No idea.) Church went to Brazil in 1861 to make his fortune. (Leave America at the beginning of the Civil War? Odd for a Southerner.) He stayed in Rio training horses until 1890, when he brought his skills to Paris and began working for Bibi. 

If Church was in Brazil from 1861, he wasn’t in New York in 1863 marrying Perdita’s Aunt Louisa.

Langelais meets Reisden in the courtyard of the Hotel-Dieu and leads him toward the souterrain. 

“We’re not enduring the whole autopsy, are we?”

“We’ll do one for the newspapers, just to confirm. But it was a heart attack. His doctor says it was coming. That’s not what you need to see.”

The autopsy room is chilled the old-fashioned way, by Seine water. It isn’t enough; the smell is appalling. Reisden offers Langelais camphorated Vaseline out of a jar. The windows that barely light the room are runneled with yellowish film. Only one of the zinc slabs is occupied. A sheet is thrown over the body.

Langelais draws a corner of the sheet back between two unhappy fingers.

“Have you ever seen anything like this?”

The dead John Rolfe Church is lying on his stomach. His back is covered with scar tissue, mounds and crevasses of gnarled slick skin, layered over and over each other, a map of agony from the shoulders to the buttocks. Against the violet of the livor mortis, the convulsed scars stand out grey. 

“He was whipped,” Reisden says.

“That’s a Russian knout, that is.”

“Or a bullwhip or a cat of nine tails.” His voice sounds remote in his ears. Richard was whipped.

“Are you all right?”

“Furious.” A good enough approximation. “He committed a crime somewhere, but this— He was in Brazil. Do they punish with the whip in Brazil?” 

“Only on blacks. But in Russia,” Langelais speculates.

“Where he’s never been, as far as anyone knows.”

“Two Churches,” Langelais says and frowns. His job is to make all this go away.

“We need to talk with the other one.”

* * *
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The second John Rolfe Church is already taking up most of Langelais’s office. He’s about seventy, big and white-haired and vigorous, with an open ruddy face and a magnificent curled white beard. Through the beard, like a lightning-bolt, runs a riffled scar. White suit, wide white hat: no one but an American wears white before Easter. Suit from a good provincial tailor, old-fashioned, carefully kept; a gentleman farmer’s sturdy boots, polished and resoled. Gold wedding ring on the left hand. A well-loved tie pin, so old the gold is worn down, its shape a running horse smoothed to sheer motion. The skin around his eyes is creased with the complicated upturned lines of a man who smiles frequently. 

This is the one, Reisden thinks; here’s the man who enchanted Aunt Louisa; here’s the man who talked with her about ideals. Here’s Perdita’s grandfather. The only mystery is why Aunt Louisa left him.

Langelais sits behind the desk and Reisden leans against the windowsill. 

“He doesn’t speak French,” Langelais says. “Can you translate?”

“This is the most distressin’ thing,” the man breaks in in a mellifluous Southern accent. “My name is Dr. John Rolfe Church, and my wife read in the newspapers that I am dead. Miss Fan’s French is not perfected, but she did understand that this Church was born at Fair Home, Virginia. And Sir, there has been no John Rolfe Church ever born at Fair Home but I. I do believe this man has died under false pretenses.”

“Ask him if he has identification,” Langelais says.

Reisden does, apologizing. 

The old man draws himself up. “I have been John Rolfe Church of Fair Home for seventy-two years. I am not accustomed to proving who I am. But if you need to inquire further, you might speak to Mr. J.P. Morgan; I have sold him colts. And Mr. Federico Tesio; Mamma and Miss Fan and I have been in Italy studying his methods.”

The owner of the White Star Line and the owner of the Dormello Stud. Solid gold names. Reisden nods slightly.

“And you have just arrived in Paris?” Langelais says.

“Yesterday. This man who was using my name, Sir? He asserted he came from Fair Home?”

Reisden nods. “Are you missing anyone at Fair Home, about fifty years back?”

The good humor and the color drain together out of the old man’s face. 

They take him down into the souterrain. Langelais phones ahead and they’re given the relatively clean small viewing room. Langelais pulls the sheet down, showing the ruined back, the dead face. 

“Do you know him? Do you know how this happened?”

The old man stares at the face. He moistens his lips, and his tongue finds the white furrow where the scar has notched his upper lip. 

“I am sorry to say that is Bright Isaac.”

* * *
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“He was a slave?” Reisden says.

They lead Dr. Church back out into the courtyard. He leans heavily on his cane, but waves off their offers of help.

“I don’t suppose there’s such a thing as a good Southern whiskey in this town?” 

This is the center of Paris; there’s a café-bar on every corner. Reisden and Langelais get coffee; the old man takes his with a shot of marc, sit with his back against the wall, scanning the room. Reisden knows the signs; this man has something to tell but doesn’t want to be overheard.

“We were sure he was dead,” Church says. “Fifty years ago. He never came back to Fair Home.” 

He sits vacant-eyed for a moment, collecting his thoughts. 

“Bright Isaac.—I have no love for enslavement, Sir,” he says finally. “My country suffered greatly for it. But at Fair Home we were always family together, without any great distinction. Many of our people with us now were born at Fair Home and continue with us, you know they could leave these days, but they choose to remain. We have always given opportunities to our people. Our principal trainer, our Mr. Otis, was born in servitude at Fair Home. I tell you this to say who we are.”

Reisden notes our Mr. Otis, the patronage, the naiveté in they choose to remain; but this is a man who would have rescued black orphans. 

“Bright Isaac was my body-servant, Sir. He was so high-yalla he could have passed for white, and he was restless, Sir, restless from his birth. He kept himself slim, he ate like a plantation lady, so my hand-down jackets and trousers would fit him and he could dress like a gentleman on a Sunday. When I learned to ride, Zack watched and practiced on a farm-horse and nothing would stop him but he would learn to ride like a gentleman too. He fanned me while my tutor gave me Latin lessons, and Zack learned Latin. Of course he knew horses. There was no preventin’ the learning of that boy.”

“He meant to escape?” Reisden said.

“Always, Sir, always.” 

The old man drains his coffee and brandy at a gulp. Reisden gestures for more.

“When the War came, I returned from military school with my friend Lafayette deMay, whose plantation ran next ours. Of course it was a matter of honor for Fate and me to volunteer. Honor and glory were costly in those days. I had to have my uniforms from the best tailor, and of course I needed to have horses and pay my share of the mustering. Fair Home was not prosperous as it is now. Papa was just dead, Whirlwind had not begun to make money for us, and Mamma had always taken against Zack.” The old man looks down and considers. “I suppose I should tell you it was no coincidence Zack had the look of family. I blame Mamma for not lookin’ the other way as a lady should, and Zack for actin’ high. Now that Papa was in his grave, Mamma decided to sell Zack.”

Langelais opens his mouth and closes it again. 

“And Zack knew,” says the old man, painfully, directly. “I mean he must have known. The dealer came to Fair Home, Zack knew what that man’s business was—”

No one says anything. A fly lights on the café table. They might have brought the fly with them from the Hôtel-Dieu, where a man’s body lies covered with scars. 

“Goin’ to another plantation would have been nothing to Zack. He had talents. He would have been able to buy himself free, even if we had won the War—

“But you know, he was one of us. He wanted to work with our horses, with Whirlwind. And he would not be a slave.

“Our uniforms were still being tailored when the Yankees marched on the rail-head at Manassas. It was but ten miles from us. Fate and I rode out in our ordinary jackets and trousers, gloryin’ we was to be in the first battle and whip the Yankees and set the seal upon our independence, as our ancestors had at Lexington and Concord. Of course Zack went with us, all the boys did, to hold our horses and load our guns. The driver said the boy would run, this was his chance, but Isaac was family, and we trusted him. He should have been trustable.

“I can still hear the fifing and the drumming as we marched away.”

The old man says nothing for a full minute. He touches his marred lip under the beard.

“Fate and I were both wounded. We fell in the grass. There was wild onions all through the field, I can still smell them, onions and gunsmoke and blood. Fate’s boy Paul went for help and Zack was left to watch us. The next I knew, Zack was gone with my coat and hat and Whirlwind, and the Yankees had come back. They took me,” Dr. Church’s voice wavers, “they hailed me into prison and I never saw Fair Home again until after the war, but they killed Fate, bayoneted him on the field for their sport. He was a gallant man. He might not have died and I might not have suffered if Zack had stayed with us.”

No sound but the old man breathing hard with the pain of memory. 
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