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			praise for

			The Verdun Affair

			“Grief looms, shadowlike, over this beautifully calibrated novel, which recalls the work of Anthony Doerr and Michael Ondaatje.”

			—O, The Oprah Magazine

			“Striking . . . A story of operatic complexity, narrated in many voices, rich in imagery . . . Dybek finds the perfect conclusion for a novel so much about the mutability of time.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“As evocative as it is unflinching in its verisimilitude, Dybek’s novel begins shortly after the First World War in an ossuary, a makeshift memorial of sorts where unidentified remains of soldiers are gathered. Into this metaphor-rich setting a young American wife arrives seeking answers, and a precarious romance ensues. . . . Capturing the fragmented textures of war’s afterlife, and the private desires that seem to glow with even greater intensity in memory, is Dybek’s true ambition.”

			—Vogue

			“For a literary romance, try The Verdun Affair by Nick Dybek, a historical fiction that begins in 1950 in Los Angeles, where a Hollywood screenwriter runs into someone from his past. Their story stretches back to Europe in the years following the First World War, and the novel unravels a love triangle and its players’ secrets.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Dybek has a knack for creating a cinematic, wistfully noirish atmosphere of romance, in a world where love now seems beside the point.”

			—The Seattle Times

			“Nick Dybek’s pensive new novel centers on a man, a woman, and a lie in World War I Europe and 1950s California. Dybek’s protagonist is an orphan without ties, free to project his life in any direction he chooses—but he can’t choose where the lie takes him.”

			—The Portland Oregonian

			“The perfect escape.”

			—First for Women

			“While there are obvious comparisons to The English Patient, this book seems to be an extended metaphor showing how relationships, loves even, can be shattered beyond all recognition, just as a human body can be obliterated. The author effectively communicates the spirit of place and time. He also has a knack for sharing the feelings and intentions behind quite ordinary conversations. The strength of this book lies in the first chapters set in Verdun. The powerful images of post-war suffering eclipse the image of long-dead romances.”

			—Historical Novels Review

			“Dybek is a master at creating an atmosphere of war, of decadence amid the rubble, and at dipping in and out of history, teasing the reader with beguiling clues concerning the secrets each character harbors. . . . Dybek’s novel is a complex tale of memory, choice, and the sacrifices one sometimes makes by doing the right thing.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Dybek has created a carefully constructed, deeply inquisitive, and broodingly romantic tale of mourning resonant with judicious echoes of Hemingway and Fitzgerald and spiked with piquant insights into the loss, longing, and delusion rampant in the haunting aftermath of war.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Beautifully written, romantic, and atmospheric, the novel has a lyrical pace that evokes an earlier style of writing and does not as much aim to keep readers turning the pages as it does to draw them into a different time, full of melancholy and unspoken emotions. With the understated style of Ernest Hemingway, this novel will appeal to lovers of classic wartime romances (A Farewell to Arms), as well as fans of literary historical fiction by authors such as Paula McLain.”

			—Library Journal (starred review)

			“An absorbing tale . . . In delicate, evocative prose, Dybek captures the grim devastation of scarred battlefields, bombed villages, and fetid soil and conveys with sensitivity his characters’ unabated desire to see in the shellshocked soldier an answer to their deepest desire.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“The Verdun Affair is ravishingly beautiful, and as much about love as about war. Nick Dybek is a storyteller of great power. I found myself drawn in immediately, believing the place, the characters, everything in his magnificently woven story. If there’s any justice, this novel will be widely read and recognized. I absolutely adored it.”

			—Paula McLain, author of The Paris Wife and Circling the Sun

			“Sometimes the true battle begins only after the fighting is over. In this case, it’s the struggle to regain feeling, memory, and love in a landscape where verdancy can flourish again over graves and trenches and bones, but not over the craters of a wounded spirit. In the end, only a story can do that, but it must be as rich and poignant and compelling as Nick Dybek’s immersive and atmospheric The Verdun Affair. The meaning in life often goes AWOL, and we look to our great writers—writers like Nick Dybek—to bring it back.”

			—Adam Johnson, author of The Orphan Master’s Son and Fortune Smiles

			“The Verdun Affair is an intensely gripping story set in the immediate aftermath of war. From a still smoldering battlefield, Nick Dybek conjures a sweeping saga of secrets, lies, mistaken identity, love, and betrayal. This is the kind of book you can’t put down.”

			—Claire Vaye Watkins, author of Gold Fame Citrus and Battleborn

			“The Verdun Affair is a masterful, sweeping novel of love and war and the way we reconstruct ourselves and our stories after everything has come apart. Nick Dybek is a vivid storyteller, and this is a beautiful and exciting book.”

			—Ramona Ausubel, author of Sons and Daughters of Ease and Plenty and No One Is Here Except All of Us

			“I am still haunted by the images of war so deftly conjured in the midst of an elegiac love story. Dybek writes with a commanding sense of story and language. This novel will not let you go.”

			—Helen Simonson, author of Major Pettigrew’s Last Stand and The Summer Before the War

			“Love, war, the mysteries of who we are—it’s all in The Verdun Affair. A masterful novel that will fizz your brain and enchant your heart.”

			—David Ebershoff, author of The Danish Girl and The 19th Wife

			“A haunting, beautiful, and wholly absorbing book that is at once a gripping story of war, a poignant coming of age, and a bittersweet romance. Dybek conjures the time period with elegance and visceral detail. I didn’t want it to end!”

			—Madeline Miller, author of The Song of Achilles and Circe
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For Madeline and Veronica


Santa Monica, 1950

The deceased had been a doctor—a surgeon, renowned in his field—but I knew him only as the neighbor who locked himself out once during a storm. I invited him in and we drank coffee in my living room, watching rain pelt the eucalyptus leaves, sharing comfortable conversation and silence. We’d both grown up in Midwestern cities, we discovered—Chicago in my case, St. Louis in his. We both lived alone. As the locksmith rattled up in his truck we shook hands and promised to get together again. We never did.

He was buried in a beige suit, white hands folded on his chest, looking nothing like himself in life, at least as I had known him. The funeral parlor’s ceiling was frescoed in a mannerist style: rosy light, lean cherubs, clouds, and fountains. No doubt an expensive place to lie dead.

Though one can never think particularly fondly of a wake, I must admit that I preferred those of my childhood. When my mother died, our neighbors downstairs offered their living room for the viewing so the coffin wouldn’t have to be carried up two narrow flights. Mrs. Riley across the hall—who would have taken me in and cared for me as her own if my father hadn’t shocked everyone by cabling from France—swept out our apartment and lit the stove with her own precious coal so that our friends would be warm enough to stay as long as they chose.

Though I knew none of Dr. Kepler’s friends, I resolved to stay as long as I could. I found his daughter, surrounded by three light-eyed children. She said it was kind of me to come, and thanked me for the dahlias, which I’d guessed were a favorite. I’d often seen him in the early morning, watering his dahlias and pulling weeds from his green jewel of a lawn. Beside the casket, I said a few words to his pallid face, then passed between the clusters of mourners, saying appropriate things—appropriately little—until I found myself listening to a man tell a story with the accent of a British actor playing a German in a film.

At first, I was only half-listening. It felt disrespectful to take an interest in such a story—the story of his life, it seemed—at another man’s funeral. But as he continued—blinding headlights, Blackshirts swinging cudgels in an Italian piazza, fires set to the cafés and shops—I realized I knew that in the next sentence he’d be separated from his friends, swallowed by the crowd, beaten badly because the Fascists heard him speaking German, his ribs cracked, his eye nearly gouged out. That is to say, I realized it was not just the story of his life he was telling, but mine.

And, of course, though his back was to me, I knew immediately who the man was. Still, I waited what must have been a full minute on the chance the scene would simply fall apart as dreams do. I touched Paul’s shoulder—that was his name, Paul Weyerhauser—and when he turned his expression was not so much of surprise as awe, as if the story had somehow conjured me. Perhaps it had—how would I know? What does it feel like, I wondered? What does it feel like to be conjured?

*  *  *

Paul suggested a Viennese bakery. It was late afternoon by the time we left the wake, and the tables were empty. His English had always been perfect, but I could hear the American in it now. He’d had his gig at UCLA since ’35, he said. He scribbled his books in English. What were the books on? Nineteenth-century American painting, portraiture of the Gold Rush West in particular. When I told him I wrote for the pictures, he asked what he might have seen. I named a few films, and he pretended for a moment before giving up.

“My wife will know your work,” he said. “And you? Are you married?”

“Yes,” I said, which was true, though my wife and I had not lived together for some time. I wasn’t in the habit of covering up that fact, and something in the way I said it—the eagerness, probably—must have betrayed me, because his only response was a sympathetic smile. A bus passed outside. The register rang, and a boy of about nine walked into the evening with a loaf of bread under his arm.

Outside, palms lined Wilshire, thin in the sunlight. Within blocks, the street of bakeries and banks would become a shoulder of brown beach shrugging off a coat of ocean. And Paul, who had bowed to Franz Joseph at masked balls when there still was such a place as imperial Vienna, looked perfectly at home. One can get used to anything, I suppose, from crumbling empires to crumbling sand.

“I have to admit I’m not sure I would have recognized you,” I said. He’d aged the way people do in California. His long face was lined and tanned, his hair gone silver instead of gray.

“I spend too much time in the sun,” he said. “And perhaps you assumed I had lost the eye?”

He blinked several times, as if to assure us both that, indeed, he hadn’t. “You realize that Dr. Kepler was the one who saved it, don’t you? It was a close thing. I’d had two surgeries in Austria already before I came to him. I was trying to explain that at the wake—explain his near-genius, but also why I’d needed his help—the riot, the rest of it. Frankly, it’s not a story I’m in the habit of telling.”

“He lived next door to me—Dr. Kepler. For almost three years now, I think.”

Paul smiled, amazed, amused. “I should have preferred to meet him your way.” He paused. “I wonder, have you spoken with any Italian doctors recently?”

“I believe he died,” I said. “In a Nazi camp.”

“What, for communists?”

I nodded. We said nothing for a few minutes, eating raisin bread, sipping coffee. Of course, I was wondering how long it would be before one of us mentioned Sarah Hagen. I wanted to prepare myself for what that might feel like.

It would have been a shame, after all that time, to say something about her that I didn’t mean. But I had written about love successfully for the pictures precisely because I’d never set out to say anything true. And if I were to have attempted it, I might have said that our sense of romantic love comes from the Middle Ages, along with bloodlettings and the Black Death. I might have left it at that.

But Paul did not mention Sarah, perhaps because he and I were old enough now to be cautious above all else, or perhaps because we quickly became lost in other conversation, in the pleasure of discovering there was much to talk about besides a past we happened to share. And before long, the woman who’d served us coffee turned the sign on the door and it was time to go.

“I walk here sometimes,” I said. “To this bakery.”

“Do you? I drive from Brentwood once a week. The best raisin bread in California, so far as I know.”

“Brentwood? Three miles from here? Four? It’s extraordinary.”

“Isn’t it?” He reached across the table to squeeze my shoulder. His face was so frankly happy that I almost had to avert my eyes. “Isn’t it?”

*  *  *

My house was only blocks away, but sometimes the roads seem the least lonely place in Los Angeles, so I kept driving. Past restaurants with men in paper hats carving roast beef in the windows. Past furniture store signs twirling slowly over Lincoln Boulevard. Then out into the farmlands south of Los Angeles, through thickets of trucks heading back to San Pedro. In Torrance, I took a turn into a neighborhood of bungalows and bougainvillea, where two boys wrestled in the street, grudgingly giving way as I approached.

By the time I reached Palos Verdes at the end of the peninsula, it was growing dark, and the road had dipped between hills of chaparral, and I had a long drive back. I didn’t mind. The war had shown me the uses of long drives in the dark. Just after I arrived in France, in fact, my father taught me to drive on the empty roads west of the river Meuse. This was in October or November of 1915. He was pleased—we both were—with how fast I took to it, the clutch, the gas, the brake.

But on the way back to Bar-le-Duc we found ourselves on foot. The ambulance had stalled in the cold, then died completely just outside a village. “I don’t see us walking the rest of the way,” my father said as I followed him over the moonlit grass. “Not in this weather. We’ll have to find a floor to sleep on here.”

He said the name of the place, but I wasn’t sure what he meant. Not because the word was French, but because all I saw were a few stone houses along a low hill, a narrow road of wet ruts. Stars on the sky like a rind of frost. Nothing that needed a name.

It seemed the kind of village left untouched by the war, by the sentiment that outsiders had a place in France. I think my father sensed this, as, almost cheerfully, he said, “Don’t worry. They can’t turn us away with you here.” And he yanked my cap down, playfully. Well, he meant to be playful, I’m sure, but my ears were cold, so it hurt quite a lot.

A woman came to the door in a black shawl, white hair undone on her shoulders. My father spoke to her in French; he gestured to me and then to himself and then down the road in the direction of the ambulance, or maybe that wasn’t the direction. I couldn’t tell anymore.

There were five other women inside. All pale and thin, though everyone was pale and thin then. The woman with white hair nodded to them, and said something that made my father smile. This is a celebration for her birthday, he translated, but we’re invited to stay. The room smelled of onions. The woman began to ladle soup and pointed to a place by the hearth where we could make a bed. The stone floor was warm. Aside from a few candles, the fire was the only light.

She served us the soup, then returned to a round table at the other end of the room. They were stitching needlepoint, the six of them together; a dim blue thread through canvas on a scroll frame, taking turns, the needle looping out and doubling back. I had neither the language nor the strength to ask what they were doing, and soon fell asleep.

I awoke to voices in darkness. From the irregular breathing to my left I could tell my father was awake too. My French was almost useless, and names of places were easiest to catch. Reims, Amiens, Ypres, the women whispered, trying not to wake us.

“What is it?” I asked my father. “What are they saying?”

“They’re arguing,” he said, and I could hear the laugh in his voice, a sly ironic laugh that was perhaps typical of him, though I never got to learn what was typical.

“About us?”

“They’re arguing about where I’m going to die.”

They were wrong, though; he didn’t die in Reims or Ypres. He died of typhus not far from where we slept that night, just north of Verdun in December of 1915. He was a doctor too—a surgeon with the American Field Service. I sat with him as he lay sweating through three nights of incoherent fever.

I was scared, but not sad, exactly. It was difficult to fully appreciate that the man dying before me was my father. He seemed decent enough, and I was grateful for the time I spent with him, but months later I could remember only that his hair was a metallic gray at the temples, though he wasn’t yet forty.

I never lost the image of those women, though. In eastern France in 1915 it was no difficult thing to select a young man for death; it took no special powers. But, for the same reason, perhaps, it seemed like a world in which such powers were possible. In the years after, I thought of trying to find that village, that house. But, that night, I was too turned around in the dark, and the French name was lost to me almost at once, before I knew I needed to remember it.



CHAPTER ONE



Verdun, 1921

On the morning Sarah Hagen was to arrive, I awoke with the feeling of something crawling over me in the dark. A scrape of scale, a scratch of claw. I found Father Perrin in the courtyard, looking as though he hadn’t slept either. He waited for me to wash and finish my bread and coffee, smoking cigarettes as if they offended him. He started the car, and we left for the hills north of the city.

It had taken years, but you could almost call Verdun a city again. In late 1919 the famous candied almond factory reopened, and people began to creep back into the streets. A café opened, then a bakery, then a school. Well, that’s French life for you, Father Perrin said.

By 1921 the roads were clear, the bridges over the river rebuilt, the cathedral stitched with scaffolding. In the evenings the sun reflected red in the new windows. In the hours just after dawn there was a chalky light, as if all the old cordite still hung in the air.

I’d been the aide de l’évêque de Verdun for two years by then. My title sounded sophisticated, but my duties weren’t especially; I helped the priests of the diocese with whatever they needed, and was offered board and a small salary in exchange. Nonetheless, given Verdun’s particular circumstances, it was an important job for which I was hardly qualified. Eventually, I learned to write better in French than I did in English. I often thought in French. I likely would have dreamt in French, but in my dreams no one ever spoke.

On that day we were headed to the Thiaumont Ridge, to the village of Fleury. But there was no Fleury anymore, just as there was no Ornes or Douaumont or Vaux or Cumières—all villages leveled during the battle. The government had declared them officially destroyed. Though it seems that destruction is usually a matter of admission rather than fact, it probably was too dangerous to rebuild. Between February and December of 1916, a thousand explosive shells had fallen on every square meter of ground—ground that had been farmland and forest, then battlefield, then something new, known only as zone rouge.

We crossed the snaking Meuse on a new bridge, the water below sleepy and dark—a few ripples, a few branches nodding just under the surface. The road wove up through the hills. The mud remained in some places, but grass had returned in others, a bright, almost hallucinatory green. The earth has never seen anything like this, Father Perrin had said. We’ve confused it.

I couldn’t disagree. Much would be said about the battle’s brutality, its exhausting length and strategic peculiarity. But at the time it was waged, it often wasn’t referred to as a battle at all. Will the Verdun affair ever end? the newspapers asked, using the preferred euphemism for catastrophe and scandal. Will the French ever recover from the Verdun affair, even if they do save the city? Five years later this still seemed an open question.

As he drove, Father Perrin smoked and smoothed the mustache signed on his lip. He looked like a matinee idol with a bad diet. When he blushed his skin went yellow instead of pink. I’d taught him to play hearts from an American deck that had washed up in the Episcopal palace, the way many strange things wash up at the end of a war. He’d taught me about music. We had no phonograph, but we did have a telephone with a good connection to Paris. Often, Father Perrin would call the last remaining chamber music service and put the receiver on a stack of books as a tin-flecked Saint-Saëns drifted out, costing somebody a fortune.

Other nights, we’d stay up late talking in Father Gaillard’s old office or, if the weather was clear, seated on the lip of the koi pond in the courtyard. Just after the armistice a Christian church in Japan had given the Episcopal palace the pond of smooth smoke-blue rocks and five bulge-eyed goldfish. Father Perrin held a special affection for those fish; he told me it amused him to imagine what they thought, drifting in the shallow water. So this is life. So this is life.

“Was that you, pacing around in the middle of the night?” he asked now. “How do you feel? Perhaps I should cancel my trip to Bras?”

“I’m perfectly fine,” I said. “Unless you’re looking for an excuse.”

“I am, actually,” he said. “It’s such an unpleasant story I’d have thought I’d told you already.”

We laughed. I was still laughing as he said, “When I was chaplain at the base hospital in Rouen, there was an officer there who’d lost his entire face. Nose, lips, all of it. Can you imagine?”

He was trying to shock me—that was his way—but as Father Perrin well knew, I didn’t need to imagine it. I’d seen many such faces when I worked for the American Field Service during the war.

“How much did he realize?”

“Too much. He was still lucid through most of it. He could cough out a few words when he had to. And he lingered. His parents even managed to arrive from Paris before he died.”

“That’s a mercy.”

“Perhaps. It’s this boy’s father I’m going to see today. He wrote last week, saying that his work would be taking him to Bras and he’d offer a generous donation for the ossuary if I’d be so kind as to meet him there. So, you see, I must go.”

“It’s so important you go in person?”

“To him, yes. The truly unpleasant part is that when he and his wife arrived at the hospital, they called for me almost immediately. We were standing right beside the boy’s bed. His father shook my hand, and said—and I still recall the words exactly—‘Father Perrin, I understand what you are doing, and I appreciate it. I’m not like most people. I didn’t need to see this boy to feel deeply for him and all the other boys like him. Still, I’m glad I did. I’m not angry at anyone. But please, I think we deserve to see our son now.’ ”

I looked out the window. The car was cresting the hill. I knew Father Perrin would smirk at words of sympathy or—god forbid—understanding. And the horror of the story was only too evident. As was often the case with the stories Father Perrin told, there was simply nothing to say.

I’d opened the car door and was facing the moonscape of old battlefield when he stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

“In all of this cheerfulness I almost forgot to tell you there’s an American woman coming this afternoon. I suppose you’ll have to talk to her.”

“What should I say?”

He put both hands on the steering wheel and stared out over the destroyed ridge, which always looked to me like a dead crocodile.

“Try to answer her questions. If that fails, perhaps you should say American things. Her letters have been coy about what she wants, why she’s coming. To be honest, I’m not sure she’s completely sincere. Perhaps you’ll know.”

His right eye fluttered. I waited for him to say something more, then I got out of the car.

“And will you join me later when I dial Paris?” he called. “Tonight the music will be wonderful. Piano works by Ravel. Perhaps the most beautiful music ever written. I really believe that.” I caught a glimpse of the sad, ironic smile he seldom showed anyone but me. “Do you realize,” he asked, “how lucky we are to live in such a time?”

*  *  *

The first widow came to Verdun before Father Perrin arrived, before the war was even over. I noticed her mouth right away—I’d forgotten teeth could be so white. It was late summer, and she stood in the palace courtyard wearing an orange dress with white flowers in the pattern, a white hat with an orange flower in the brim. The smile wavered, but she whipped it back, as if it might help to look happy.

“I’m looking for Daniel,” she said. “Do you know Daniel Jerot? No, I mean, do you know of him? Nobody seems to.”

I was afraid to say anything, afraid even to call for Father Gaillard—the bishop of Verdun, the man who had taken me in when my father died—because I could guess how words, dismissals, promises, had already harmed her. But when I did call, he came at once, black cassock swishing, round glasses smudged. The three of us went into his office, where dim window light fought the dust. I poured her a glass of water.

She told us that she’d met Daniel in a café just off Place Stanislas in Nancy, where they both worked. She explained that after Daniel enlisted in 1914, she’d watched from behind the bar as the mayor walked the square in a white suit yellowing at the collar and sleeves. By custom it fell to the mayor to deliver the news of the missing and dead. She described the tremor in her throat as she watched him pass, the many ways she’d burned her distracted hands.

She described the sunny day in April of 1916 when, instead of turning up Rue Gambetta as usual, the mayor crossed the square, and stood in the door of the café, and took off his hat. The band inside was yellow with sweat too.

She’d imagined she might actually feel some relief at the news—she was ashamed to admit it, but she wanted His Grace to understand everything—but no, all she felt was anger. The little man with the solemn tone and uneven mustache knew just enough to destroy her life and nothing more.

What happened? He didn’t know.

Who saw him last? He didn’t know.

Would they search for him? He didn’t know.

When would there be news?

Other than a curt letter of condolence from Daniel’s lieutenant there was no more news. Not for the rest of that year, not in the following year, despite letters to the lieutenant pleading for more information. And all that time she continued to work at the café, continued to watch the man in the white suit with the yellowing hatband ferry the dead across the square.

Had we ever seen Place Stanislas? she asked.

Father Gaillard removed his glasses and rubbed his thumb over the lens. He was a large, even imposing, man, well over six feet tall. But it was his soft face and softer voice that drew everyone to him. He wore, as always, the typical bishop’s costume—the cassock, the biretta, the heavy pectoral cross—but he was one of the few people I’ve ever known who could not be accused of playing a part.

“Yes,” he said, “the finest square in France.”

“That’s true, it is,” she said quietly.

They nodded together. She seemed to unclench. Father Gaillard polished his glasses, sweep after sweep with the end of his scarf, as he often did when he was upset, his way of preparing his thoughts.

“Is it the café with the green awning?” he asked eventually. “A zinc bar? Is it just off Rue Girardet?”

Her hair bounced on her shoulders as she leaned forward, alive in a way she wasn’t. “You know it?”

“What did Daniel look like?” Father Gaillard asked.

“He looks like everyone else. If you put him in a blue uniform you wouldn’t be able to tell him from ten thousand others.”

“Come now.”

“Like a clown.”

“Come now.”

“I mean it. Very pale skin, very red lips. English-looking.”

“I thought so,” Father Gaillard said. He made a final pass with the scarf and replaced the glasses on his nose. “He served me once. It must have been before the war.”

She laughed. A sob can’t express bitterness half as well. “All this time later? You couldn’t possibly remember.”

“Perhaps not,” he said, “but I do think so.”

She opened her purse and rummaged, likely her own way of buying time. I knew a little of how she felt. After all, I had sat in that very chair in the days after my father died, wondering if I could trust the man across from me. Though it was not my place to speak, I wanted to tell her that she should trust him, as I had. But I also felt a sad sympathy for Father Gaillard, knowing the hours of prayer and contemplation this lie would cost him—and it was a lie, wasn’t it?

Eventually she looked up with shiny eyes, and said, “Perhaps he put a cigarette on the saucer when he served it? It would have been one of his own. He often did that if someone from the church came. He was shy, he wouldn’t have said anything to you.”

There was not a trace of falseness in Father Gaillard’s smile, but then, there never was. “He did, indeed,” he said. “I don’t normally permit myself. Perhaps that’s why I remember.”

After she left, he opened the windows to let out the dust.

“Did you really meet her husband,” I asked, “in that café?”

He didn’t answer. He was the sort of man who loved reading aloud to children. I used to watch him in the dim rooms of the citadel, his copy of Grimms’ Fairy Tales held up to the lamp, his voice rising an octave for a princess, scraping low for a dragon.

Father Perrin arrived six months later. The design for the ossuary—the memorial where the thousands of bones left on the battlefields would be interred—had come back from the committee by then. The French government had agreed to pay a portion of the cost, the diocese of Verdun another portion, but much of the money would need to be raised privately, and Father Gaillard announced he’d have to travel to do it, far from Verdun. Someone else would have to face the next Miriam Jerot, and the next. He never admitted it, but he must have realized he was too tender for the job.

*  *  *

Miriam Jerot was the first of many. Almost a million men had died or disappeared on the hills and fields northeast of Verdun, and their parents, siblings, and wives came in a steady line that might have stretched across the entire front. Ladies chauffeured by car from Paris, and illiterate shepherds from Languedoc, and marsh people from Finistère who hardly spoke French at all.

The Father Perrin that appeared in the foyer of the Episcopal palace to greet them was quite different from the man I knew, his expression a mixture of pity and nothing, a void into which they could pour everything they had to say.

And though he said very little, though he let them make introductions and describe their journey, there was something in his manner—in the thin face that looked suddenly honest, the thin smile that looked suddenly kind—that suggested he was glad they had come. And that mere fact—that mere illusion, if that’s what it was—meant the world to the families standing before him, many of whom had traveled for days in cramped train cars or fuming motorcars or sometimes in carts drawn by horses or sometimes even by foot. Many of them had spent what little money they had to get here. For many of them this was only one notch—perhaps the final notch—in an absurdly long and lonely journey. They had already written letters—to the lost man’s lieutenant, to generals, to politicians, to Foch, Poincaré, and Clemenceau. They had waited for replies—from their priest, their magistrate, their mayor—all the while knowing that a letter about their son or husband was just one of tens, hundreds, thousands awaiting its recipient, a letter to be responded to mechanically and in due time.

Father Perrin would usher them through the sliding double doors into the office; he would offer to hang their coats on the square rack with its rectangular mirror. And he would offer them water from a glass pitcher I kept refilled, which rested on a wooden tray, which rested on a Second Empire side table.

Yes, the dust still lingered, no matter how many times I swept out the room or beat the rugs. But if you could ignore it you might not blame a father from Bayeux or a wife from Cassis for feeling that they had been transported back into a time when the death of one man made some impression. That, as they took their seats in the red cushioned chairs with their sloped and polished armrests, as they began to tell Father Perrin their story, they were no longer in a world of empty church towers, the bells melted for ammunition.

When they looked upon Father Perrin and heard him say, “I’m glad you’ve come. I’ll do anything I can to help you,” they believed him. For some of these grieving families Father Perrin had to say little else. For some the sight of the churned earth, the rusted wire, the crumbling forts and twisted bunkers was enough. For some the question that had coiled around them for months or years—how could it have happened to my son, my husband, my brother?—began to make horrific sense.

But many others didn’t want to understand. They wanted to be understood, and they would lean across the Second Empire desk and clutch Father Perrin’s hands. They would weep and talk—for hours sometimes—about the man they’d lost. As if all that talk might help us identify him, as if it might bring him back to life. Bring back to life the man from Poitou who’d walked to Paris as a boy to apprentice as a cabinetmaker, who’d smuggled a young girl in a cabinet he carted back to his village. That young girl, now a woman, came to us in the spring of 1920 to describe every rut in the long road, every bump, the look in his eye when the door finally swung open.

They wanted to bring back to life the boy from Anjou who killed a wolf with a bow and arrow and dragged him home across miles of fields. The boy’s mother described his expression as he struggled to maintain the stoicism of his older brothers. She described her delight at seeing pride for the first time on her youngest son’s face, even though she could also see it wasn’t a wolf he’d shot but a sheepdog.

They wanted to bring back the boy from Lourdes who copied passages of Montaigne out by hand in his letters to his father, to prove that he wasn’t forgetting. The boy from Arles who’d lost his right eye when he was eleven—who’d saved money for a glass one to fool the draft board in 1915.

They wanted to bring back the boy who picked apples in Normandy. His father brought a bottle of the family Calvados and insisted that Father Perrin and I drink until we could hardly stand. “He made this,” the father kept saying, “he made this.”

It was my job to take down these descriptions, to write to the Red Cross and the Ministry of War to ensure that nothing had been overlooked, that no further information was forthcoming. And it was my job to record the family names in a separate set of files to ensure their inclusion on the ossuary’s wall of memorial: Abel, Albert, Allard, Barre, Baudin, Belmont, Caron, Chastain, Comtois, even Combs, my own last name. It was my father’s family name, bestowed upon me by my mother at birth, though neither she nor I had claim to it, as they never married. Certainly, the fact was not lost on me that, had I died in the war, there would have been no one to come looking.

In some ways, though, the families of the dead were lucky. For so many others, the official telegram printed on light blue paper said missing, believed dead. Was it possible, their sad and ashamed eyes asked. Was it possible that in the midst of all they had heard, in the face of all the numbers and statistics, all the warnings from the officers and the mayor and their priest, that their son or her husband had been one of the ones to survive? Weren’t there reports that the Germans had run secret prison camps where the living were kept in order to terrorize the Entente? Weren’t there rumors that some soldiers had crossed into Switzerland during the mutinies of 1917, that they waited there now for news of amnesty?

How could Father Perrin, how could anyone, tell these grieving faces that a direct hit from a shell could atomize a man? That the shelling was so incessant during the battle that a man’s remains might be buried and unburied and blown a mile into the distance and buried again? That we found hundreds of bones every single day, scattered across the front, mangled and unmatched? How could Father Perrin tell anyone that the fact that such pervasive destruction might lead to hope was the cruelest of ironies?

He could only explain that there were no special lists, no secret camps, no utopian bands of fugitives. He could only say that if a séance or medium helped them feel better, then they should accept that help, but they should believe more in the charlatans who might use their grief against them than in ghosts. He could only say that they had done everything they possibly could already, that they should never for a moment feel they had failed.

But he didn’t tell them to abandon hope, and most of them did not. Once a mother from Bordeaux said, “You know, gentlemen, to be honest, I really expected much worse. This couldn’t possibly have killed Jean. If you met him, you’d know that.”

Once a widow from Lyon told us that she understood our point of view, but that the best medium in France had been searching for her husband in séances for two years without success, that experts in the living world were much more often wrong than those in the spirit world.

Once the wife of a shepherd from Landes handed us a pair of stilts, saying, “If you see him, give him these, please. He’ll get home faster.”

*  *  *

I left the car on the paved road outside Fleury, carrying the canvas shoulder bag I would fill with bones, and a second, smaller bag stuffed with my canteen, some black bread and cheese, and a half-bottle of Alsatian wine. The door slammed, and the car pulled away, leaving only my shadow in the sun. It was early morning, already hot.

From the new road it was a half-hour climb up the ridge onto the Douaumont Plateau. The ground still looked like a filthy sea. I thought of Chicago, of Oak Street Beach along Lake Michigan, where I had gone with my mother. The lifeguard chairs, the names etched into the wood, the whitewash fading and peeling.

I wondered who this American woman was, what beaches she remembered, what streets. Father Perrin had told me almost nothing about her. A widow, a mother, a sister? A writer looking for a story? A lunatic looking for attention?

I seldom spoke directly to those who came in mourning, but there were others whose welcome fell to me: artists competing for commissions on memorials, metallurgists pondering shrapnel, ornithologists tracking starlings over treeless acres, and, once, a British diabolist wearing an amulet of interlaced snakes.

No matter how rational or irrational their reason, the look these visitors offered me when I introduced myself in careful, but accented, French was usually the same. The mouth tight, the eyes blinking, Why you? Not an unreasonable question. Certainly I was the least likely of many people—the parish priests, the sacristans, the other orphans. Of course, I wanted to believe that Father Gaillard had sensed some fundamental intelligence or decency in me when he’d suggested to Father Perrin that I stay on as his first assistant. More likely, though, he realized that his project was expensive, and that Americans had the stable currency. It was a neat trick, I’m sure, to mention casually to a New York heiress or a Pennsylvania industrialist that, in fact, his assistant was American. Weren’t we all prey to this horror at Verdun? Weren’t we all responsible for its rectification? Look at the young man from Chicago, I could imagine him saying, collecting the bones of the French dead in the fields each day. Will you really not pick up a pen, will you really not sign a check?

*  *  *

After another half-mile I arrived in Fleury. Many of Fleury’s orphans had become my friends in the citadel, and I had listened to their stories until they became my own. Fleury had been a village of nearly five hundred people, mostly farmers. There was a church with a gold vestment that supposedly dated back to the time of Saint Denis. A little school taught by a man who’d come from somewhere in the Alps, whose accent was never fully understood, whose advice was never fully trusted. Two old sheepdogs wobbled through the streets, sleeping by what fires they chose. Livestock snorted into the single-room houses, which were connected to the barns by Dutch doors so that the smell of the animals—the warmth of their bodies and breath—became a part of each home.

In February of 1916 the German attack began in a snowstorm. Just past dawn, the shells blasted open the frozen ground, caving in the roofs of the baker and butcher. My friends described the sparks in the snow. The broken patterns of booms, the shock waves splitting trees and lighting fires, before the next shell struck, extinguishing the fires with a shower of smothering dirt. The school, burned black, scalded with earth. And the tiny Saint Étienne’s bell clanging somewhere underneath the explosions. The mayor ran through the streets with snow in his beard and mud covering one side of his face.

They fled with the fires stoked, bread and jam on the tables. They raced into the cold and pulled their livestock from the barns, trying to calm the animals in low voices. Pulling their carts from behind homes. Filing down the ridge west toward Bras-sur-Meuse, toward the range limit of the artillery.

Behind, they left the plows bought once in a lifetime. They left chests containing their most valued possessions, a book no one could read, an embroidered blouse too precious to see the light of day. They left the dinner tables owned for generations, shallow bowls cut into the wood to hold soup.

As they raced away they tried to keep a rough count of who had trudged out through the exploding snow. The schoolteacher was nowhere to be seen. The mayor had disappeared as well. Two men ran back, stupidly shouting, as if the explosions were not warning enough. A shell whistled down and one of the men vanished, leaving neither the mist nor the odor of blood.

Five years later the old tables with the shallow bowls were ash. And over the years I found only a few things that might have been familiar to the mayor or the schoolteacher. A tooth of a plow. Half a spoon. Once I found a green-gold button with a glint of mother-of-pearl. I left it on a burned stump in case anyone ever came back to look.

*  *  *

I returned to the Episcopal palace in the late afternoon to find a woman in a bright blue dress. She was young. Her hair was black, or almost black. As I stood in the archway, she trailed one finger through the koi pond. I could feel the dirt beneath my nails, the sour layer on my neck. I knew, without having to look, that there was a line of sweat across my shirt like a marshal’s sash.

“Hello,” I said in English.

“My French is fine,” she said, looking up, frowning. “You’re Mr. Combs?”

“I am. And you must be Mrs. . . .” I knew the name. Hagen. All day I’d imagined asking this woman to sit in the haze of the old office, to lay bare the uncomfortable facts of her life, but I couldn’t seem to get the name out of my mouth. Perhaps my tongue already understood something the rest of me had yet to realize.

She scraped a heel, drawing a slash in the gravel—something playfully boyish in the gesture. But her face was too tense to read. “I’m almost sure I’ve mentioned my name in my letters. Five at least.”

She smiled, not especially genuinely, and her eyes went somewhere beyond me, as if she’d passed a test and now Father Perrin would arrive.

“How far have you come?” I asked. “Far?”

“It feels like I did. Up from Udine—I live there, which I’ve also mentioned in several letters—through Metz. That’s France now, apparently. The railway signs are still in German, but they have a Marshal Foch Boulevard. You’re American,” she said. “You sound like it, but you don’t seem like it. Americans are generally punctual.”

I didn’t wear a watch, and had no idea what time she had expected me. She was right, such questions were seldom asked in Verdun. Father Perrin used to say that our sense of time had been warped by proximity to the afterlife.

“Have I kept you waiting?”

“Long enough, yes.”

“Long enough for what?”

“Let me show you,” she said. “You’ll have to sit beside me, though.”

I took a seat at the edge of the pond, the blue-gray flagstone pleasantly warm, as she undid the gold clasp on her purse. Inside, in an inch or two of water, was one of the goldfish.

“I didn’t imagine I’d be able to catch one, but it was easy.” She laughed, as if she’d truly surprised herself. “How long do you think he’ll survive?”

The fish flicked his tail, bulging eyes blank, mouth working on the rim of the water.

“I’d rather not know.”

I took the purse from her lap and dipped it into the pond, releasing the fish. I knew how she must be feeling, the long journey on the train. The confusion of the station, the arrival in such a place. And, after all, it was just a fish. All the same, I felt something close to anger. At her disrespect, and at myself for finding her disrespect even a little charming.

“Please don’t do that again, all right?”

“I’m not sure I could do it again. That’s why I needed to show someone.” She caught my eyes, then dropped hers, but her look was more of triumph than disappointment. As if whatever she wanted had already been denied her, just as she had expected.

“I won’t tell Father Perrin,” I said. “He’d be upset. He’s been trying to catch one of those fish for a year now.”

She didn’t smile. We remained side by side on the lip of the pond, the sun softening as afternoon began to wane.

“You’re supposed to ask me questions, aren’t you?” she said. “My name is Mrs. Lee Hagen. My husband went missing in the spring of 1918.”

*  *  *

In Father Gaillard’s office, she kept glancing at the inside of her wrist, as if there were a watch to check.

“You’ve tried all the other channels already?” It was a question Father Perrin always asked.

She took a breath to prepare. “I’ve written the Ministry of War, the Red Cross, News of the Soldier, Search for the Missing, and many others. Last month there was a woman from an organization called Help for Families who said she had lists no one else had. Where did she find these lists? How could they know more than the army or the Red Cross? I didn’t ask until it was too late. Are you satisfied?”

“It wasn’t a test.”

“Perhaps everything just feels like a test.”

“Those swindlers are the worst on earth.”

“We can agree on that,” she said. Then she was silent. Usually there was too much to say. Each word we exchanged, though perfectly correct, felt more false than the one before. It was her voice: tired, disinterested, almost bored.

“Do you mind if I ask why you didn’t say any of that in your letters to Father Perrin?”

“I suppose I didn’t want to have to tell the same story again, over again, over again. It’s unavoidable, obviously. I suppose I’m tired of feeling vetted.”

“That you deserve help, you mean?”

“That I’ve suffered enough to deserve it.”

More silence, sun on the back of my neck. I rose to open one of the windows. The latch was stuck, and I had to give up.

“Have you been to France before?” I asked.

She looked up from her wrist and smiled weakly. “It’s different than I pictured it.”

“It’s not all like this,” I said.

“I should hope not.”

“Actually,” I said, “other than Paris, I haven’t seen much beyond Lorraine. Maybe it is all like this. I don’t know.”

“Did you see much of the war?”

“Not much, no. I worked in the citadel during the battle. After that I drove an ambulance for a year or so.”

Her eyes darted up, and for a moment I saw something in them other than disappointment.

“With who? The American Field Service?”

“For a year, yes.”

“Lee was with the AFS.”

“Not in the French Army?”

“No, he was attached to the 22nd Division, then he joined with the Americans when they took over the service. His name was Lee Hagen,” she said. “He was attached with other Princeton men. Did you—?” She paused. She didn’t want to appear foolish, to appear not to understand that most things in the world had absolutely nothing to do with her. All the same, she had to ask. “By any chance, did you know him?”

“Lee Hagen,” I said. The name with its hard Germanic syllables felt strange in my mouth. She smiled at the sound of it, and, though she sat only a few feet from me, she looked like something shimmering in the heat at the end of a road. She was a beautiful woman, but to say that I was conscious of attraction or desire would be misleading. It’s better to say that I was simply very aware of her. Aware of the slashes of her gaze, the impatience of her posture. Aware most of all of her anger, which I assumed—as one often wrongly does—was directed toward me. Was it that simple? That I did not want her to be angry with me?
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