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Chapter 1 — The Hotel Le Bugatti




The train from Paris arrived at Strasbourg just after four o’clock in the afternoon, and by that hour the city had already surrendered itself entirely to the darkness of a December evening. Grace Whitmore stepped down onto the platform and stood for a moment in the cold air, her leather travelling bag in one hand and her coat drawn close against her with the other, simply allowing herself to absorb the quality of the place before she moved. It was a habit of hers, this brief pause upon arrival somewhere new, this deliberate act of attention before the business of rooms and cases and unfolding complications could crowd out first impressions. She believed, and experience had done nothing to discourage the belief, that a place revealed more of itself in those unguarded first moments than it would again for some time afterward, and so she stood on the platform with the cold pressing against her cheeks and the smell of woodsmoke and faintly of something sweet and spiced drifting from beyond the station walls, and she listened to Strasbourg before she looked at it properly.

The station itself was grand in the way of old European railway architecture, all high vaulted ceilings and stone that had absorbed the passage of a century’s worth of travellers, and the Christmas decorations that had been strung along its interior pillars softened what might otherwise have been an imposing severity. Boughs of dark green fir were looped in generous arcs between the columns, and small warm lights had been threaded through them so that the whole effect was of stepping into a hall that was simultaneously ancient and festive, solemn in its bones but dressed in something kind. Fellow passengers moved around her in the purposeful way of people who knew where they were going, locals returning home with parcels and shopping, a young couple arguing pleasantly about the quickest route to somewhere, an older man in a heavy coat who seemed to know every porter by name. Grace watched all of this with the same attentive calm she brought to most things, neither hurrying herself nor lingering past what was useful, and then she collected her larger case from the luggage carriage and made her way out through the station’s main doors and into the evening city.

What met her was genuinely beautiful, and Grace, who had seen a great many beautiful things in a great many European cities, took it in with sincere appreciation rather than the professional detachment she might sometimes bring to a place she had visited purely for a case. Strasbourg in December was a city that seemed to have been designed specifically for this season, as though all its architecture and all its narrow medieval streets and all its rivers and bridges had been waiting through the warmer months for this particular quality of cold light and woodsmoke and the smell of mulled wine to make them fully themselves. The cathedral rose in the near distance, its single completed tower lit from below against the black sky, and nearer to hand the old buildings of the Petite France district were strung with lights that reflected in moving fragments across the dark surface of the water. There were people everywhere, not the anxious crowd of a busy train station but something warmer and more leisurely, people walking in pairs and small groups through streets that were themselves decorated with an almost excessive generosity, garlands and lights overhead, market stalls lining the wider squares with their offerings of ornaments and gingerbread and hot drinks, the whole city arranged around the shared proposition that this was a time of year to be outside, together, in the cold, finding warmth in company and in the particular pleasure of beautiful things placed against the darkness.

Grace had been to Strasbourg once before, briefly and in summer, and the city she remembered from that visit was handsome and pleasant but not remarkable in any way that had stayed with her with particular force. The December version was a different city entirely, and she found herself walking more slowly than was strictly necessary en route to her hotel, allowing herself to be drawn a little way into one of the larger market squares simply to take in the stalls and the people moving between them and the smell of things frying somewhere and of hot cider and of pine resin from the enormous decorated tree that stood at the square’s centre, its lights just visible above the heads of the crowd. A woman at a nearby stall was arranging small glass ornaments in careful rows, each one catching and scattering the light in a slightly different way, and Grace paused long enough to admire them before moving on, her cases manageable on the swept stone and compacted old snow of the pavements.

The Hotel Le Bugatti was on a quieter street some distance from the main market square, which was precisely why Grace had chosen it. She had no particular objection to busy hotels, but she had found over the years that cases of the kind she was occasionally drawn into thought more clearly in rooms that were not constantly surrounded by the noise of tourism and commerce, and she preferred, when the option existed, to be a certain distance from whatever was most loudly happening. The hotel was not large, perhaps thirty rooms in a building that had been something else entirely before it became a hotel, a merchant’s house by the look of the facade, all pale stone and tall windows with wooden shutters painted a deep green that looked nearly black in the evening light. A wreath of holly and white berries hung on the front door, and a small lamp above the entrance cast a warm yellow light onto the step, and the whole building had the look of a place that took its own comfort seriously without making too much of a fuss about advertising the fact.

The woman at the front desk was perhaps sixty, with grey hair arranged neatly and reading glasses pushed up onto her head, and she welcomed Grace in French and then, upon hearing Grace’s response, switched smoothly to English of a quality that suggested she had spoken it for most of her adult life. Her name was Madame Colette, or so the small enamel sign on the desk suggested, and she had the manner of someone who ran her establishment the way a good host runs a dinner party: attentively, without visible effort, and with a quality of interest in her guests that stopped well short of intrusiveness. She showed Grace to a room on the second floor that overlooked a small courtyard where an old stone fountain stood filled now with snow, the courtyard itself lit by a single lantern hung from the wall of the building opposite. The room was furnished simply and well, a wide bed with heavy linen, a writing desk positioned to catch the window light, a small sitting area with two chairs before a tiled fireplace in which a fire had already been laid but not yet lit.

Grace set her cases down and stood for a moment in the centre of the room, doing again what she had done on the platform, simply being still and attending to the quality of where she was. Outside, through the closed window, she could hear the faint and pleasant sound of the city celebrating, music from somewhere not too far distant, voices passing in the street below, the occasional crystalline note of a bell. The room smelled of clean linen and very faintly of wood and old stone, the smell of a building that had stood long enough to have a scent entirely its own. She crossed to the fireplace and lit the fire with the matches that had been left on the mantelpiece for precisely this purpose, and she watched the flame take hold in the kindling with the satisfaction of someone who appreciates the particular comfort of a real fire in a cold room, and then she unpacked methodically, putting things where they would be useful, hanging her clothes, arranging her few books and her notebook on the writing desk, making the room into something that felt temporarily but genuinely hers.

She had not come to Strasbourg for a case. That, at least, was what she had told herself when she made the arrangements some weeks earlier, choosing the hotel from a recommendation and the dates to coincide with the Christmas markets, which she had long intended to see properly and never quite managed. She had come, she had told herself, for the pleasure of it, for the architecture and the food and the atmosphere of a European city that took Christmas seriously, for rest and for the particular restorative quality of being somewhere beautiful and unhurried. Whether she had quite believed this herself was another matter. Grace Whitmore was not, by nature or by habit, a woman who rested easily, and her friends, the few who knew her well enough to speak honestly, had noted more than once that her holidays had a tendency to become something else. She had accepted this about herself without distress. One could not, she had concluded, arrange one’s sensibilities to order. She was what she was, and what she was was someone to whom certain kinds of problems attached themselves with a persistence that suggested something beyond coincidence.

She put the last of her books on the desk and stood back to look at the arrangement with quiet satisfaction, and then she went to the window and looked out at the courtyard below, where snow had begun to fall again in small, steady flakes that drifted more than they fell, spiralling slowly in the light from the lantern opposite. It was, she thought, a very good place to be at this time of year, whatever the time of year chose to bring her.

Grace had been in Strasbourg for two full days before the package arrived, and those two days had been, by any reasonable measure, exactly what she had intended them to be. She had walked a great deal, as was her custom in a new city, covering the same streets at different hours to see how they changed with the light and the movement of people through them, and she had found, as she generally did, that Strasbourg rewarded this kind of patient attention with a generosity that the hurried visitor would never encounter. The Christmas markets were at their most appealing in the early morning, before the crowds thickened, when the stall holders were arranging their goods and drinking coffee from small cups and talking to one another across the narrow lanes between their stalls with the easy familiarity of people who had shared this particular patch of cold ground every December for many years. Grace had developed a habit of stopping at a particular bakery near the cathedral square each morning for a cup of coffee and a small pastry filled with almond paste and dried fruit, a local speciality she had not encountered before and which she found herself thinking about with a mild but genuine anticipation from the moment she woke.

She had also, on the afternoon of the second day, spent two hours inside the cathedral itself, which had affected her rather more than she had expected. She was not especially religious in any formal sense, but she was sensitive to the accumulated weight of human feeling that certain old buildings carried within them, the quality of attention that centuries of reverent visitors had pressed into the stone and the glass, and the Strasbourg cathedral had this quality in abundance. The astronomical clock, which she had made a specific point of seeing, was extraordinary in the way that things made by human hands with extraordinary patience and skill are extraordinary, not merely impressive as a feat of engineering but genuinely moving as an expression of the desire to understand time and to find, in the measuring of it, something meaningful. She had stood before it for longer than she had planned and left with the feeling of having been enlarged slightly by the experience, which was the best thing a piece of architecture could do for a person.

In the evenings she had eaten alone at a small restaurant two streets from the hotel that the woman at the front desk had recommended with the particular emphasis that indicated genuine personal enthusiasm rather than professional obligation. The food was Alsatian in the way that this region’s food always was, generous and unhurried, rooted in the long tradition of cooking that took winter seriously as a season with its own specific needs, and Grace had eaten well and read her book and watched the other diners with the unobtrusive interest she brought to all public spaces, noting without analysis the couple celebrating something at the corner table, the group of men who appeared to be conducting some kind of extended business negotiation through the medium of increasingly good wine, the solitary older woman who read throughout her meal with the focused pleasure of someone who had long since made peace with her own company. She had walked back to the hotel each evening through streets that were never entirely quiet even after ten o’clock, the city’s Christmas energy sustaining itself well into the night, and she had slept well in the quiet room with the fire reduced to warm embers and the snow-muffled silence of the courtyard outside her window.

It was on the morning of the third day, a Thursday, that the package arrived. Grace had returned from her bakery visit perhaps an hour earlier and was sitting at the writing desk with her second cup of coffee, which Madame Colette had sent up with the morning’s newspapers in what had already established itself as a small and welcome routine, reading an article about the restoration of a medieval building in the lower Rhine valley and making occasional notes in her notebook about nothing in particular, the kind of undirected thinking that she found useful as a way of keeping her mind from growing stiff with too much directed attention. The fire was burning well, the room was warm, and through the window the courtyard below showed three or four centimetres of fresh snow that had fallen overnight, unmarked as yet by any foot traffic, its surface smooth and faintly luminous in the pale December morning light. It was, by any ordinary measure, a scene of complete and contented peace.

The knock at her door was neither particularly early nor particularly late, falling in that middle portion of the morning when hotel guests are generally assumed to be dressed and receiving, and Grace called out that the visitor should come in with the expectation of seeing one of the hotel’s two young staff members with fresh towels or a message from the front desk. What she saw instead was Madame Colette herself, which was slightly unusual, the proprietress not generally making personal deliveries to individual rooms, and in Madame Colette’s arms was a parcel of moderate size wrapped in brown paper and bound with ordinary domestic string of the kind used for parcels everywhere and at all times, unremarkable in itself but for the fact that Madame Colette was holding it with a quality of careful attention that one did not generally bring to a straightforward hotel delivery, her expression combining professional composure with something that Grace, who read expressions as other people read text, identified as a muted but genuine puzzlement.

The parcel, Madame Colette explained, setting it carefully on the low table near the sitting area and straightening up with the composed efficiency that characterised all her movements, had been delivered that morning by a courier, not a standard postal delivery but a private courier, a man she did not recognise and who had not been connected with any of the local courier firms she knew, which in a city of this size were not numerous and were well enough established that an unfamiliar face in that particular professional context was noteworthy. The man had asked for Grace by name, her full name, Grace Whitmore, and had left the parcel without signing any receipt or leaving any documentation of the kind that ordinarily accompanied such deliveries, departing before Madame Colette had quite gathered herself to ask the questions that had occurred to her only after he was gone. She had held the parcel at the desk for perhaps twenty minutes before deciding to bring it up herself rather than send one of the younger staff, a decision she did not entirely explain but which Grace understood to mean that something about the transaction had seemed to her to warrant a degree of personal attention.

Grace thanked her and looked at the parcel on the table without touching it immediately. It was approximately the size of a shoebox, perhaps slightly smaller, and its brown paper wrapping was neatly done, the corners folded with the kind of precision that suggested either a naturally orderly person or someone who had wrapped a good many parcels in their time and had the action by habit. The string was tied in a simple double knot, nothing elaborate. Her name was written on the front in a hand she did not recognise, the letters formed with the deliberate clarity of someone writing for legibility rather than self-expression, the kind of handwriting that communicated information without revealing much of its author. Below her name was the name of the hotel and the street address, written with equal precision. There was nothing else on the front of the parcel.

She turned it over, slowly and without particular drama, to examine the reverse. There was no return address. This was not, in isolation, remarkable. People sent parcels without return addresses for any number of reasons, most of them perfectly ordinary, and the absence of one was not by itself a cause for concern. What gave Grace the faint but distinct sense of something requiring attention was the combination of small unusual details that Madame Colette had described: the unknown courier, the absence of documentation, the precision of the addressing against the anonymity of the sender. Individually each of these things was explicable and unremarkable. Together they formed a pattern that Grace’s experience had trained her to notice, not with alarm, but with the measured alertness of someone who understood that the world had a tendency to arrange apparently small things into shapes that subsequently proved to mean something.

She set the parcel back on the table and poured herself a fresh cup of coffee from the pot, which was still warm, and carried it to the chair nearest the fire, settling herself comfortably before returning her attention to the parcel across the room. She was not, she was aware, going to leave it unopened. The question of whether to open it had not genuinely presented itself as a question requiring deliberation, because she knew her own nature well enough to know that deliberation in this case would be a performance rather than a process, a way of dramatising a decision that had in reality already been made at the moment she set eyes on the thing. She was going to open it. The only question was whether she would sit with her coffee first and allow herself the brief and pleasant interval of anticipation that preceded any opening of any unknown thing, that small pure moment before knowledge replaced possibility.

She decided that she would. She sat for perhaps five minutes in the warm room with the fire beside her and the snow-covered courtyard visible through the window and the faint continuous sound of the Christmas city carrying on its business in the streets beyond, and she drank her coffee and looked at the parcel and allowed herself to simply wonder, without yet knowing, what it contained and who had sent it and why it had found its way to this particular hotel room in Strasbourg in December, addressed in a careful and unknown hand to her name.

Then she set down her cup, crossed the room, and began, with steady hands, to undo the string.
      The string came away cleanly, and Grace set it to one side on the table with the automatic tidiness of someone who does not leave unnecessary disorder in their immediate surroundings even when engaged in something that holds their complete attention. The brown paper was secured with a small amount of adhesive tape at each fold, applied sparingly and with the same neat precision as the wrapping itself, and she worked the tape free with her thumbnail rather than tearing the paper, partly from habit and partly from the instinct, not yet fully articulated even to herself, that everything about this parcel and its contents might eventually matter and should therefore be treated accordingly. The paper she folded back carefully and set beside the string, smoothing it flat with the palm of her hand.

Beneath the outer wrapping was a plain cardboard box of the kind available in any stationer’s or post office, its lid fitted snugly and sealed along the join with a single strip of the same tape. Grace removed the tape and lifted the lid and set it aside and looked for a moment at what the box contained before touching any of it. This too was habit, this preliminary looking before handling, the practice of a person who had learned that the arrangement of things within a container could sometimes tell you as much as the things themselves, and who had on more than one occasion regretted disturbing that arrangement before properly noting it.

The box contained three items. The first, resting on top and therefore the first to present itself, was an envelope of good quality cream paper, the kind sold in proper stationery shops rather than the utilitarian white of ordinary correspondence, and on its front was written her name again in the same careful, legible hand that had addressed the outer parcel. The second item, visible at the edges where the envelope did not cover it, was a smaller package wrapped in oilskin cloth of the dark greenish-brown variety that suggested considerable age, tied around with a thin leather cord that had dried and stiffened with time, the knot tightened to the consistency of wood. The third item, beneath both of these and visible only at its corners, appeared to be a folded piece of card or heavy paper, and she left this for the moment and returned her attention to the envelope, which was clearly intended to be read first.

She carried the envelope to the writing desk and sat down and opened it with the small silver letter knife she kept in her travelling case, drawing the paper free with the same unhurried care she had brought to the unpacking of the box. Inside was a single sheet of the same cream paper as the envelope, folded twice, and she unfolded it and smoothed it flat on the desk and settled herself properly in the chair before beginning to read.

The letter was handwritten throughout, covering one full side of the sheet and a short passage onto the reverse, the hand consistent with the addressing on the envelope but here, in the greater latitude of a full letter rather than a simple address, revealing more of itself. It was the writing of an educated person, she thought, someone for whom the physical act of writing had once been a regular and natural activity but who had perhaps in recent years written less by hand than formerly, so that there was a slight effortfulness visible in the formation of certain letters, a quality of care that came not from inexperience but from a kind of willed legibility, as though the writer had known this letter might be read by someone who could not ask for clarification and had accordingly taken pains to make every word as clear as it could be made. The ink was dark blue, the pressure on the page moderate and consistent throughout except at two or three points where it deepened noticeably, as though the writer had paused and then resumed with a slightly different weight of feeling behind the pen.

She read the letter through once without stopping, as she always read anything for the first time, without annotation and without the editorial interruption of her own responses, simply taking in what it said before allowing herself to react to it. Then she sat for a moment with her hands flat on the desk on either side of the page and looked out at the courtyard, where a small bird had arrived on the lip of the snow-filled fountain and was working at something in the snow with its beak in the earnest and slightly comical way of birds engaged in practical tasks. Then she picked the letter up and read it again, more slowly.

The letter opened without preamble of any kind, no salutation, no introductory pleasantry, beginning instead with the plain statement of a fact: the writer was, at the time of Grace’s reading, almost certainly dead. He had written the letter in the full expectation of his own death, and the arrangements for its delivery to her had been made in advance, entrusted to a person he did not name but described only as someone outside the family and therefore beyond the reach of the family’s considerable capacity for influence and pressure. He had chosen this method of reaching her, he wrote, because he had not been able to think of another that offered any reasonable probability of the letter actually arriving. Several earlier attempts at communication, by more conventional means, had come to nothing in ways that had persuaded him that the more ordinary channels of correspondence and contact were no longer available to him with any reliability.

He gave his name, which meant nothing to Grace on the first reading and very little more on the second: Édouard Marchand, a name that was French in its construction but which he described himself as Alsatian, as his family had been Alsatian for several generations, belonging to that particular regional identity that had been pressed back and forth between French and German claims across the span of two centuries until it had become something distinct from either, rooted in its own particular landscape and language and history. He was, he wrote, a man of seventy-one years, in reasonable health until recently, the owner of considerable property in the region of Colmar, a widower with no children of his own. He wrote all of this with the brisk economy of someone providing context rather than biography, the minimum necessary for Grace to understand what followed.

What followed was this: Édouard Marchand believed, with a certainty he described as absolute, that he was going to be murdered. He had been aware of this probability for some months, watching its approach with the particular mixture of clarity and helplessness that came, he imagined, from knowing something terrible was coming while being unable to prevent it through any of the normal means available to a person in a civilised country in a civilised time. He had attempted to go to the police, and he described this attempt with a restraint that Grace found more disturbing than any elaboration would have been, noting only that the attempt had not produced any useful result and that he did not intend to repeat it. He had attempted to engage a lawyer in Colmar, and here again the description was brief, saying only that the engagement had been terminated under circumstances that had made plain to him that even professional relationships were not, in his current situation, reliably secure.

The reason for all of this, he wrote, was a secret. He used the word without any apparent self-consciousness about its melodramatic quality, as a person uses the word who has been living with the reality of the thing too long to be concerned with how the word itself might sound to someone encountering it fresh. There was a secret, he wrote, that certain members of his family had been protecting for the better part of eighty years, a secret whose origins lay in the years of the German occupation of Alsace during the Second World War, and which had been maintained through the subsequent decades by a combination of fear and self-interest and the particular human capacity for constructing over a shameful thing a structure of normalcy so elaborate and so long-standing that even those who knew the original thing existed could sometimes go months without thinking of it. He had known of the secret for most of his adult life and had, he wrote with a plainness that Grace took as a form of honesty rather than confession, done nothing about it for a very long time.

What had changed, and what had set in motion the chain of events culminating in this letter and the oilskin package in the cardboard box on the table across the room, was the discovery some eighteen months ago of documents he had not previously known to exist. These documents, he wrote, and here the pressure of the pen on the page deepened perceptibly, changed the nature of what he had understood the secret to be. They were not merely embarrassing or morally uncomfortable, the kind of wartime compromise that history had obliged many families in occupied territories to make and which the subsequent decades had covered with the merciful sediment of time and collective forgetting. They were evidence of specific acts, committed by specific people, that had directly caused the deaths of others. He had spent the eighteen months since their discovery attempting to determine what he was obliged to do with this knowledge, and he had reached a conclusion that the discovery of his intention, by persons he named only as those closest to me in circumstances where proximity is no longer a comfort, had been the event that had made his murder, in his assessment, inevitable.

He had written to Grace Whitmore, he explained near the bottom of the first side of the page, because he had read an account of her involvement in a case some years previously, the details of which she would recall and which he need not repeat, and because the account had impressed upon him that she was a person who combined intelligence and persistence with something he described, with a formality that she found unexpectedly moving, as moral seriousness. He did not want a clever person, he wrote. Clever people were available in abundance, and several of them had already failed him. He wanted a person who would consider themselves obliged, having begun a thing, to see it through to its conclusion regardless of the inconvenience.

The letter ended with a single practical instruction. The oilskin package in the box contained documents and a final handwritten will. He asked Grace to ensure that the will reached its intended recipient, a woman named Sophronica, and he asked her to make the contents of the documents known, through whatever means she judged appropriate, in a manner that could not be suppressed. He did not ask her to find whoever had killed him, though he noted with what she thought might be the ghost of dry humour in an otherwise grave document that the two tasks would probably prove inseparable in practice.

Grace sat for a long time after she had finished the second reading of the letter. The fire had settled into itself and was burning quietly, and outside in the courtyard the small bird had gone and the snow was as smooth and unmarked as it had been when she first looked at it that morning. She did not reach for the oilskin package, not yet. She did not make notes or reach any immediate conclusions. She simply sat in the warm room in the quiet hotel in the beautiful Christmas city and held in her mind the weight of what she had read, the voice of a man who had known he was going to die and had spent some portion of his remaining time writing to a stranger and hoping that the stranger would be the kind of person he believed her to be.

She thought, with the particular quality of stillness that preceded her decisions rather than following them, that she was going to have to find out a great deal more about Édouard Marchand, and about the family that had surrounded him at the end of his life, and about the secret that had made that end, if the letter was to be believed, not a matter of chance or nature but of deliberate human choice. She thought about the oilskin package with its stiffened leather cord and what might be inside it. She thought about the name Sophronica, which was unusual enough to be memorable, and about the word will and what its existence implied about the shape of things to come.

Then she rose from the desk and went to the window and looked out at the snow in the courtyard, and listened for a moment to the sound of the Christmas city beyond the hotel walls, and allowed herself the honest acknowledgement that her holiday had, as her friends had always predicted it would, become something else entirely.
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Chapter 2 — A Voice from the Grave


Grace did not sleep particularly well that night, which was unusual for her. She was not, as a rule, a person given to sleeplessness, having long ago developed what she considered a reasonable and workable arrangement with her own mind by which she permitted it to turn over whatever it needed to turn over during the last hour or so before bed and then expected it, in return, to quieten sufficiently for rest. The arrangement had served her well for many years and she had come to rely on it with a confidence that made its occasional failures more noticeable than they might otherwise have been. She lay in the good bed in the warm room and listened to the hotel settle around her, the small sounds of old buildings at night, the particular creak of a certain floorboard in the corridor outside her door that she had already learned to identify, and she was honest enough with herself to acknowledge that what was keeping her awake was not anxiety in any useful sense but something closer to the feeling she associated with the early stages of a problem that had not yet given up enough of itself to be properly thought about, that restless awareness of a shape not yet visible, a pattern not yet legible.

She had read the letter a third time before dinner and a fourth time after returning from the restaurant, sitting at the writing desk with the fire rebuilt and the room at its most comfortable, and each reading had confirmed the impression formed by the first: that the letter was the work of a man in full possession of his faculties, writing with the concentrated lucidity of someone who understood that clarity was the most important thing his letter could offer its reader and who had therefore stripped from it everything that was not strictly necessary. There was no self-pity in it, which she found notable given the circumstances under which it had been written. There was no appeal to her emotions of the kind that a less disciplined or more desperate person might have been tempted to make. It stated facts, or what the writer believed to be facts, in the order most useful for understanding them, and it made a request, and it stopped. She had encountered a great many documents in her life that communicated less about their author’s character than this one did, and the character it communicated was one she found herself, cautiously, inclined to respect.

What the letter did not provide, and what she had found herself returning to with increasing attention across the successive readings, was a sufficiently complete account of the circumstances of Édouard Marchand’s death. This was not surprising in itself. A man writing in anticipation of his own murder could not be expected to know its precise manner or timing, and the letter had been written, she estimated from certain internal references, some weeks before the delivery of the package, perhaps longer. What he had written about the circumstances as he then anticipated them was detailed enough to be useful but incomplete in ways that were almost certainly deliberate, as though he had made a conscious decision about how much to commit to paper and had drawn a line at a point that balance between information and self-protection.

He had written, on the second side of the letter, returning to the question of his death after the practical instructions about the oilskin package, that he expected the manner of it would be made to appear natural or accidental. This was the phrase he used, made to appear, and it carried within it a considered precision that she had turned over more than once in her mind. He was not simply saying he expected to be killed. He was saying he expected the killing to be arranged in a way that would satisfy official inquiry without inviting the kind of sustained scrutiny that a more obviously violent death might produce. He knew the people he was dealing with, the letter implied, and he knew them to be capable of patience and careful arrangement. They were not people who acted in haste or without regard for consequences. They had been managing consequences, of one kind or another, for the better part of eighty years.

He had written that in the months preceding the letter his health had been made a subject of some attention by members of his immediate family. He had been encouraged to see doctors, had been accompanied to those appointments with a solicitude he described as entirely out of proportion to his actual state of health, which had been, until the period in question, robust for a man of his age. He had been encouraged to rest more than he needed to rest, to reduce his activities, to accept help with matters he was perfectly capable of managing independently. All of this he had initially received with the mild bewilderment of a self-sufficient person being treated as more fragile than they were, but he had gradually come to understand it in a different light, recognising in the accumulated pattern of these small attentions a purpose that had nothing to do with concern for his wellbeing. Someone, or more than one person, had wanted to establish a narrative of declining health before the fact of an actual decline, so that when the decline came it would have been, in the memories and testimony of those who had observed its apparent early stages, entirely expected and entirely explicable.

He had written that he had responded to this understanding by becoming, as he put it, less transparent about his own condition. He had allowed the narrative of fragility to continue, not contradicting it, while privately arranging his affairs with a degree of urgency and precision that the narrative was intended to suggest he was no longer capable of. The letter itself, and the package, were products of this period, written and assembled and entrusted for delivery during what he had known would be one of the last intervals in which he could act with genuine independence. He did not dwell on what this period had been like, the writing of one’s own posthumous instructions while appearing to accept a comfortable and supervised diminishment, but the compression of the description was itself eloquent, the brevity of a person who had felt something deeply and had decided, for reasons of dignity or practicality or both, not to put the feeling into words.

There had been, he wrote, an incident some six weeks before the date of the letter that had clarified for him the degree of danger he was in. He described it sparingly, saying only that he had been taken ill following a family dinner, with symptoms that had been attributed by the attending physician to a digestive complaint of the kind that a man of his age might plausibly experience, and that he had been confined to bed for four days and had not, in his own assessment, been entirely well for some weeks afterward. He did not say directly that he believed he had been poisoned. He said only that the timing of the illness, occurring as it did within forty-eight hours of his having communicated to a person he did not name that he intended to take certain actions regarding the documents he had found, seemed to him to be worthy of note.

Grace had read this passage several times. It was constructed with such careful avoidance of direct accusation that the accusation was all the more present for being withheld, the way that a shape defined by what surrounds it is sometimes more clearly visible than one drawn directly. He was describing what he believed to have been a warning, administered through the medium of his body, a demonstration of capability and willingness that was intended to produce compliance without the irreversible finality of an actual death. She thought about the four days in bed and the weeks of incomplete recovery and the physician’s comfortable explanation, and she thought about the person or persons who had sat with Édouard Marchand during those four days, perhaps bringing soup or inquiring after his comfort, and she felt a quiet and particular coldness that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room.

He had not, the letter made plain, complied. He had been more careful after the illness, more guarded in what he communicated and to whom, but he had not abandoned his intentions regarding the documents. He had simply transferred the execution of those intentions away from himself and toward the future, committing them to this letter and this package and the hope that Grace Whitmore was the kind of person his reading of the old case account had led him to believe she was. There was something in this transference that she found, on reflection, profoundly serious. He had taken the whole weight of what he wanted to do and placed it upon a stranger, not carelessly but with deliberation and with what she thought was a considered assessment of the risks involved in the placement. He had made a judgement about her. Whether the judgement was correct was now, in some sense, the central question.

She had not opened the oilskin package on the first evening. She had decided, with the instinct of someone who knew the value of proper preparation, that she would not open it until she had thought more carefully about the letter and had begun to form some understanding of the situation she was being invited into. The package would tell her things, and she wanted to be in a state of sufficient preparation to understand what it told her, which meant understanding first the frame within which its contents would need to be interpreted. The letter was the frame. She intended to know it thoroughly before she moved on to what it contained.

She lay in the dark room and listened to the hotel and thought about a man of seventy-one who had sat somewhere, in what she imagined as a quiet room, perhaps with a fire, perhaps in the evening when the house around him was settled into its nighttime rhythms, and had written with great care to someone he had never met. She thought about the phrase made to appear. She thought about the dinner and the illness and the four days in bed and the physician’s comfortable explanation. She thought about what it meant to know something was coming and to be unable to prevent it and to decide, in the face of that inability, not to accept it as the end of the matter but to make of it instead a beginning, placing what you could not accomplish yourself into the hands of someone else and trusting that the trust was not misplaced.

Outside, the snow was falling again. She could hear its particular quality of silence against the window, the way falling snow changed the texture of the night air around a building, muffling the already quiet sounds of the sleeping city until the world contracted to the warm room and the breathing dark and the slow, patient fall of white upon white in the courtyard below. Somewhere in the distance a church bell counted out the hour, its tone clear and unhurried in the cold air, and Grace counted the strokes without meaning to and found that it was two o’clock in the morning and that she was, at last, beginning to feel the approach of sleep.

She closed her eyes and let her mind settle, and the last coherent thought she had before sleep came was not about the letter or the package or the name Sophronica or the old wartime secret that had made a careful and dignified man afraid for his life. It was, with a simplicity that she found faintly surprising, about Édouard Marchand himself, whom she had never met and now never would, and about the quality of trust that it required to write a letter of that kind to a stranger, and about the weight of that trust, which she could feel now as a tangible thing, resting upon her with a quiet and considerable pressure, like the snow accumulating in the dark courtyard outside her window.

She woke the next morning to a sky the colour of unpolished pewter, low and uniform and carrying within it the particular quality of light that precedes heavy snowfall, a suppressed luminosity, as though the light existed but had been muted by the weight of what the clouds were holding. Grace lay still for a few minutes in the warm bed and listened to the hotel beginning its day around her, the distant sound of someone in the kitchen below, the creak of the corridor floorboard as one of the young staff members passed with what she imagined were fresh linens, the faint and pleasant smell of coffee that had begun to find its way up through the building from wherever it was being prepared. These small domestic sounds had a quality she appreciated, the reassuring texture of an ordinary morning proceeding in its ordinary way, and she allowed herself a brief interval of simply lying in them before the business of the day reasserted its claim on her attention.

She dressed and made the bed with the automatic neatness of long habit and then sat at the writing desk and read the letter again before Madame Colette’s young assistant arrived with the breakfast tray. She had decided the previous evening, in the last clear interval of thought before sleep, that she would read it once more in the morning light before turning her attention to the oilskin package, partly because morning light was a different quality of scrutiny than evening firelight and sometimes revealed things the warmer illumination had softened, and partly because she wanted the letter’s contents to be as present and organised in her mind as possible before she encountered whatever the package added to them. Reading in sequence was important. The order in which Édouard Marchand had arranged his communication to her was not accidental, and she intended to respect it.

The morning reading confirmed what the evening readings had established and added one or two details of emphasis that the tiredness of the previous night had perhaps blurred. The passage about the family’s management of his perceived fragility read, in the cold grey morning light, as even more deliberate and more chilling than it had by firelight, the calculation behind it more visible, the patience it implied more considerable. She found herself thinking, as she had not quite allowed herself to think the previous evening, about the specific texture of what Édouard Marchand had described, the experience of being managed by people who were close to you, people whose physical proximity to your daily life gave them access to the small levers of influence and whose social proximity to your public life gave them the authority to construct and maintain a narrative about you that others would accept without question. It was a particular kind of imprisonment, she thought, the kind that left no marks and produced no witnesses because its bars were made of nothing more substantial than other people’s reasonable assumptions.

The assistant arrived with the tray and Grace thanked her and waited until the sound of her footsteps had retreated down the corridor before she cleared a space on the low table and carried the cardboard box over and set it there and lifted out the oilskin package. It was heavier than it had looked inside the box, the kind of weight that came from paper in quantity, several documents rather than one or two, and the oilskin cloth that wrapped it had the dried and slightly friable quality of very old waterproofed fabric, the kind of preservation that spoke of someone having put these things away a very long time ago with the intention that they should survive whatever was coming. The leather cord that bound it had stiffened, as she had noted the previous day, to something approaching rigidity, and she worked at the knot with patient fingers for several minutes before it yielded, the leather cracking slightly along its length as she unwound it.

She did not open the oilskin immediately. She set it on the table and poured her coffee and drank half of it and ate one of the small rolls from the tray and then, with the same preliminary attentiveness she had brought to the box and the envelope, she unfolded the oilskin cloth with careful hands and looked at what it contained before touching any of it.

There were four items. Three of these were documents of varying age and condition, the oldest appearing to be a single folded sheet of paper so thin and dry with age that it had the quality of something that might disintegrate at a careless touch, its surface covered in a small, dense handwriting in what appeared to be German, the ink faded to a warm brown that was closer in colour to the paper itself than to the dark blue or black of fresh ink. The second document was a collection of perhaps a dozen pages held together with a rusted paper clip, the pages themselves less aged than the first document but still old enough to have acquired the yellowish tinge of paper that has been stored for decades without air or light, and the handwriting on these was different, larger and more deliberate, and in French. The third document was newer still, or at least its paper was, though the handwriting upon it had the slightly uncertain quality of someone writing in physical discomfort or distress, and it appeared to be a kind of summary or covering note for the other two, written, she guessed, by Édouard Marchand himself.

The fourth item was what he had described in the letter as the final will, and it was this that she looked at longest before touching it. It was a single folded sheet of paper of the good cream variety she had come to associate with Édouard Marchand’s correspondence, and it was sealed with a small circle of red wax into which something had been pressed to make a simple mark, not an elaborate heraldic seal but a plain impression, a single initial or perhaps a simple geometric shape, the detail too fine for her to make out without unfolding the document. She did not unfold it. The will was not for her, or not primarily, and she set it carefully to one side and turned her attention to the covering note, which was written in English, carefully but with some evident effort, as though English were not Marchand’s first language but one he had worked to make serviceable.

The covering note confirmed and extended what the letter had told her, filling in details that the letter had withheld, some for reasons of space and some, she suspected, for reasons of caution, the writer having been aware that a letter sent through even the most trusted of intermediaries was less secure than a document sealed within an oilskin package and committed to the same intermediary only at the last possible moment. It was here, in the covering note rather than the letter, that Édouard Marchand laid out with greater completeness the nature of the wartime secret he had described.

The secret was this, or this was the version of it that the covering note offered, which she understood was the version as Marchand had come to understand it, filtered through his own interpretation of the documents and the long decades of family history he brought to that interpretation. During the occupation of Alsace, which had been incorporated formally into the German Reich in the early years of the war and administered accordingly, certain families of property and standing in the villages around Colmar had made accommodations with the occupying administration that went beyond the pragmatic compromises forced upon ordinary people simply trying to survive. These were not the small daily collaborations of the occupied, the learned silences and the careful avoidances and the gradual erosion of scruple that occupation imposed upon everyone without distinction. They were specific acts, performed by specific people, for specific material benefit, and they had involved the provision of information to German authorities about their neighbours, information that had in several documented cases led directly to arrests and deportations from which the people concerned had not returned.

Grace read this passage with the focused stillness she brought to things that required her full attention, not because the fact of wartime collaboration was surprising, it was among the most thoroughly documented of historical horrors, but because of the particular weight that Marchand brought to the telling of it. He was not writing about strangers. He was writing about his own family, or the family into which his family had been bound by the close social networks of rural Alsatian life, and the documents he had found, which he described as a combination of contemporary records and a private account written after the war by a person who had witnessed certain events directly, constituted evidence of a specificity that would have been, had it been made public at any point in the subsequent eighty years, devastating to several families whose descendants remained prominent in the region.

He wrote that the secret had been maintained through a combination of factors that he described with a sociologist’s clarity, the genuine postwar desire of the community to rebuild and to move forward, the intimidating social power of the families involved and their capacity to define and defend their own version of events, the deaths of those most directly wronged and the gradual dispersal of anyone who might have remembered things differently, and the particular Alsatian experience of the war, which had been complicated enough, the region’s population having been pressed into German military service against their will while their compatriots on the French side understood them as collaborators, that the community had developed a collective interest in simplification rather than complexity, in a version of events that allowed for recovery rather than one that demanded further reckoning.

All of this she read carefully and set in the context of the letter she had already read four times. What she was building in her mind was a structure, not yet complete but beginning to take shape, with the documents as its foundation and the letter and covering note as its walls, and the shape of the structure suggested certain things about what would be necessary if she were to do what Édouard Marchand had asked her to do. The family he was describing, or the parts of it that had an interest in keeping these documents hidden, would have known what he intended. They had tried to manage him while he lived, and they would not, she was entirely certain, simply accept the situation that his death and this package had created. Someone would come looking, if they were not already looking, for whatever Marchand had prepared before his death, and the package in her hands represented everything they needed not to reach its destination.

She sat with the covering note in her hands and the documents arranged on the table before her and the coffee cooling in its cup and listened to the snow beginning outside, the particular hush of it, the way the city’s sounds softened and withdrew when snow was falling, and she thought about a family that had been protecting a terrible secret for eighty years and what such a length of protection did to people, how it shaped them, what it required of them across the generations, the accretion of smaller deceits necessary to maintain the central one, the gradual normalisation of a moral structure built upon a foundation that could not be examined without destroying everything above it. She thought about the people in that family who had grown up within that structure without knowing its foundation and what it would mean for them when the foundation was exposed. She thought about Sophronica, whose name she did not yet understand in the context of all this but whose inheritance of a will that someone had been willing to kill to suppress told her something about the shape of that family’s current arrangements.

There was a great deal she did not yet know, and she was honest enough with herself to recognise that what she did not know was considerably larger and more significant than what she did. But the structure was beginning to take shape, and she had learned over the years to trust the early stages of that process, the slow accumulation of pieces before the pattern was visible, the patience required to sit with incompleteness and not to force a premature coherence. Édouard Marchand had trusted her with something he could no longer protect himself. The least she could do was take the time to understand it properly before she decided what to do with it.

She poured herself a fresh cup of coffee from the pot, which was still faintly warm, and turned back to the oldest of the three documents, the single sheet in faded German ink, and began, slowly and with great care, to read.

The German document was the oldest of the three by some considerable margin, and reading it required a degree of patience that Grace was glad she possessed in reasonable supply. Her German was serviceable rather than fluent, acquired over years of periodic use rather than formal study, and the particular variety of German in which the document was written presented additional difficulties beyond her own limitations, being the administrative German of the nineteen-forties, dense with the bureaucratic formality of a regime that had elevated officialese to something approaching an art form in its own right, every sentence constructed to convey authority and precision while simultaneously insulating its author from direct accountability for what it described. She worked through it slowly, returning to phrases she was uncertain about and approaching them from different angles, using context where direct translation failed her, and she made careful notes in her notebook as she went, not transcribing the document word for word but recording the substance of what each passage appeared to say and flagging the sections she was least confident about for later attention.

What the document contained, as best she could determine across the better part of an hour’s careful reading, was a record of transactions. It was not a narrative and it was not a confession and it made no moral judgements of any kind, being entirely consistent in tone and register with the administrative culture that had produced it, the culture of careful record-keeping that had been one of the occupation’s most distinctive and most terrible features. It recorded names, dates, amounts, and outcomes in the same flat procedural language that might have been used to document the movement of agricultural supplies or the inventory of a municipal warehouse. The names on one side of the transactions were German names, names associated with the administrative and security apparatus of the occupation. The names on the other side were Alsatian, French in their construction but belonging to families whose roots in the region predated the Franco-Prussian war by generations, and some of these names Grace recognised from the covering note as names Marchand had specifically identified as prominent in the current life of the villages around Colmar. The outcomes recorded in the document were the fates of other names, names that appeared only in this column, without addresses or family connections or any other humanising detail, reduced to surnames and initials and the bureaucratic notation of what had become of them.

She set the document down after finishing it and sat for a long time without moving, her hands flat on the desk and her coffee untouched and the room very quiet around her. She had known, in the abstract, what the document was likely to contain. Marchand’s covering note had prepared her for its general character. But there was a difference, which she had encountered before in the course of cases that touched on historical crimes, between knowing in the abstract that a document
















OEBPS/de8c19b5b91b55b88885e9138e9b81761d3b9612_smallRaw.jpg
ster i

s A}" Grace Whitmore M















