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 [The disappearances of children] are stories of bereavements sharper than death. The sorrow of a fixed and finished calamity abates with time; the sorrow of suspense grows intenser the longer it endures. . . . The loss of a child by the hand of man involves treachery and cruelty, the despair of the family, the misery of the child, its rearing in crime and shame for ruin, or— less wretched fate—its early death . . . [Yet the child] is not forgotten in the heart of infinite love; not unwatched by the veil that never sleeps. The hand that has spread the veil will lift it.

—C. P. Krauth, introduction to 

Charley Ross the Kidnapped Child (1876)

 

O God, who for the Three Children didst assuage the flames of fire: mercifully grant that the flames of sin may not consume us Thy servants.

—Baltimore Catechism
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A madman in Switzerland

 

The Baron Alexander von Reisden went mad after his young wife died, and in five years he had not got himself sane. His friends were concerned about him. He had tried suicide once, early on, and had not succeeded; this was encouraging in a man who was usually both well-prepared and lucky; but even mad, Reisden might reasonably have assumed that he could shoot himself through the heart without missing, and, knowing himself, at the first moment he could, he would have learned how to do it better. He still had the gun, in a box in his top drawer behind his collar studs, and he still suffered from what had led him to the act, his singular and inexplicable and apparently incurable madness.

“Do you still think you killed her?” Louis asked.

Reisden looked up from making notes in his lab book. “I did kill her. That isn’t the question.”

It was Christmas Eve, 1905, in the cold lab of the chemistry labs at the University of Lausanne. Reisden’s notes on neuromuscular connections were spread out on his lab bench beside a refrigerated box, glass-topped and glass-sided, into which the string galvanometer and Reisden’s other testing apparatus fit; but because one could not have visibility and insulation too, the whole lab was not much warmer than the box. The refrigeration coils and an electric motor took up most of the back wall; Louis had to shout above its rattle. Reisden, cold in his coat, held his hands over the Bunsen burner. In a tin pan nearby lay three frogs half stretched out, stunned by the cold. One of them stirred, disturbed by the shadow of his hands.

“But you know it was an accident,” Louis persisted.

“Of course.” Reisden picked up a pithing needle and opened the glass box. How much, he wondered, will the experiment be disturbed because the experimenter is warm-blooded? He measured the frog’s temperature and brushed his hand across the frog’s back, making it hop, panicked, across the lab bench until it stopped, paralyzed by the cold and the toxins building up in its muscles. Bending the frog’s neck forward, Reisden felt along the smooth skin and slid the needle into the base of the skull, upward into the brain. He moved the needle back and forth. The frog gave one slow shudder and relaxed in his hands. The procedure was supposed to be painless, which Reisden had always considered irrelevant, as if painless death were more excusable. Tasy had died instantly and probably without pain.

I know it was an accident, Reisden thought. I never had any trouble knowing that.

The frog flopped limply in his hand. Frog a moment ago, preparation now. He cut quickly through the skin of the leg, dissecting out the nerve and muscle.

Louis Dalloz peered over his shoulder, snuffling like one of the pigs he studied, puffing vapory breaths like a wrathful French Santa Claus. From the sleeves of his old overcoat rose a rich odor of large animals and barns. His muffler, which his wife had knit for him, bulged the neck of his coat. He looked like an accident with a hat, and even in his own university he had been taken for the janitor. Only his hands, short-fingered and delicate and stained with acid like Reisden’s, looked like a chemist’s. “How can you stand this cold?”

“How do you stand pigs? The cold slows down the recovery reaction.”

“This isn’t an experiment, it’s a hair shirt.” Louis sniffed. He squinted at the string galvanometer. “What happened to your lab assistant?”

“Gone to Zurich for Christmas.”

“And you stay here doing work that any lab assistant could do. If you were in Paris . . . Berthet doesn’t let a twenty-seven-year-old man act like a monk. Not in Paris.”

Reisden reached over and turned off the refrigerator. For a moment the silence deafened them both.

“I’m not going to Paris.”

Louis snorted and glared up at him.

“You will hear me, Louis.” Reisden kept his voice neutral. “I like Berthet’s people. Yes, I’d probably be good there. Yes, I would like living in Paris. We’ve been through that. I am not going.”

“You don’t think you’re good enough.”

“It won’t work, Louis. I’ve seen all your bait before.”

“You like Switzerland. You want to stay here and make money.” Louis fiddled with Reisden’s big microscope, spinning it up, then twiddling it into focus again. “Whose slide?” 

“Ramón y Cajal’s.”

“Pretty.”

“New stain. I’m not out of touch here,” Reisden said.

Louis looked up at him. “No,” said Louis, “only with yourself. You’ve locked yourself away so long that you don’t remember how to come into a room with people in it, eh? Or tell a joke that doesn’t have an edge to it. You’re like a wild animal in the corner of a pen, going grrrr”—Louis bared his teeth and growled convincingly—“because he doesn’t know what else to do. And he thinks even to himself, Je suis la bête sauvage, I’m mad. But isn’t he only afraid of what’s going to happen next? Don’t look down your nose at me, Sacha, like the Baron von Reisden. I knew you when you were nineteen.”

Reisden sighed and put the frog down. “Make yourself useful, would you? Write while I measure.”

Louis sighed loudly and took the pen. Onto the string galvanometer Reisden fit a translucent string of frog preparation, once frog. The current barely made the muscle twitch. Reisden moved the dial in tiny increments, reading out numbers.

“Just for a few days, come with me to Genoa,” Louis said. “It’s Christmas. It’s not good for you to stay here alone. Jeanne will fuss over you. We’ll have a nice roast pig. Everyone from the lab will be there. You can look down your nose at our research methods.”

“No, I shall spend Christmas day cutting apart innocent little frogs.”

Louis opened his mouth and closed it.

Now, thought Reisden, we will get into deep waters. Louis would ask, did Reisden know that most suicides happened at holidays? Louis, he thought, look here, Louis, one doesn’t shoot oneself because it’s Christmas.

“You were my best student,” Louis said forcefully, holding up his hand as if he were about to swear to something. “Now you are—” He waggled his fingers, looking for words. “Now you can choose between working for Berthet or Sherrington. But you’re wasting it, you’re not doing chemistry, you’re just being sorry for yourself and calling it guilt. I’m here out of interest for you, that’s all, freezing my ass in this refrigerator you call a lab on the day before Christmas, to tell you that you are being stupid. You didn’t mean to kill her. You had a nervous breakdown and thought you did. And that was five years ago.” 

Ah, was it? “And in another country, and besides, the wench is dead. And it will never happen again. But I am not going to Paris.”

Louis glared up at him, his face reddening. “Sometimes I want to throw a bomb at you. Take the job, and don’t play Saint Alexander in the Icebox. It’s not good for you.”

Reisden let that go. He watched the hand move instead. That was Louis’ gesture, what one would take of him first if one were to act him: holding the hand up, wiggling the fingers. This is my hand. Why does it move? At nineteen Reisden had taken Louis’ undergraduate chemistry course because the passion of his life had been acting and he had wanted those French-peasant gestures. He had found instead a question that he had been unable to answer.

And that had kept them allies ever since: that and Louis’ persistence. Sometimes Reisden was grateful for Louis. Not by any means always.

“Look,” Reisden said, “when is the next train to Genoa?” 

“Two hours,” Louis said instantly and added, “Will you come?”

“I’ll take you to the train. You don’t want to be away from Jeanne at Christmas, do you? We’ll stop at your hotel and get your luggage.”

“We can’t get a cab at four in the morning. I’ll have to stay.” 

Reisden looked out into the dark streets; his breath fogged the ice crystals that grew up the window. “I’ll drive you,” he offered.

“In the auto!" Louis said under his breath, rounding his eyes sarcastically. “In Saint Alexander Reisden’s holy cursed automobile! Vierge Marie!”

I do give rides, Reisden thought, suddenly very tired. I don’t kill everybody. He checked the still-living frogs and picked up one. The frog stirred a bit in the warmth of his hand. “Live,” he said to the frog, and let it drop back among the rest.

 

🙚🙚🙚

 

In early morning, the station was a smudge of black and grey. Under the electric lights outside, Reisden’s automobile had drawn two or three station porters into the street. Its racing colors were bronze and a coppery green, the only trace of color in the cold. Louis went off to the left-property office and reappeared wheeling an enormous packing case. "Merde alors,” Reisden murmured; “merde absolue.”

The case squealed desperately and Louis knelt by the breathing holes at one end, murmuring into unseen large hairy ears. “Pig, piggy darling, mon petit chou, just one horrible little train ride, then you will be on a lovely large farm near Genoa where pigs of your beauty are appreciated.” Where in Lausanne in December had Louis found a pig?

Underneath the peasant look Louis was real peasant. As a boy he had tramped barefoot around France, learning the feeding and the raising and the genealogy of pigs. He had been a near-illiterate farmhand plodding through a chemistry course in Paris when the Revolution of 1870 had broken out. When the Paris Commune failed, Louis’ friends had got him to Germany, to the only man they could think of who was asking the same sorts of questions about farm animals. What Rudolf Maty had taught Louis, from remote professorial heights, was that how the pig grew was only a part of it, that everything was a whole of parts, molecules and atoms, linked together into gut and muscle and fat and bone; that molecules broke and linked, transformed from food to what ate the food, that everything ate and lived in a great ring, corn and pig and farmer. “The chemistry of life,” Louis had called his lectures. As an aristocrat, of course, Reisden had been expected to be at best amused by them. One is supposed to know that men such as Louis have nothing to say.

Reisden’s family had been ennobled by Charlemagne. Reisdens had lived in Rezény castle from the thirteenth century until the last bits of roof had fallen, fifteen years ago, sending Reisden’s two decrepit aunts scuttling to furnished rooms in Salzburg. As an aristocrat Reisden was deplorably modem: He had a profession and he made money. It was vulgar to concern oneself with a profession or with the earning of money, Reisden’s guardian had told him; he would marry well because of his name. Instead Reisden had found the stock market, just about the time he had got interested in research biochemistry; and vulgarly, ever since, he had learned how to make the stock market pay for the lab.

“He needs a distraction,” Louis said to the pig. “He should do what you do, eh, little boy?”

Have experiments run on him, be sacrificed for science, or screw pigs? “Don’t bother, Louis,” Reisden murmured. He moved off down the station platform, lighting a cigaret against the faint odor of boar. Louis thought Reisden should marry again. Jeanne picked out good women and sat them next to him at dinner when he went to Genoa. But, Reisden knew, no one hallucinates for a long time without a good reason. Biochemical or genetic? Graf Leo and the aunts were dead long ago and he had no one to ask about bad genes. In any case he had no intense interest in reproducing himself; there would be no more Reisdens.

The electric lights were hazed; it had begun to snow again, sharp half-transparent spicules. As if coincidentally, Louis followed him down the platform.

“Get on the train, you could be in Paris in a few hours. See how it feels.”

Reisden shrugged. “I like working alone.”

“No,” Louis said. Reisden looked at him, startled. “Don’t tell yourself lies. Sacha, you live here like a dead man. You maybe say a word to your lab assistant? And maybe your barber, and the waiter at whatever restaurant you eat at? Sacha, do you always eat alone? You write to me, beautiful lab reports and one sentence at the bottom of them, ‘All well here, it continues to snow.’ You’re usually at your lab at night because no one else is there to mind the cold. Except tomorrow, being Christmas, no one will be there at any hour, so you’ll work in the daytime too. Do you think you’re happy? Do you think something will change without your changing it? Don’t get comfortable. I taught in Germany twelve years, and every morning I prayed on my knees, ‘Don’t let me forget I want to get out.’”

The porter came by. “Monsieur, your train is boarding.”

The two walked out onto the platform. It was grey dawn. The wind had risen and the snow stung their faces. Beyond the city rose snow clouds, coming in fast, and the black shadows of the high Alps, tunneling the wind and cutting off the light of day. They were taller than anything should be. They filled half the sky, massive and fragmented, like vicious dreams.

I would like to live in a low country, Reisden thought.

The wind bit at their faces. Soon the passes would close for the winter. The Simplon Tunnel would not be finished this year; it would be hard to get to Paris, or Genoa, or anywhere. “My love to Jeanne,” Reisden said.

“Hers to you, Reisden.” Louis put his foot on the train step, turned around. “Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas, Louis.” Louis would worry over him, and there was nothing to be done about it.

Louis’ coat passed in a blur behind the windows of the railroad car; Louis’ face peered out at him. Being insane is like losing one sense, whatever it is that keeps other people sane. One cannot explain its loss. One can only feel unbalanced and wrong. Reisden sighed, out of an inaccuracy of feelings that was not quite amusement and was not quite despair.

Of course one could go to Paris. One was not a chemist if one didn’t. And, for all practical purposes, he was quite sane.

Louis rattled the window down. “You could come to visit at New Year’s—”

“I’ll send you the results from the end of this series at New Year’s. The pass will be closed.”

“Not quite yet; we could talk—” Louis suddenly leaned forward, half through the window, and squinted through the snow.

“Sacha, who’s that?”

On the platform across the tracks from theirs, a man was looking at them. An old man, about sixty—a short, shabby-looking man, wearing a badly cut suit and a comic small hat perched foreign-style on the back of his head. There was nothing unusual about him, nothing to draw the eye, but Reisden felt caught in that stare, the intensity of his look, as if the old man were seeing death, or a ghost, or God: something familiar, lovely, and terrible. It was a look like the moment before death, something to be avoided.

“He knows you,” Louis said.

“No. ” But the stranger raised his hand tentatively, half hailing Reisden and half not, as a man does when he is not sure whether he is approaching the right person. Reisden flinched, appalled. The man began to stumble forward, not looking where he was going, and Reisden wanted to be somewhere else, not seeing whatever was going to happen.

The platforms were a meter or so higher than the tracks set in a well between them. A woman caught the old man’s elbow at the edge of the platform. He said something to her and kneeled arthritically to sit on the brink, carefully let himself down into the well, and began picking his way across the iron tracks and the ties.

Down the track, like melodrama, a train was gliding into the station. The wheels gave a thin mournful shriek, the banshee sound of wheels on snow; the locomotive glided forward, crying warning, seeming not to slow at all. Somebody on the other platform screamed.

Reisden could have jumped down into the well and pulled the old man out of the way. There was time, but he did not move, he stood completely still, not so much as breathing, while two railway guards ran past him, took the old foreigner by the elbows, and pushed him up onto the near platform. And, staggering to his feet, the old man kept coming toward him.

“Richard, do you know me?”

I would have let him fall under the train, Reisden thought.

“I am Alexander Reisden,” he said violently. “I have never seen you in my life.” The worst was that so far as he knew it was true.

‘‘Sacha, qu’est-ce qu’il dit?” Louis called from the train.

“He says I am someone called Richard.” Reisden’s voice was abruptly shaking; he steadied it.

“Then Jay really killed him,” the old man said, and suddenly he paled until his lips blued and his eyes rolled up. His legs sagged and he slumped suddenly between the two guards. They laid him down on the platform, in the falling snow and the slush.

Louis butted his way through the people who were beginning to gather.

“You’ll miss your train.” Reisden leaned against one of the pillars of the platform, feeling odd and cold, and stared at the old man.

“Who is Richard?” Louis asked. Reisden shook his head. The guards were putting a blanket over the old man, but not over the face. “Not dead,” Louis said. The comic hat had fallen off; Reisden picked it up and read the stamping inside the crown. “Dr. Charles Adair. Boston.”

The name meant nothing. Reisden knelt in the snow and put his hand on the man’s throat, feeling for a pulse. It jumped weakly against his fingers. He stood up quickly, brushing his hand against his coat.

“Richard?” he said. “I don’t know. I don’t know at all.”


 

 

 

 

 

The story of Richard Knight

 “Dr. Charles Adair,” said Victor Wills, leaning forward fascinated over the cafe table. “Charlie Adair, in this wonderful year of 1906. Think of your seeing the name in his hat. He must be getting old— Heavens, it’s eighteen years since the Knights were killed. August 1887. He didn’t die, I hope,” Victor said.

“No.” Reisden lit a cigaret and blew out smoke. “But he wasn’t well; I think he went back to his country. Victor, Dr. Charles Adair lives in Boston, Massachusetts, and Louis has got me scheduled to go to a Harvard conference near Boston this spring to deliver a paper. I’m wondering whether I should cancel. I wouldn’t like doing to anyone else whatever I did to him.” 

“He thought you were Jay French?”

“No, someone named Richard.”

“A boy,” Victor said absently. “Yes, I know about Jay and Richard and the Knight murder case, and I suppose, dear boy, that you had better know too.”

Victor Wills and Alexander Reisden were sitting in one of the little cafés by the Piazza San Marco. The glass shutters were up; outside, the New Year’s rain stormed across the plaza and the pigeons and the tourists had taken shelter. The rain would be snow on the Simplon, Reisden thought, wondering why he had taken the chance of traveling to the Italian side. Inside, heat and heavy gilt held back the winter weather. White-haired Victor held his cup of café latte in two hands and stared happily about him.

Victor was a friend from almost as far back as Reisden could remember, a British Museum gossip-monger now retired to Italy. When Reisden had been at English prep school, the London literary man Victor, who was newly converted to Catholicism, had seen him act in a school play and invited him to his flat to discuss the Trinity. Victor had spoken rather oddly about Catholicism and, with some authority, about Havelock Ellis, Frank Harris, and Wilde. Reisden had been innocent enough then not to see immediately that Victor intended to seduce him; but when he had caught on, a little before Victor’s intentions would have become unmistakable, he had somehow distracted Victor from his initial purpose and got him talking about Wilde, Victor’s own life as a professional writer, and finally about the poems of Mallarmé and the future of the British Liberal Party, about which they could agree. Victor had remained a friend, amusing Reisden inwardly with a succession of episodes involving Italian waiters, lost manuscripts, and the local government board on which Victor titularly had worked. He had retired to Italy in the aftermath of the Wilde affair. The love of Victor’s writing life was poetry—privately published, tinted ink on tinted paper, Beardsleyesque illustrations—but since his retirement, he had become a hack writer “to keep the wolf, dear boy, if not from the door, at least not wholly upstairs with one and sharing the covers.” His bread and butter was True Crime.

Victor wrote as Detective Sergeant Thomas Butcher (Retired), whose thrilling exploits of famous crimes appeared in the Pink ’Un every week. He was the author of three volumes of Great American Crimes, by a New York Detective, and about thirty other books, including Blood and Diamonds, by A Female Spy. (“Such fun, my dear boy.”) Such as his profession was, Victor was at the top of it.

“The infamous Knight case. I warn you, dear Alexander, you may not like it. Jay French was a murderer, dear boy—a multiple murderer, quite as good as dear Lizzie Borden. Jay French the Child Killer. I kept the Knights out of American Crimes, you know. My editor wanted to include the material, and I had photographs. But I wouldn’t do it.”

“Oh?”

“I told him it would inconvenience a dear friend. I shall give you quite the worst first. It’s curious,” Victor said delicately, “that Adair thought you were Richard.” Victor pushed a photograph over the table. “John Jay French,” he said. “He and Richard were cousins.”

The image was small, about the size of a visiting card. Reisden recognized individual features: brow, nose, a jaw like the one he shaved every morning. Suddenly the features were a face and the face was his. Reisden shuddered violently and handed it back.

“Are you sure you like this, my dear boy?”

“Curiosity merely startles the cat. Go on.”

“Quite sure? After ten years writing blood, what shocks me would make a pudding crawl. Well, then, I shall be my usual caustic self and let the chips fall where they may. Here is what happened to the Knights.”

 

🙚🙚🙚

 

First, said Victor, you must realize that the crimes of the rich have essentially to do with money. And particularly so in America, where they’ve no morals, no tradition, nothing but lucre. William Knight was made by money. Eventually the man who couldn’t be his heir killed him.

William Knight was the son of a poor Irish immigrant, bom on the ship that brought him to America. He ran away to sea at ten and owned his first sailing ship at twenty. Much of his trade was in cotton goods. He was rich by the beginning of the American Civil War.

Then he dealt with the Confederacy.

He was already over sixty, but William Knight traveled to England and to the Confederacy itself, keeping up the cotton trade. He was completely ostracized. Trading with the South was simply not done, and three of his own sons were fighting for the North.

But he became very rich indeed.

He’s quite mad-looking in the photos: an evil ancient Lincoln, with the nastiest twisted mouth and great dark eyes like a cave full of spiders. He let his hair grow long because the Bible told him to. He held public prayer meetings in his offices and sued his neighbors over trifles. He owned parts of thirty-six companies, but he always ate the same thing, meat loaf and toast and gravy at the nearest cheap restaurant. He married three women—they all expired, you can imagine—and sired enormous numbers of children, seven of whom grew to adulthood.

And, quite young, they began to die off.

Of the seven, William Knight, Jr., John, and Alphonsus died in the Civil War and left no known children. Isabella died of some female disease, unmarried, no children. Clement Knight committed suicide, unmarried, leaving no children. William’s fifth son, Gilbert Howard Knight, refused either to marry or to go into the business. He was disinherited and forgotten, and when William Knight died, Gilbert was an itinerant used-book seller, of all things.

Late in life William sired a sixth son, Thomas Robert Knight. Dear Alexander, from all accounts you would have liked Thomas Robert. And Thomas Robert died with his wife Sophie, in a boating accident in 1883, leaving one son, Richard Knight.

The Richard, dear boy, that Charles Adair took you for.

I do like Richard Knight and by all accounts he didn’t have a pleasant life with William. I've seen pictures; he was a handsome boy, dark-haired as you, vivid, proud, with the most marvelous eyes. One senses a great curiosity in him: the sort of boy who would have known where all the birds’ nests were, but might have watched them rather than smash the eggs. 

From the day Richard arrived William started training him to be a millionaire. Tutors in mathematics and finance and deportment. William wanted Richard to succeed, you see, to wipe the stain from William’s money by the force of Richard’s charm.

Richard, one feels, would have somehow done it, if that was what he wanted to do.

Then came Jay French.

Jay French came from the South. No date of birth, no birthplace, no next of kin. He must have been born right after the war, or during it, to have been in his twenties in 1887. So he might have been a child of one of the Knight sons who died in the war, or for that matter, a son of William Knight himself. He looked like a Knight, dark-haired, good bones. Like you.

He appears first in the Knight Company ledgers in 1884 as a clerk-secretary, but by the beginning of 1885 he was William Knight’s private assistant. He was short and thin, as though he had grown up starved, and was something of a dandy in a quiet way. A little, thin young man, cool and competent and always there. From all one hears, he was a very good man of business and almost the only man who got on well with William Knight.

Alexander, can you imagine them together? William needed an adult, responsible heir. Richard was only a boy. But Jay was illegitimate, and bastards cannot inherit under American law.

After Jay arrived, Richard seems to have spent more time away from Boston, at the family’s house in New Hampshire. It was a house by a lake. Often Jay went with him. Richard seems to have quite suddenly become a sickly little boy, because in 1886 William hired for him a personal doctor. You met him on the station platform. His name was Charles Adair.

Now, my dear, things get interesting.

Here is Jay the illegitimate and Richard the legitimate. And here is a lake convenient for drowning. Oh, wouldn’t you have, if you were the villain of the piece? It would have been so easy. A little push, the tiniest accident with a boat, the poor child would have been among the angels. And there, inevitably, at William’s dark and bony side, would have been the mourning, the so-deserving Jay. One could have worked out the inheritance somehow, if there were no other heir.

But of course Jay murdered William first.

On the night of August sixth, 1887, William Knight and Jay French were staying at the house by Lake Matatonic. They ate dinner with Dr. Adair in attendance. He says there was no disagreement between William Knight and Jay. Richard was not in the company; he had been sent to bed as being unwell. After the meal Jay French went upstairs to his office, at the head of the stairs opposite Richard’s bedroom, to examine accounts. William Knight spoke with Adair and then began to clean a collection of some pistols and revolvers that he kept mounted on a board in the parlor. He was sitting in a large rocking chair, the guns on a table beside him and the windows open.

Dr. Adair had left the house and was on the road toward the village. The road led by the lake. By looking back over his shoulder, he could see the lights of the Knight house over the water. He heard a sharp bang, he says, like the sound of a dictionary being dropped. A man called out. He began running back toward the house. Whenever the trees were thin, he looked through them toward the house. He saw gaslit shadows on the windowpanes. Then Jay banged open the front door and ran away from the house, staggering. “I’ll get you for this!” he shouted; really, you would think people would have some imagination. He fired at the house, a window broke. Jay ran off toward the woods beyond the barn. Silence, silence, silence. Adair ran down the path, reached the house. Servants were coming downstairs, screaming and crying. William Knight was dead, shot dead, in the front room. A bloodbath, a shambles. Jay was gone. Richard Knight was downstairs, by his grandfather’s body, deep in shock. (Prepare to be astounded, my dear.) The doctor asks the child, “Richard, did you see anything?” And what does Richard say?

“I won’t tell,” says Richard. “I’ll never tell.”

 

🙚🙚🙚

 

The sleety rain rattled the glass. Victor leaned back, watching Reisden.

“And he never did. Three days later, under almost impossible conditions, Richard Knight was kidnapped. He was with Dr. Adair and his uncle Gilbert in seclusion at the town’s hotel. Guards in the corridor, guards downstairs. At one in the afternoon, Dr. Adair and Gilbert Knight left the room together. The boy was alone. Not five minutes later the guard checked the room.

“Richard was gone.

“And they never have found him.”

The espresso machine hissed behind the bar. Reisden said nothing; his face was immobile. Victor’s eyes drifted over Reisden’s shoulder to another diner, a very young blond boy who had frankly been listening to the end of the story. Victor smiled dazzlingly. The boy blushed and looked away. Victor looked back at Reisden, who was still quiet and white.

“My dear boy,” said Victor penitently, ‘ ‘I shouldn’t have told you.”

“It has nothing to do with me.”

Victor had debated whether to show him the picture of Jay French. Better that Alexander see it from a friend. But with Alexander and murder one was on so dreadfully shaky ground. One did have to make one’s living by turning murder into entertainment? One couldn’t simply prostitute oneself on the street, old as one was?

Reisden lit another cigaret; his hands seemed quite steady but the match flame jittered. Victor waited.

“Why did the boy say what he did?” Reisden asked.

“Oh, my dear, if that were all. Why did Jay murder William, when they apparently got on so well? Why did Jay kidnap Richard? How did he get the boy out of the hotel, past the guards? Did Jay kill him? Why didn’t he simply kill the boy there? The Knight case is so beautifully without explanations.”

“The boy said ‘I won’t tell,’ not ‘I don’t know.’”

“Could he have possibly been Jay’s confederate, or seen something that explained why Jay did it? I’ve wondered.” Victor pursed his lips and held a forefinger to them. “Let me see: Jay is lavender. He turns the dear little boy Richard to his wicked devices. William discovers them. Jay kills William to avoid being exposed. Richard won’t tell on his friend. Jay rescues him from the hotel. They are now living in connubial pleasure in Canada, troubled by only the slightest of bad dreams.” Victor shook his head. “I could write it but I couldn’t sell it, so I hope it isn’t true.”

Reisden smiled. “Who is Adair?”

“A curious man. A very simple man. Quite religious—in the Third Order Secular of St. Francis, I believe. He runs a charitable hospital for children, and doesn’t simply run it, he lives there with the children. You saw, of course, how much of the case depends on his story. But he wouldn’t have harmed Richard.”

“For no one hurts the thing he loves.” Reisden’s voice was quite flat. Victor reached out and took his hand in a gesture that he tried to make not flirtatious at all. For each man kills the thing he loves. Poor dear Oscar had been right about so many things.

“Dear boy, don’t torment yourself forever. She really wouldn’t want it.”

“Yes. Don’t worry.” Reisden clasped his hand and let it go. “What happened after Richard disappeared?”

“Eventually Gilbert Knight got the money,” Victor went on. “Did I mention that his father had completely disinherited him? Now he has it all. Millions and millions and millions of dollars.”

“Does that make him the chief villain?”

“So dull. He was absolutely the first person one would have suspected. I want Jay French to have done it. He didn’t have any reason, it was impossible for him to have got Richard out of the hotel. He must have done it.”

“One can do things without motive,” Reisden demurred carefully.

Victor nodded. They were on shaky ground again. “But generally, you know, murders have some reason. Jay French should have had some grudge against William, or have been dismissed by him. And there wasn’t anything of the sort. Jay simply went upstairs, came downstairs, shot William, and kidnapped Richard.”

“No explanation.”

“None, dear boy.”

“Would anyone at the Harvard conference, or in Boston, think I looked like one of the Knights? Anyone other than Adair, I mean.”

“Oh, no, no, no, dear boy. You must go if you want to. Even darling Lizzie Borden isn’t recognized on the street. And you are the Baron von Reisden, not Richard at all.”

“Then I will go,” Reisden said.

Victor looked at him shrewdly. Reisden raised both eyebrows. 

“Don’t go, dear boy. You don’t have to.”

“I’m giving a paper at the Harvard conference.” Reisden smiled. “And going to New York afterward. Opening doors, as Louis says.”

“He could read it.”

“He could.” Reisden mimed a push on an invisible, rather heavy door, then ducked as it swung back and hit him. It was cleverly done, Victor thought, done like an actor. Uneasiness mimed so well that it hardly seemed to belong to Alexander. “I don’t have to go to Harvard, or to Paris. Except that Louis’s right. It’s go or give up.”

“Then, dear boy, find out what happened to Richard. I’ll give you forty percent of the book royalties and you won’t have to write a line. No, I’ll go half, and dinner at Bauer-Grünwald. For once I could afford to take you.”

Reisden laughed and shook his head.

“Oh, do,” Victor purred. “I would get three hundred pounds on the advance alone.”


 

 

 

 

Harry Boulding’s birthday; an engagement

It was not a house without music, but never before this evening had the staid Boston neighborhood heard the kind of music that was blaring and bouncing down Commonwealth Avenue. Harry Boulding had wanted a real dance band, and the best one in Boston had been crammed onto the second-floor landing, playing Boston-starch-collared versions of ragtime. The caterers’ wagons had rolled up the avenue all afternoon, and the buffet had been laid on the heavy, old-fashioned dining-room table, on the thick, dated linen that the old butler had brought out from the least accessible closets. The florists had hidden the dark gargoyle-carved paneling under seasonal flowers: poinsettias, holiday greens, rosettes of red ribbon. Harry had grumbled, “They got rid of all their leftover Christmas muck on us,” but now that the party had started no one seemed to mind. What could go wrong, what could be less than perfect, for the coming-of-age party of Gilbert Knight’s adopted heir?

The carriages stretched all up and down Commonwealth Avenue, the horses stamping in the snow. Some men from the Iroquois Club had come in a sleigh and were giving some girls from Wellesley rides up and down the avenue and around the Public Garden. As the sleigh swooped drunkenly in the snow, the Iroquois boys hallooed at windows and threw snowballs and passersby ducked to get out of the way. The first floor was packed with guests. Big burly teammates of Harry’s clustered around the dining-room buffet, tearing at chickens with their fingers. They talked seriously about Yale games, spring training, good plays. In the little parlor, Harry was opening joke birthday presents; there was a shocked universal shriek from the girls. “Oh, you! What do you want to show a girl a thing like that for!”

“Harry, what’s your old man getting you for your birthday?” someone yelled. “Boston Harbor to sail in?”

“He’ll have an announcement,” Harry said carefully, enunciating around a few beers and perhaps just a little too much gin. He was not drunk, just incredibly happy. All his friends were here, it was his birthday, and for once the dull old house was lively. He held up the offending present in two fingers.

“This, my friends, is shhhh—” He shook his head, dropped the present sadly, and held his finger to his mouth. “Shush. Be quiet. This, my lovely friends, is what the horses do on the street. My friend Joseph here has sent a wicked and an offensive thing to me. So what do we do?”

“What do we do?” the whole room yelled.

Harry grinned maniacally. “Let’s dance!”

Not that the big parlor wasn’t already crowded. All the furniture had been put against the walls and the rugs taken up for the evening, but no Boston house was really meant for serious dancing. People were dancing cheek to cheek, elbow to elbow, dancing in a mass, tuxedos crushed, corsages a flat mess against bosoms that were much closer to their partners’ starched shirt fronts than etiquette and dancing school required. Harry, tall and burly, roiled into the center like a halfback into a scrimmage. “Pet! Pet! Perdita! I want to dance! Where’s my girl?”

 

🙚🙚🙚

 

“Oh, Uncle Gilbert, what a party!”

Perdita Halley had escaped five minutes earlier, up the stairs and behind the dance band into the library on the second floor.

Behind the thick doors, in the dark quiet of his library, Gilbert Knight was sitting in anxious retreat from the party. He had one role to play that night, and no more than fifteen words to say. He had been resisting saying them for ten years. She slipped into the room and listened for him. In the dark she was completely blind; she heard the murmur of the fire and Gilbert stirring in his usual chair. She sat down in her chair beside him, reaching silently for his hand.

“My dear, is it actually going well?" Gilbert Knight shook his head. “Have we actually raised him to adulthood at last?”

“We have eaten a cow and two turkeys. Lothrop Ames had a fight with his cousin in the back yard and they’re both in the kitchen drying off. The under-housemaid got kicked in the ankle by one of the football players and she's in the kitchen with her ankle on ice. Miss Lucy Blackstone sent her footman over from next door to complain; I had Mr. Phillips send her over some of the refreshments, and we’ll save her a piece of the birthday cake. Miss Emma Blackstone is here. The police came to the door to ask if they should arrest the Iroquois boys with the sleigh. I told them if they did, please take the girls too or we would be short on dance partners.” She combed her hair back absently with the fingers of her free hand. In the damp and the heat it had frizzed out into a cloud; it always did. “Cousin Efnie says that every girl here is the smartest-looking in Boston. Phillips says they’re all like a crowd of Gibson girls. I am frightfully jealous.” 

She was only seventeen. Boston society might let its young men run wild down Commonwealth Avenue, but for girls there were rules. No matter that the shopgirls at Filene’s piled their hair high at sixteen and wore slim, long Gibson skirts that let show only a peek of a glamorous high-heeled slipper. No girl of good family could put her hair up or wear floor-length skirts until she was eighteen. For the long limbo of Boston seventeen, Perdita wore plain dresses with wide skirts, flat slippers, and lisle stockings. Her hair streamed down her back, and between her skirts and the floor was a shameful expanse of stockinged ankle. Tonight, at Harry’s party, with all the fashionable older girls there, she spared a moment’s regret for being eight months too young. Blind as a bat she might be, and Providence have reasons; but why couldn’t she be old enough to dress like a grownup at her own boyfriend’s party? Never mind. Despairs and rebellions were good only for laughter. Uncle Gilbert needed her tonight.

“Well,” said Uncle Gilbert. “Only one more thing to do, my dear, and then I suppose we will have done everything we can.”

“When will you do it?” She felt like an executioner.

“My dear, might we put it forward half an hour? If I were to wait until midnight, I don’t know that I could do it at all.”

She nodded. “That will suit Harry better too. He’s still afraid that you won’t do it, you know.”

“I have made up my mind.” He sounded doubtful, as if his mere decision to do something did not count for very much. He shifted restlessly in his chair. “My dear, I think I’ll take a small glass of sherry.”

“Of course, Uncle Gilbert, I’ll get it for you.” Uncle Gilbert had perhaps four glasses of sherry in a year. She moved over toward the drinks cabinet and felt among the bottles, moving her fingers over the raised letters on the little silver tabs on each, until she touched the label SHERRY. She poured carefully, judging by weight and sound how full the glass was.

“Thank you, my dear.”

She sat down beside him on one of his old, brittle chairs. “My dear—” he said after a time, and cleared his throat. “I suppose you know that declaring Richard dead is not entirely my desire.”

“I know,” she said steadily. Bucky Pelham, her real uncle if not her favorite, was Gilbert Knight’s chief lawyer. Uncle B. had told her at length how important it was to declare Richard dead, and so had Harry in their boyfriend-and-girlfriend talks.

“I must make Harry the heir to everything,” Gilbert said, and his old voice shook a little. “I have never fully inherited from Richard. I don’t own the money free and clear until Richard is declared—not alive.”

“Uncle Gilbert, if Richard could, he would have come back.” She pressed her lips a little together; those were Uncle Bucky’s words. She sympathized with Uncle Gilbert, whether or not she should.

His voice went down an octave suddenly, quavered, and rang for a moment as if there were metal in it. “If he were dead I think that I would know, you see. He was my brother’s only child.” He stood up, a blur against the fire, whispering, half voiceless under the little crackle of the flames. “I have never felt that he was wholly gone. My dear, God grant I don’t do wrong tonight.”

He said nothing for a while, and then came back and sat down by her, taking her by the hand. “At any rate, my dear, when we have had the one announcement, and Harry is the heir to the Knight Company, perhaps we shall have another? And perhaps we will have more parties in this house? A wedding party, and someday a christening? You are my true child, you know, and I do long for you and Harry to be married. ’’

“Oh, Uncle Gilbert!” She shook her head. "Harry hasn’t asked me yet. And who knows whether I shall have him when he does?”

The door opened and a blast of sound from the party erupted in at them.

“Not marry Harry?” Gilbert said. “Oh, Charlie! Charlie, we didn’t expect you for weeks yet. Dear friend! Come in!” 

“Uncle Charlie!” Perdita exclaimed in delight.

“I couldn’t stay away.” His voice sounded tired, she thought. Why was he back from Europe so soon?

“Isn’t our party vasty and grand, Charlie? Do you think Harry will be an adult after this?”

“After tonight,” Charlie agreed, “we’ll have finished looking after the boy, and high time too. Perdita, my darling, you’re prettier than ever and dressed to death. Let the old boys talk for a few minutes, will you?”

“Of course. I should look at the party.”

 

🙚🙚🙚

 

“Charlie, am I doing the right thing?”

Charlie Adair stretched his aching legs toward the fire. It warmed them and took the travel-tiredness out of them, but it didn’t take the ache from his heart. That’s the worst of being old, he thought, you don’t know whether your heart’s broken or you need a good night’s sleep. No, the worst is, whichever it is, the good night’s sleep will fix it. The doctor doesn’t prescribe eternal sorrows for old men. He wanted to go to Mass and recapture his grief, or have a good glass of whiskey and forget it.

“This is the only right thing,” he said almost automatically. “Harry’s your own boy.”

“Not the same way. I wish he were. Charlie, there are so many abandoned children who need my love, and I have one of the best of them and I’ve adopted him. But I can’t love him as if he were Richard, not as much as you love any child in your clinic, any child off the street. I wish I had your heart, Charlie.”

“Ah, no you don’t, not my old ticker.” Charlie liked the young: the children from the clinic, his niece and her boyfriend, everything green and growing. Bert Knight’s grief, for all it paralyzed Bert, kept him green. Since the railway station in Lausanne, Charlie Adair felt as old as dead leaves. Seeing that man had taken something out of him. He could not think of Richard anymore, only of how Richard could stir up things better left to die.

Charlie Adair dug into his bulging pockets, pulling out string, lollipops for the babies, and his Franciscan crown, which he rolled in his fingers as if he could take pagan comfort from the rosary beads. So much of the Rosary was about children: the Annunciation, the Visitation, the Nativity. Mary meeting her Son for the first time since His death and Resurrection. Resurrection was her greatest joy, in which Charlie could not share. For him, every Hail Mary would be thank God the man at the train was not Richard.

Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. I want my comfort. I want my morning chat with You, the next best thing to being asleep in bed, and my little bit of bread that says You died for my sins so that I don’t have to. I want my peace that passeth understanding, I want, I want. I don’t want things to change. “Ah, Bert, I’m too old for the grand opera. I’d be glad if your nephew was the Knight Company heir and my niece was married to him. ” 

“That is how it will be,” Gilbert Knight said sadly.

“And why should we be sad about it?”

Above the mantelpiece, softly illuminated, hung a portrait. It looked a little unreal, like most portraits taken from a single photograph. A little boy sat in a tangle of grass in front of a rosebush. The boy’s hand was on the head of a black-and-white mongrel dog, and the dog’s chin lay contentedly on the boy’s knee. Roses out of season stood in a vase underneath the portrait; in the fire’s heat they were giving up their perfume, so that Charlie Adair smelled roses just as he had when he had taken the little boy’s photograph eighteen years ago. For all his words Charlie closed his eyes, stabbed with irreparable loss. God bless you, Richard, forever and ever.

“Do you remember how many people thought they saw him, the first year or two?” Charlie asked. “They were all wrong.” 

“People would write to me, come to me,” Gilbert said. “They’d have pictures that looked like him. They’d bring children.”

“Do you remember the old woman from New Jersey? Bert, she brought the boy she’d adopted all the way up from Montclair to us on the train. She’d dressed him up like he was going to church, all new clothes, and her sitting there with her apron all mends and tatters. Not hugging him, not touching him. She was sure he was ours, you see, because she wanted him as much as the world.”

“But he wasn’t.”

Charlie kept looking up at the picture. His fingers closed round his beads. “Ah, it was as if he was, but she had got him and not us. I don’t know if you remember what you did the rest of that day. The old lady stopped me trackless. I was going back to the hospital, but I never got there. Halfway there, I remember, I went up the nearest church stairs—not even a Catholic church, God forgive me—and spent the whole afternoon putting calluses on my knees, saying St. Francis’ prayer over and over. ‘Lord, make me an instrument of Thy peace . . . help me to love.’ I was shamed by that old girl, she was so full of love. Help me to love, I prayed. Teach me what to do. Help me love so much that nothing else matters.” Charlie smiled. “That night I was down at Boston City, the emergency room, a little girl comes in, kicked by a horse and deaf. Four years old, the poor kid. And three days later, I’m on your doorstep with my hat in my hand asking for a hundred dollars for the family. Four kids there were, three of them deaf. God had children for me when I knew to ask Him.”

Thank God the young man in Switzerland was not Richard. Thank You, Lord God, that You gave me these children. And Bert has Harry, and what would Harry do if Richard were alive? “Bert, you took Harry into your house almost ten years ago. You’ve adopted him. You can’t hold out any longer. You’re not being fair to the boy. Give him your heart.”

Gilbert put down the sherry glass on a spindle-legged old table and bent his shoulders and clasped his hands in a hunching approximation of prayer. He looked as if he were about to be whipped. Suddenly he unclasped his hands and put them flat down on his knees.

“I would lie to God, Charlie, if I prayed that Richard is dead.”

But not I, thought Charlie Adair, saddened. Not I.
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Downstairs the noise hit Perdita like a tidal wave. For guidance she usually depended on her ears and on the locations of furniture and lights. Tonight everything was smothered in greenery, cleared away or moved around; she stood blind in a chaos of colors. She was whirled off the last step of the stairs and into the crowd. Elbows poked at her, somebody jabbed her in the side. 

“Look out! Can’t you see where you’re going?” No, you— She mentally stuffed the words unsaid back into her box of rebellions.

“Why, if it isn’t little Perdita!”

“Good evening, Miss Blackstone,” Perdita sighed.

A huge, warm, powder-smelling shape flashed a lorgnette at her. “Are you going to play the piano for us? I did so enjoy your little recital at Mrs. Beach’s. She says you are quite promising—such praise from a woman of her eminence!” 

To get anyone’s attention with a piano tonight, Perdita would have had to hit them with it.

“Miss Emma, have you seen Harry?”

“Why, child, he is all over.” Miss Blackstone lowered her voice. “I understand he is about to become a young man with very great expectations—?”

“Oh, Miss Emma, I know nothing about that.” Sometimes it paid to be seventeen.

“Oh, of course not, my dear. A girl should never think of such things. But what is wrong with your uncle? Your uncle Charlie, my dear, came rushing in as if he were bringing a bucket to a fire. I hope he is considering his health; he is just back from Europe, and you know one can get such terrible diseases abroad. I do so look forward to hearing everything that he learned on his Tour—will he host a little collazione at the Children’s Clinic, perhaps a photographic slide lecture?”

“The buffet is in the dining room,” Perdita said a little acidly, but Miss Emma Blackstone just cooed and sailed off toward the rear of the house. Perdita hoped everyone who wanted éclairs had already got one. Miss Blackstone hunted éclairs as Teddy Roosevelt shot buffalo, by the hundreds and thousands.

There was a huge roar over the heads of the crowd: Harry’s voice. “Where’s my girl?”

“Oh, Harry!”

He caught her up in a big bear hug. “Pet,” he said, “Pet, this is the happiest night of my life. The thing is I love you. I want to dance. Dance with me.”

She sheltered herself in his arms, molding her movements to his shuffle. Harry laughed. “I dance like a football player, don’t I, Pet?” He did; but it was endearing, like everything about big, blond, athletic Harry. They swayed among the crowded dancers.

“From tonight I am king of England, tsar of all the Russias, sultan of Turkey,” he murmured in her ear. “Rich as Jay Gould, almost, and I deserve it. Just between you and me, Pet, I’m going to head up the Knight companies better than anyone else in the world.”

She hugged him. Up in the library Uncle Charlie and Uncle Gilbert were mourning the boy they really wanted. She kept her arms around him. Harry, how can I protect you? Only by telling you you are loved.

Suddenly, around them people had stopped dancing; shivers rippled through the crowd, stirrings, all in one direction. Under her palms, Harry’s hard muscled back tensed like an animal’s in a storm. The band stopped playing, not all at once but dying away in a fray of instruments. Someone pushed a champagne glass into her hand.

“It is nearly midnight,” Uncle Gilbert’s ready voice fluted above the noise. He sounded so shaky, so sad. “And I would like to propose a toast to Harry—Harry Boulding—who is twenty-one at midnight. And it is my expectation, my hope—” He paused for a very long time and Perdita held her breath. Uncle Charlie said something in an undertone from the same place on the steps. Gilbert finished, like a little child rattling off the end of something only half memorized, “That the company my father founded will, in the fullness of time, be in good hands under Harry.”

That was all there was to the speech. For a moment no one said or did anything, as if they were still trying to work out exactly what Gilbert had said. Then one by one, among Harry’s friends, there was a ragged beginning of cheers for him. Finally everybody started cheering, as if they felt it was the thing to do. “Get up, Harry! Take a bow!” yelled Harry’s friend Joe, who could always be counted on to make a racket. “Hip, hip, hooray! Drink up, everybody!” Perdita touched her lips to the chill, sour wine.

Harry touched her arm. “Do you love me?” Harry asked under his breath.

“Oh, Harry, of course.”

“Nobody cares about me but you. He doesn’t care. You know that.”

He pushed away from her and elbowed his way up the stairs. “Thank you, Uncle Gilbert. That was short but sweet. Now, you guys, quiet down a moment. Joseph, don’t drink it all yet, you pig. I have an announcement that is going to outrun and outhit everything. Pet, come up here.” Someone pushed her forward. She felt the railing of the stairs underneath her hand. “Stand here. I want everybody here to see you. See what a girl I’ve got.” He put his fingers to his lips and blew a loud whistle. “Ladies and gentlemen! Cut it out for a minute! You too, Efnie. I've got something to say.”

The crowd noise quieted to a low buzzing. Perdita, standing on the stairs, could feel their eyes on her.

“You all know that I came here ten years ago. The first person I saw here was this lovely little girl. Well, now I'm older, and this lovely little girl is older—though you wouldn’t think it to look at her.”

“Baby-stealer, Harry!” someone shouted.

“You said it, Turk, I’d better steal her before someone else does. So I’m saying tonight, right here and now, to my lovely girl Perdita: Pet, will you marry me?”

There was a chorus of real cheering, or it was only her blood singing in her ears. You are my true child. She sat right down on the stairs in surprise and put her hands to her mouth. Oh, Harry. Harry her husband, she his wife, and their children; and Uncle Gilbert would truly care for Harry at last.

“Oh Harry,” she said laughing, “thank you!”

Some of the people below burst out laughing, and she supposed it was funny; but she knew they were laughing with her. “What a kid!” Harry breathed into her ear as he kissed her. She felt a little link slip over her finger as Harry held her hand up: engagement ring, she thought, astonished because she was going to be married. It was as if the whole world had changed. She was engaged and she was going to be married to Harry, and he would be her husband. She said the words silently, the round heavy words of married love, and they rolled in her mouth as unfamiliar as rocks or rings.

“You love me,” Harry said. “You love me best of all.”


 

 

 

 

A madman in Boston

 

Chemistry is hypothesis, followed by seeing and touching and measurement. The work of observation is inspiring; if one is good at picking a subject, one will see things that no human being has seen before. But at its worst it is drudgery, and for Reisden it was drudgery for all the winter and spring of 1906.

Reisden’s own work was in muscle contraction, one of the most exciting and most frustrating areas of the field. For a hundred years the motion of muscles had been “understood”— nerves move muscles by stimulating them with small electrical charges. By using Einthoven’s string galvanometer, one could actually observe an electrical charge passing through the nerves and causing contractions in the muscle. But it had only become clear within the past few years that the electrical charge was actually some extremely complex form of electrochemical reaction.

What was its nature? Neural messages did not act like electricity in wires. They were probably a series of discrete chemical reactions, moving much more slowly than electricity in wires or water—electricity in the nervous system of a frog was slower than a racing car. Moreover, at least in frogs, the neuromuscular system was affected by changes in temperature to a degree far greater than could be easily explained by known electrochemical reactions. A frog outside on a frosty day was so inefficient that a few hops would exhaust it for an hour.

Did the cold change the frogs’ usual reactions, or merely slow them down? Reisden hypothesized it only slowed them down. Were they slow enough to make observation of the recovery reaction easier? If so, by mincing the nerves at different stages of the recovery from stimulation, one would get a stop-motion view of the chemical changes that took place during the recovery process. In the winter and spring of 1906, that was what Reisden was doing, studying the formation and breakdown of several cofactor compounds in the nerves of dissected frogs, their temperatures lowered to precise measurements.

He was not an enthusiastic vivisectionist, though he had known researchers who were; it hurt him to kill frogs. When he was well, he accepted doing it; when he found himself getting unbalanced, he usually found himself hating it. That spring, almost constantly, he hated it.

He didn’t know whether it was the difficulty of keeping the temperatures right, or having turned down the Paris job, which he did just after New Year’s. The weather was bad that season. The snow settled in hard over Lausanne, building up in the streets, the slushy grey of soot and horse dung. Reisden’s series of refrigeration experiments finally finished in March, and, though he had more than enough material to talk about, it seemed to him as though he were missing some essential point.

He avoided seeing Louis at all. Louis was going to spend the whole summer over in America, mostly at the Connecticut Agricultural Station but partly with a man in New York, and Reisden had promised to help him with translating the lectures he would deliver there.

Looking for a method, a new angle, means letting one’s imagination loose. Reisden roamed restlessly, spending two uncomfortable days in Paris with Berthet and talking with colleagues and old friends, long lost track of, at a conference in Giessen. But to travel, to visit, had unfortunate meaning of its own: Berthet, Reisden realized, was sounding him again about coming to Paris. He felt like Lazarus risen from the grave, not having meant to do it and finding it frightening. He felt pointless and dangerous to everyone.

Being with so many people turned his nerve ends raw. The conversation had holes in which, very politely of course, no one asked him about either his past or his future. They talked chemistry. It seemed a temporizing, and he felt he had nothing intelligent to say.

And sometimes, over the weeks and months, he thought of the Knights; and then, unusual for such a curious man, he realized he was trying not to think of them.

 

🙚🙚🙚

 

 

Harvard’s Cambridge was a small, comfortable, stodgy town, all red brick and May green: red brick buildings, verdigrised copper cupolas and young ivy, all very pleasant to look at in the height of the American spring. In Maytime in Cambridge, bearded men were sniffing the lilacs, discussing baseball, and packing for summer trips; students were trying to catch up on the semester, or taking long lunches and going for walks on
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