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PART ONE: THE WAITRESS


PROLOGUE

She read the woman in the third row before the lights came up, which was the mistake, though she would not understand that it was the mistake until she was most of the way to the floor.

The show was live. That was the point of it and it was the reason she had said yes, against her own counsel and against Nadira's, who had rung her at the hotel and said four words and hung up. Not this one. Please. She had gone on anyway, because a woman who has spent her life telling the powerful what is already true develops, toward the end, an appetite for saying it where it cannot be edited.

There were three hundred people in the studio and eleven million watching, and a host with good teeth who believed none of it and had booked her because disbelief rates.

—

"They call you a fraud," the host said, warmly. "What do you say to that?"

"I say it's the safest thing a person can call me."

"Safer than what?"

"Than right."

—

He laughed, and the audience laughed, and she looked at the woman in the third row.

She had not meant to. The woman was nobody — a producer, a lawyer, somebody's assembled and unremarkable second-in-command, in a grey suit, with a phone face-down on her knee. But the reading came the way it always came, without being asked, the way you cannot help hearing your own name across a room: the woman was carrying an instruction. She had been sent. There was a sentence she was there to prevent, and a number attached to preventing it, and above the number a name.

The name was the thing the whole country was not allowed to know.

—

"Read me something," said the host. "Live. Right now. Prove it."

And she should have read him. He was a soft target, a man with a mortgage on a house he'd told his wife was paid off, and she could have said a warm true small thing and let the segment close and gone back to the hotel and rung Nadira and said you were right, I won't do it again.

She read the woman in the third row instead.

—

She did it without pointing. She looked at the camera and said what was already true — the name above the number, the instruction, the thing the country was not allowed to know — and she got most of the way through it, four sentences, clean and unhurried, in the voice she used for handing people the truth about themselves.

She reached the fifth sentence.

—

It arrived behind her left eye, which is where they always told her it would come, the old women of the Quarter, the ones who had read until it read them back. You will feel it behind the eye. When you feel it, you have already said too much.

She had felt it behind the eye for thirty years and had learned to spend it like money.

This was not a spend. This was the account, called.

—

The floor came up at an angle.

The host was saying her name. Somewhere a woman in a grey suit had put a phone to her ear and was not watching the stage, which was how she knew, going down, that she had read it correctly, that there had been a name above the number and that the number had just been earned.

There was no pain. That surprised her. She had read a great many deaths off a great many people and had assumed, without examining it, that her own would announce itself. It did not. It was a lessening, an attention going out room by room, and she was aware — this is the part she carried into the dark and out the other side — that she was going to reach the end of the sentence and there was no longer going to be anybody to say it to.

—

And then, at the very end, with the lights going and the account closed and the studio narrowing to a coin of white, she read the last thing she would ever read in that life, and it was the one thing she had never once been able to read in thirty years of reading everything.

There was a man at the back of the studio.

He was not on the crew and not in the audience and she had never learned how he got into rooms he was not on the list for; he had been doing it for eleven years, turning up at the edge of the places she worked, never asking her for anything, which had made him the only quiet in a life of people wanting to be told. She had catalogued him as a habit. She had been fond of him the way you are fond of a chair you always sit in.

He had come out of the dark at the back and he was moving toward the stage, past the cameras, against the crew, with an expression she had seen on other people her whole life and had never once seen aimed at her and so had never, in thirty years, been able to name.

She named it on the floor of a television studio with a coin of white closing over her.

—

Oh, she thought.

That's what that was.

I never read you because I never had to. You were the one room I could stop working in. I thought that was rest.

It was the other thing.

—

She reached the end of the sentence.

There was nobody to say it to.

She said it anyway, or thought she did — the shape of it moved in her, whole and finished and thirty years too late — and the man reached the front of the stage and went down onto the boards beside her and took her face in both his hands, which no one had done in that life, and she looked up at him from the floor and got as far as the first syllable of a thing she had never said to anybody.

Then the coin closed.

—

She would spend a second life finishing the sentence.

She did not know that yet. Nobody knows that yet, on the floor. What she knew, in the last lit instant, was that she had read every person who had ever walked toward her and had been read, in return, by exactly one, and that she had understood it one syllable too late, which is the amount of time by which the important things are always missed.

The man was still holding her face when the account finished closing.

His mouth was making her name.

Not the name the country knew. The other one. The one she'd been born with in a narrow house in the Vieux Carré, that only the dead women of her family had used, that she had not heard aloud in thirty years and would not hear again for the length of a whole life — not until a stranger in a hospital bed, fourteen months into a dark of his own, said it back to her without knowing why he knew it.

But that is the second life.

This is the end of the first.


CHAPTER ONE

She came back the way you surface from deep water, which is to say all at once and with the wrong information, and the first true thing she read was that the man across the table wanted her to be afraid and was not certain that she was.

She read that before she knew her own name.

The name arrived a second later, off the mail on the sideboard and the monogram on his cuff and the particular exhausted quality of the apartment, which was expensive and rented and had not been cleaned by anyone who was paid enough: Sable. Sable Marchetti. Sable Whitlock-Hale, on the mail, which someone in that household still wanted to be true.

The man was her husband.

—

His name came the way the reading always came, without permission and complete: Grant Whitlock-Hale, thirty-four, old money that was mostly gone, which he had spent a great deal of energy arranging for no one to know. There was a specific thing he had done to hide it — a set of transfers, a name that was not his on an account that was — and she read that too, sitting at a kitchen table in a body she had been wearing for approximately eleven seconds, before she had worked out how to breathe in it.

He was mid-sentence. He had been talking for a while.

"—so you can be reasonable about this, or you can find out what it's like when I stop being patient. Those are the options, Sable. That's the whole menu."

—

She said nothing, because she was learning the room.

The body was younger than her last one and tired in a different way — not the deep account-drained cold she knew, but an ordinary human exhaustion, undernourished, three-in-the-morning, the exhaustion of a person who has been losing for a while and has not slept properly in the losing. There was a phone on the table with the screen cracked. There was a folder in front of him with a lawyer's watermark. There was, she registered without yet knowing why it mattered, a single playing card on the table by her hand — no, not a playing card. A tarot card, face down, from a cheap boxed deck, the kind sold in the sort of shop that also sells crystals to tourists.

It was hers. The body's. Sable's.

So that's what they hate you for, she thought, in a body that was not yet fully hers. That's the fraud.

—

"Are you listening to me?"

"Say the options again," she said, and heard the voice come out — lighter than her old one, an actress's voice, trained and then abandoned. "I want to make sure I have them."

Grant Whitlock-Hale looked at her the way you look at a familiar machine that has made an unfamiliar noise.

"Fine," he said. "Slowly, then, for the room. Option one: you sign this"—he touched the folder—"which says the psychic thing was a performance. An act. A character you played for a wellness brand and never represented as real. You apologize, on camera, for any distress caused. It goes away. The clip goes away, the fraud people go away, and you get to keep being a person who can rent an apartment."

"And option two."

"Option two, you don't, and I stop standing between you and a criminal referral, and you find out whether a bankrupt woman with no lawyer enjoys the process." He sat back. "I've been generous. I've been generous for three years. Apologize or go to prison, Sable. Pick one."

—

She looked at him.

She had, in her last life, been threatened by better men than this — men with the actual power to end her, men whose threats came with no menu because they did not need to explain themselves. She had read all of them. She read this one now, all the way down, and what she found at the bottom was not power. It was a man standing on a chair, holding the ceiling up with his hands, telling the room he was tall.

There was the money he'd hidden. There was the name on the account. And there was, under all of it, the thing he had never told anyone — the reason the money was gone, which was not a market and not bad luck but a decision he had made at thirty-one, in a room, that he had spent every day since arranging not to remember.

She read it in the time it took him to reach for his water.

—

"You've given me two," she said. "I pick the third one."

"There's no third—"

She slapped him.

She did it the way the body knew how — Sable had a temper, it turned out, filed in the muscle like a language — open hand, full turn from the shoulder, and it caught him across the cheek with a sound that stopped the apartment. His head went sideways. The water glass went over. The folder with the lawyer's watermark took the water and began, slowly, to buckle.

—

He came back around with his hand to his face and something in his eyes that she read instantly and filed: not rage. Rage she could have used. This was worse for him and better for her. It was the specific fear of a man who has just learned that the machine can reach him.

"You're insane," he said. "You've actually lost it. That clip was real, wasn't it. You believe it."

—

She picked up the card.

The one by her hand, face down, from the cheap boxed deck. She did not need it — she had read him without it, had read him before she knew her own name — but the card was a thing the room understood, a prop, a piece of the fraud he'd built his whole leverage on, and she had learned across one full lifetime that the truth lands hardest when it comes wearing the costume people have already agreed to laugh at.

She turned it over without looking at it and looked at him.

"Thirty-one," she said. "There was a room. You made a decision in it. You've told yourself every day since that it was the only option, and every day since you've known that it wasn't, and the reason you can't sleep on the left side of the bed is that it's the side that faces the door, and some part of you is still waiting for the person you did it to to come through it."

—

Grant Whitlock-Hale went the colour of the water-buckled folder.

"Who told you that," he said, and it was not a question, it was the sound a man makes when the floor he is standing on turns out to be a sheet thrown over a hole.

"Nobody tells me anything," said Sable Marchetti, which was the truest sentence she had said in two lifetimes. "That's the whole problem. That's what they're afraid of."

—

She stood up.

The apartment tilted and she put a hand on the table and waited for the body to agree to be stood up in, and it did, and she found that standing changed the room the way it always changed the room — a woman who has been sitting and taking it, on her feet, redistributes the fear.

"I'm not signing your folder," she said. "I'm not apologizing to anyone. And you're not going to make the referral, because the referral requires you to hand a prosecutor a paper trail, and you are the last man in this city who wants a prosecutor reading a paper trail with your name near it."

—

She watched that land. She watched him understand that she knew — not the shape of it, the fact of it, the thing from the room at thirty-one — and she watched him do the arithmetic that every man like him eventually does, which is to weigh what it would cost to destroy her against what it would cost if destroying her made her talk.

He put the arithmetic away. She saw him do it. It was the only intelligent thing he did in the entire marriage.

"Get out," he said. "This is my apartment."

"It's rented," said Sable, "in a name that isn't yours, for reasons I could also explain to a prosecutor. But yes. I'll go. I was always going to go. You just wanted it to be your idea."

—

She left the card on the table, face up, where he would have to look at it.

She did not look at it herself on the way out and so did not know, until much later, which card the body had left him — did not know that the cheap deck's version of it showed a figure in bed with the covers pulled up and nine blades on the wall above, and that it is the card the old women of the Quarter had called, without sentiment, the one you get the night before you finally admit the thing.

The Nine of Swords.

He would keep it. She did not know that yet either. He would keep it in a drawer for three years and take it out on the nights he faced the door, and it would be the truest thing anyone ever handed him, and it would be handed to him by a woman he had just tried to send to prison, on the last morning she ever spent under his roof.

—

She got as far as the elevator before the nosebleed started.

She had read him three times in eleven minutes — before she had a name, before she could stand, on no food and no sleep in a body that had never done this — and the account, which she had thought she'd left in another life, turned out to have followed her into this one and to keep the same books.

She tipped her head back against the elevator wall and pinched the bridge of her nose and read, in the ceiling light, the only thing she could not read on purpose and would spend a whole second life failing to see:

herself.

Nothing came. It never did.

"Right," she said, out loud, to an empty elevator, in a voice that was learning to be hers. "Same as before."

The doors opened on a lobby she had never seen, in a city she had died in, in a life she had not asked for, with a father in a hospital and a mother going under and a brother who still thought she could fix things, eleven hundred thousand dollars in the wrong direction and not one person in the world who knew what she was.

She wiped her nose, and squared the body's tired shoulders, and went to work.


CHAPTER TWO

The apartment she could afford was in the part of Queens where the trains run above the street, and she moved into it with four boxes and a body that ached in the mornings, and on the third day her brother came to help her carry a mattress up three flights and she read him by accident and had to go into the bathroom and run the tap.

His name was Cass. He was seventeen. He was the reason.

—

She had assembled the situation over the first forty-eight hours the way she assembled everything, from the evidence, because Sable's memories were present but thin — a house someone else had furnished, where she knew which drawer held the spoons but not why the good ones were missing.

What the evidence gave her:

A father, Vincent Marchetti, in a long-term care facility in Elmhurst, in a persistent vegetative state, eleven months after a fall from a ladder that the family had never fully explained to itself because the ladder had been checked and the light had been good and Vincent Marchetti had been on ladders his whole working life.

A mother, Joan, who had been a court stenographer and was now a person who visited a facility and came home and did not take her coat off for a while.

A brother, Cass, seventeen, a senior, sharp in the way that does not survive contact with a bad year unless somebody spends themselves keeping it alive.

And a number. One million, one hundred thousand dollars and change, assembled out of medical bills and a film production that had attached Sable's name to a budget she never saw and then dissolved, leaving the name attached to the debt the way a coat is left on a hook.

—

"You're being weird," Cass said, on the third day, over the mattress.

"I'm always weird."

"No, you're—" He set his end down on the landing and looked at her. "You used to be weird like you were nervous. Now you're weird like you already know how it ends."

She looked at her brother.

He had said it lightly, the way seventeen says the truest things, on the way to something else, and he had put his finger exactly on the join — on the seam between the woman who had lived in this body and the one who had come to finish a sentence in it.

"I've had a hard month," she said.

"Yeah," said Cass. "That's the other thing. You keep saying stuff like it's the answer and it isn't the answer."

—

That night she read him.

She did not mean to. He was asleep on her couch because it was late and the trains had stopped being pleasant, and she came out for water and he was there in the light from the street, one arm off the side, seventeen years old, and the reading came the way it came, uninvited, complete.

She read that he was going to be all right.

Not easily. Not soon. But there was a shape in him that the year had not broken, and she read it the way you read good weather coming — a long way off, unearned, a fact about the world.

And then, because she was tired and had not eaten and the account keeps the same books in any life, she read the rest of it: the exact cost of keeping that shape intact, the years of it, the specific ways she was going to have to spend herself, and one thing further out, past the good weather, that she should not have looked at and could not unsee.

—

The nosebleed came at the sink.

She caught it in a dish towel and stood in her own dark kitchen with her head back, and when she brought it level again Cass was awake and sitting up and looking at her with the particular horror of a child who has caught a parent being mortal.

"What's wrong with you?" he said. "Sable. Your face just went — you went somewhere. Your eyes were open and you weren't in them."

—

She could have lied. She was good at lying; she had lied to more dangerous people than a frightened seventeen-year-old.

But she looked at her brother in the streetlight, in a life she had been in for six days, and read that the cost of the lie would be higher than the cost of the truth, because the lie would teach him to stop asking, and a boy who stops asking is a boy you have already begun to lose.

"I get tired in a way that shows," she said. "When I've been thinking too hard about something true. It looks worse than it is. I'm not sick."

"That's not a real answer."

"No. It's the realest one I've got, and you're going to have to let it be enough for a while, because the alternative is I make something up and you believe it, and then we've both got a thing that isn't true living in the house with us."

—

Cass sat with that.

He was seventeen and he had spent eleven months in a house where the true things were the ones nobody said, and his sister had just handed him the shape of a secret without the secret, and told him it was a placeholder, and told him she wasn't going to pretend it was nothing.

"Okay," he said, finally. "But you'd tell me if you were dying."

—

She read the question under the question, which was: are you going to leave me too.

"I'm not dying," she said. "I did that already. I'm doing the other thing now."

"What's the other thing?"

"Paying for the ladder," said Sable, and did not explain it, and Cass — who thought she meant the debt, and would not learn for two years that she had read something in the word ladder the night she moved in, and had gone into the bathroom and run the tap over that too — let it go, and lay back down, and was asleep again in the way that seventeen can be, four minutes after seeing something it will remember for the rest of its life.

—

In the morning she took the first job she could get, which was a banquet-service position at a hotel in Midtown that the State Department used for visiting dignitaries, because it paid in cash the same week and asked no questions about a name attached to a dissolved film.

She put on the black uniform and pinned up her hair.

In the staff bathroom mirror was a thirty-one-year-old actress that the internet hated, in the body of a seer that nobody living knew existed, holding a tray.

Two lifetimes, she thought, reading the powerful, and I have come back to carry their plates.

—

Then she read the thought again, the way Nadira had taught her to read her own resentments, which was the one reading she was allowed to do on herself because it wasn't sight, it was honesty.

No, she corrected. Not carry their plates.

Stand in every room they have, holding a tray, while they say things in front of the help that they would never say in front of a peer.

There is no better seat in this city than the one they don't know you're in.

She tied the apron, and picked up the tray, and went out to read the room.


CHAPTER THREE

Nadira Okonkwo-Bell found her, which was the correct order of things, because you do not find a woman like Nadira; she decides you are ready and arrives.

She arrived on a Sunday, at the Queens apartment, with a cake in a box and no explanation, a woman in her sixties in a good coat with a face like a shut ledger, and she sat down at Sable's kitchen table and looked at her across it for the length of time it takes water to boil, and then she said:

"So it's you again. In there."

—

Sable put the kettle down.

In her last life she had known this woman — not this woman, but her kind, the last of the Vieux Carré circle, the ones who had read until it read them back and had lived anyway, into their eighties, into their nineties, on the far side of a bargain most people did not survive. Nadira was the youngest of them and had left New Orleans at forty and come north and told no one what she was, and had spent thirty years being an ordinary retired woman in a good coat, which is the hardest disguise there is.

"You knew my family," Sable said.

"I knew the Marchettis. I read beside your great-aunt for eleven years and I buried her, and there was a girl at that funeral, a real one, the kind that comes once in three generations, and she went off to be famous for it instead of quiet, and I told her she'd pay and she did." Nadira set the cake box on the table. "And now she's dead, and there's a bankrupt actress at this table reading me like a bill she's already decided not to pay. So." She folded her hands. "It's you again. In there."

—

"How did you know."

"Because Sable Marchetti couldn't read a menu," said Nadira. "Sweet girl. Nothing behind the eyes but weather. And she's been gone since the tenth, hasn't she — since the night that woman died on television — and something else has been wearing her since, something that reads a stranger's coat and knows what he paid for it." She looked at Sable steadily. "I don't know how. I've never seen it. But I know what the inside of a real one looks like from across a table, and I'm looking at it, and it's driving a car that isn't its own."

—

Sable made the tea.

She did it to have a reason not to speak, and Nadira let her, which was the first kindness, because a woman who lets you make tea instead of answering is a woman who understands that some questions are load-bearing.

"I don't know how either," Sable said, finally. "I read one thing too many, on a live show, and I felt the account close, and then I was here. In her. On the worst morning of her life. I don't know if I'm her soul or my soul or a mistake. I know I remember thirty years of reading and I know she remembers where the spoons go, and I know the two of us are not going to be sorted out in this kitchen."

"No," agreed Nadira. "You won't be. Stop trying. That's the first thing."

—

"What's the second thing."

Nadira Okonkwo-Bell poured her own tea, which she took without milk, and drank some, and put the cup down, and said the thing she had come across a borough on a Sunday to say.

"You already know the rules of the sight," she said. "You've had thirty years of it. You know the cost, you know the account, you know it takes something every time and you know it took everything in the end. I can't teach you the sight. Nobody could ever teach you the sight; that's not what we do. We don't teach you to see. We teach you when to shut your eyes."

—

"I know when to—"

"You don't. You died of not knowing. You read a thing on a television that any old woman in the Quarter would have swallowed rather than say, and you said it, because you'd got to the age where being right was worth more to you than being alive, and that is the specific way the gift kills the ones it doesn't kill young." Nadira did not soften it. "So no. You don't know when to shut your eyes. You know how not to. Different muscle."

—

Sable sat with that, in a body six days old, across from the only person in two lifetimes who had spoken to her without wanting to be read.

"Teach me the muscle," she said.

—

"Three rules. You'll break all three. I'm telling you anyway so that when you break them you'll at least know which one." Nadira held up a finger. "One. You read to protect or you read for a price. Nothing in between. The in-between is where it gets you — the little free readings, the ones you do because you can, because it's easy, because someone's rude to you in a line. Every one of those is the account, and the account doesn't know the difference between a stranger in a line and a truth on a television. It just bills you."

Second finger.

"Two. You never read the ones you love for free. You especially don't read them to feel better. You read your brother once, didn't you — I can see it on you — and you saw past the good part into the far part, and you've been carrying it since. That's the tax on love. The sight will always show you the far part if you look at the people you can't bear to lose. Don't look. Protect them with the near part and leave the far part alone. The far part isn't yours. It isn't even theirs yet."

—

Sable's tea had gone cold.

"And the third rule," she said.

Nadira Okonkwo-Bell looked at her across a kitchen table in Queens for a moment, and this one she said gently, which was how Sable knew it was the one that mattered.

"You cannot read yourself," she said. "You've always known that. Every one of us has a blind spot where our own face should be, and it's not a flaw, it's the mercy — a woman who could read her own death would never get out of bed. But here is the part they don't tell you until you're old, and I'm going to tell you now because you haven't got time to learn it slow."

She leaned in.

"A reading you give for yourself is the one lie you'll always believe. When the day comes that you can't stand not knowing — about your own life, your own heart, the one thing you'd give the sight itself to see — you'll do it. You'll turn the cards on yourself. And something will come. It always comes. And it will be a lie, because it has to be, because you can't see yourself true, and you will believe it completely, because it came from the one source you've spent two lifetimes trusting."

—

"So what do I do," said Sable, "when I have to know something about myself."

"You let somebody else read you."

"There's nobody who can."

"There will be," said Nadira. "There's always one. In every life there's exactly one person the sight goes quiet around — one room you can stop working in. You'll think it's rest."

—

Sable Marchetti set her cold tea down very carefully, because her hands had done something, and looked at the old woman across the table, and did not say there was a man at the back of the studio, and did not say I named it one syllable too late, and did not say I think I already met him and I think I already lost him and I think that's the sentence I came back to finish.

Nadira read none of it, because Nadira was not that kind, and would not have looked if she were.

"When you find him," the old woman said, standing, gathering her good coat, "you'll want to read him. To be sure. You'll want it more than you've ever wanted anything, because you've never in two lives been sure of a single person including yourself. Don't."

"Why not?"

"Because the not-reading is the gift," said Nadira Okonkwo-Bell. "It's the only one you'll ever get. Everybody else, you'll always know. Him, you'll have to be told. Like a normal woman. Like your mother. Like the ones who never had the sight and never missed it." She picked up her empty cake box, which Sable only now understood had never had a cake in it, had been the pretext, the thing an old woman carries so that a visit looks like a visit. "That's the whole of what I came to say. Eat something. You're reading on no food and it shows."

—

At the door she stopped.

"Your great-aunt asked me once," she said, "near the end, what the sight was for, since it couldn't save the ones who had it. And I told her I didn't know. I was younger then. I know now."

"What's it for."

"It's so that the powerful can't lie to the rest of us unopposed," said Nadira. "That's all. That's the whole of it. It's not a gift and it's not a curse and it's not for you. It's a check. You're a check on people who have never been checked. They'll hate you for it and they'll need you for it and both of those are correct." She opened the door onto the elevated train and the grey afternoon. "Now go carry your trays. You're exactly where you're supposed to be. Nobody ever believes that part."

And she went, and Sable Marchetti stood in a doorway in Queens with an empty cake box's worth of understanding, and did not read the old woman going down the stairs, because it was the first rule, and she was, for one afternoon, going to keep it.


CHAPTER FOUR

The soup was oxtail consommé and it was going cold on her tray because a man on the eleventh floor had lost something, and Sable Marchetti had been standing in the service corridor for ninety seconds knowing exactly who took it.

—

She had been carrying trays at that hotel for two weeks.

It was a State Department house — not owned by them, used by them, the place they put foreign dignitaries when the visit needed to go well and be unremarkable. The staff knew the shape of those weeks: extra security in the lobby who did not know where anything was, a floor blocked off, and, downstairs, a dinner for sixty that had to look effortless.

The Dane was called Adelsten. He was about seventy and he was a count, which the banquet manager had said four times in the briefing in a way that suggested he had looked it up. He had a face like a good horse and he had thanked Sable for the bread, in English, using the word please, which is rarer at that altitude than people think.

He wore the sapphire on a chain under his shirt. She had seen the chain when he leaned forward for the soup — just the chain, the stone itself down inside the collar — and had not thought anything about it, because a chain is a chain, and because at that point in the evening she had been on her feet for six hours.

—

At twenty past ten the building changed.

That is the only way to describe it and everyone who works in hotels knows it: an alteration in the air pressure of the place, a specific quality of people moving faster while trying to look like they are not. Two of the lobby security went past the service door at a walk that was almost a run. The floor manager took a phone call and put a hand flat on the wall.

Sable came out of the kitchen with the soup for the second seating and stopped in the corridor because the corridor was full of people who should not have been in it.

"What's happened," she said, to a bellman she knew slightly, a kid called Reyes who worked doubles.

"Eleven," he said. "Something's gone missing off eleven. They're locking the floor."

—

And it came.

She had been in this life eleven days. She was not yet used to how it arrived — the sight had been a thirty-year habit in a body that no longer existed, and in this one it still landed like something thrown at her.

It came in the time it took Reyes to say the word eleven, and it came complete.

It was not taken from the safe. The thing in the safe was already glass when he put it in.

She put the tray down on the service ledge because her hands had gone unreliable.

—

The rest arrived in pieces over about four seconds, the way it does, each piece dragging the next one behind it.

That the count had not been robbed tonight. That he had been robbed weeks ago, quietly, by somebody with enough access to take the stone to a man who makes copies and enough standing to put the copy back without anyone checking. That the guarded suite and the defeated safe were theatre — an expensive, careful piece of theatre, built so that the theft would happen here, tonight, in America, in a room with a federal agency's fingerprints on the guest list, and so that it could never have happened in Copenhagen, in a house, at the hands of a man the count would have defended with his life.

And then the face.

—

The face was the secretary.

She had seen him all week. A man of about forty who carried the count's coat and stood four feet behind his left shoulder at every function and had, on Tuesday, sent back a plate of something because the count could not eat shellfish and had not wanted to make a fuss about it himself.

He was, Sable read, standing in the corridor with a tray of cooling soup, ruining himself to save his daughter.

There was a hole in the family accounts. Three years of it, small at first. There was a girl of nineteen in a clinic outside Copenhagen and a number attached to keeping her there, and the number had outrun a secretary's salary in year two, and he had started taking it from the estate because the estate would not notice, and then the estate had noticed, and there was an audit coming in March.

One three-hundred-year-old stone covered all of it. The hole, the audit, the clinic, the rest of the girl's life.

—

That is the tax, and nobody warns you about it.

Everyone imagines the gift as knowing who did it. Nobody imagines that you also get why, in full, with the daughter in it, and that you have to stand in a service corridor holding somebody's soup and understand a thief completely, in the same instant you identify him.

Sable stood there and understood a man she had spoken eleven words to in two weeks.

Then she picked up the tray and took the soup out, because there were sixty people downstairs and the second course was already late.

—

She worked the rest of the shift.

That is the part she thinks about, years later, when people ask what it is like: not the reading. The four hours after the reading. Clearing plates. Refilling water for a table of undersecretaries who did not yet know that anything had happened two floors above them. Being asked twice for more bread. Saying of course, sir.

With the entire answer sitting in her, unsayable.

—

Because there was no version of it she could say.

She ran it on the train home, over the street, at one in the morning, and it came apart every way she turned it.

I'd like to report that the count's private secretary took the sapphire in Denmark three weeks ago and replaced it with paste.

— And how do you know that, ma'am?

That was the whole of it. That was the second life arriving early, in miniature, on a Thursday: she had come back able to read anyone, into a body that nobody would believe about anything. A bankrupt actress with a viral clip and a fraud allegation, telling federal agents that a European nobleman's trusted man of eleven years was a thief, on the strength of having walked past a service elevator.

They would not arrest the secretary. They would look her up.

—

She did not sleep. She lay in the Queens apartment with the trains going over and turned it, and at about three in the morning she found the thing that would become her whole working life, and she found it the way you find things at three in the morning, which is to say it arrived as a sentence and she said it out loud to an empty room.

"I can't tell them I read it."

The room said nothing.

"But I can tell them I noticed."

—

She sat up and turned the light on.

Because it was there — it was all there, and she had been looking at the wrong half of it. The reading was the answer. But an answer has a body, a worldly one, made of times and objects and the ordinary sort of evidence that federal agents are trained to trust, and the body had been sitting in front of her the entire two weeks she had been carrying trays through that building.

She knew which staff entrance the count's party used, because she had been made to wait at it.

She knew the eleventh-floor hallway camera had a gap by the service alcove, because every single person who worked that floor knew it and no guest was ever told.

She knew what the count's secretary had done on Tuesday about the shellfish, which meant she knew he handled the small things, which meant he handled the safe.

And she knew — because Sable Marchetti had done a season on a jewellery-shopping channel in another decade, and the body remembered what the mind had not chosen — what a good paste stone looks like under service-corridor light, and how long a copy of that quality takes to commission.

None of it was the sight. All of it was true.

—

She wrote it out longhand at four in the morning, on the back of an envelope, in the order a careful person would find it in.

Not the answer. The route to the answer.

—

In the morning she did not go to the police, because a waitress who goes to the police is a waitress with a theory, and a waitress with a theory is a joke in a file.

She went to work.

She put on the black uniform and pinned up her hair and stood in front of the staff bathroom mirror





