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Chapter One

The quarter closed clean at half past nine, and no one but Isabeau would ever know she had been the one to close it.

She set down her pen and looked at the two columns she had spent since dawn bringing into agreement. The autumn receipts of Vandemere and Roon ran down the left of the page in her small upright hand, every consignment of steel plate and every hull-share and every freighting fee her father had ever quarreled a man down to, and they balanced now against the right to the last dollar. Forty-one thousand and some odd hundreds of clear profit over the summer, in a year that had frightened lesser houses off the water entirely. She had found the error too, the one that had thrown the whole sheet out by nine hundred dollars for three days running while three grown men at the board table shrugged and blamed the coast office. A freight credit posted twice. A boy could have caught it. None of them had.

She blotted the page and kept her face still. There was no one in the counting room to smile at.

It was a narrow room at the back of the firm's offices, low-ceilinged and smelling of ink and cold stove and the river two streets over, and it was hers in every way but the one that counted. The high desk was worn to a shine where her forearms rested. The account books stood in their brown ranks along the shelf, the whole living body of the fortune her father had made, and she knew every figure in them as surely as other women her age knew the figures of a dance. She had taught herself the firm out of these shelves at fifteen, standing on a stool nobody thought to take away, and never once in nine years had she been asked to sit at the long table down the hall where the decisions were made out loud.

Down the hall, at this hour, her brother Warrick would be presenting the quarter.

She could hear the shape of it through two walls, the low easy roll of men agreeing with a man. Warrick would have the fair copy she had made him, the numbers set out plain, and he would read them as though they had come to him overnight, and old Roon would nod and the junior partners would nod, and by noon the story of the good summer would belong entirely to the son. She had priced that arrangement out long ago. What it cost her was everything. What it cost the firm was the difference between a man who could read a balance and a woman who could read the future in one, and the firm paid that difference gladly, every quarter, because the order of things held that a daughter closed the books in the back and a son announced them in the front.

She capped her ink. The unfairness of it had stopped being sharp years ago and settled into something steadier and colder, a debt the world owed her that the world had no intention of paying. She had learned to carry it as she carried the account books, upright, without spilling.

A clerk put his head around the door, a soft narrow boy named Ackworth who was terrified of her and could not say why.

"Miss Vandemere. Your mother's man is downstairs. The carriage is to take you up to the house."

"I am not finished."

"He said now, miss. He said Mrs. Vandemere was very particular that it be now."

Of course she was. Isabeau looked once more at her closed quarter, forty-one thousand dollars her family would spend without ever asking where it came from, and she rose and reached for her coat. When Ottiline was very particular about the hour, it meant she had finished planning something and now required only a body to arrange it around. Isabeau had a fair idea whose body.

❦

Marrenhall in the morning light was a thing built to be arrived at.

The carriage turned in off Vellacourt Row and the white front of it came up over the bare autumn trees, all imported marble and glass, a great pale block of a house raised in a single lifetime to look as though it had always stood there. It did not look as though it had always stood there. It looked new, gleamingly, expensively new, the way a coin looks new, and Isabeau had heard the older families say the word behind their gloves often enough to feel it now in her own chest as the horses slowed. Her father had spent a fortune to buy the appearance of not having had to spend a fortune, and he had bought it a little too well and a little too much, and every stone of it announced the exact thing it was meant to hide.

She priced the entrance hall as she crossed it, out of the habit that was half armor. The marble stair alone had cost more than the coast office earned in a year. The pictures marching up the wall beside it, gilt frame after gilt frame, her father's famous hoard of art, bought by the crate to prove a point, ran to a sum she preferred not to total, because the total was an embarrassment even to her, and she was the one Vandemere who felt no embarrassment about money. Money she understood. Money was honest. It was only what her family kept trying to turn money into that shamed her, this whole marble reach for a welcome that would not come no matter how high the ceilings went.

Her mother received her in the morning room, which faced east and was warmer than the rest of the house and was where Ottiline did her real work.

Ottiline Vandemere was fifty-three and looked, that morning, like a woman who had already won an argument no one else knew they were having. She sat very straight in gray silk with the light behind her, a cup of chocolate untouched at her elbow, and she watched her daughter come in with the particular fond attention she gave to assets she valued highly.

"You look tired," Ottiline said. "You have been at those account books since it was dark."

"The quarter closed well."

"I have no doubt. Sit down, Isabeau, I want to talk to you about the season and I want you to listen to all of it before you begin doing sums at me."

Isabeau sat. She folded her hands and waited, and under the waiting she was already tallying, because a summons at this hour in this room could mean only one line of business, and she had known it was coming as she knew a payment was coming due, by the date on the calendar.

"You are twenty-four," her mother began, "and you are the cleverest person this family has produced, and I include your father in that, and I say it to your face because it is true and because I am about to ask something of you that only a clever person could carry off." Ottiline turned her cup a quarter turn and did not drink from it. "We have money, Isabeau. We have a great deal of money. Your father saw to that, and heaven knows he saw to little else that a family needs. What we do not have, what he could not buy for us though he tried and this house is what the trying looks like, is a name. A welcome. The one thing in this city that is not for sale, and it is not for sale precisely because everyone knows we would buy it if it were."

"I know all of this," Isabeau said. "I have known it since I was twelve."

"Then you know the rest of it too, and you are only making me say it so that I am the one who said it and not you." Her mother's eyes held no unkindness. That was the difficulty of Ottiline, that she was never unkind, that everything she did she did as a fierce held-open door. "There is one currency that trades money for a name. It has always been the same currency. A good marriage, made between a house with the coin and a house with the standing, each holding its nose and both walking away richer for it. Your brother is a son and cannot spend himself that way, the market does not want him, it wants a daughter. And you are the daughter I have who could stand up in the oldest drawing room in the city and not put a foot wrong, because you understand exactly what everyone in that room is worth and you have the wit to never once let them see you know it."

There it was. Isabeau felt the trap close, not with a slam but with the small precise click of a thing made to fit.

She kept her hands folded. She kept her face the careful blank she had built for the board table she was never allowed to sit at. But inside, in the place where the arithmetic lived, a figure had come up that she could not make balance, and she turned it over and turned it over and it would not resolve. Her whole worth to this family, everything she was, the eye for a balance and the head for the firm and the nine years of standing on a stool nobody moved, and against all of that her mother had set a single number, the value of an old name married in, and the old name won. It always won. She had priced her own future without meaning to and found that in the account of the Vandemeres she was not the clerk who closed the quarter. She was the quarter. She was the sum to be spent.

"You have someone in mind," she said, and was pleased that her voice came out even.

"I have Lord Merrick Ansley in mind," Ottiline said. "A very old name, a very thin purse, and a man sensible enough to know he needs what we have and gracious enough not to make you feel the exchange too keenly. You will meet him this season. You will be seen with him this season. And if it goes as it should, and I intend that it should, the thing will be understood by the deep of winter and settled before we go up to Marchcliff in June." She said it as she said everything, as a campaign already half-fought and certain to be won, and she reached at last for her chocolate as though the matter were closed. "I am not asking you to feel anything, Isabeau. Feeling is not the instrument here. I am asking you to be clever, which you cannot help being, in the direction that saves this family. Your father built the money. You will build the name. It is the larger work of the two and only you can do it."

Only you can do it. Her mother knew where to press, that was the terrible skill of her, she always knew the one figure that would not let you walk away, and she had found it now. The larger work. As though being sold well were an achievement of the mind.

"And the firm," Isabeau said. Quietly. She had not meant to say it at all. "I close its quarters. I found nine hundred dollars this week that four men had lost. If I understand the money better than anyone at that table, and I do, then the larger work is downtown, at the desk, not in a drawing room being agreed upon by a man with a title and no coat to his back."

Something crossed her mother's face then, and it was not anger, which Isabeau could have fought. It was tenderness, which she could not.

"I know what you are, my darling," Ottiline said, very gently. "I have always known. It is the great waste of my life that the world was not built to have any use for it. But it was not built that way, and I cannot rebuild it, and I will not watch you break yourself against it when there is a door standing open. A woman does not run Vandemere and Roon. A woman marries so well that her sons do." She set the cup down. "That is the whole of the market, and I did not make it, and I am too old to pretend to you that it is fair. I am only old enough to have learned that a person who insists on being paid what she is worth, in a market that will not pay it, goes unpaid her entire life. So we take the price the market offers. And the price it offers you is very high."

The season had a deadline now. Isabeau could feel it settling over the coming months like weather, the balls and the calls and the winter of being looked at, all of it running down to a date in the deep of the year when a thing would be understood, and past that to June, when it would be settled, and her mother had laid the whole calendar out as calmly as a shipping schedule. There was one comfort in it and it was a cold one. She had spent her life learning to read exactly this kind of instrument, the sum that closes on a fixed day whether you are ready or not. She knew precisely how much time she had.

What she did not have, and had never had, and was only now, in the warm east-facing room, admitting she wanted, was any account in the world in which she came out of this as herself.

"There is one more thing," her mother said, rising, the audience over. "Before the season begins in earnest, the house must be made to look as it should, and that means the pictures. Your father bought a great deal of art, Isabeau, and a great deal of it is dreadful, and every old family that steps through this door on the first of October will know to the crate which of it was chosen by an eye and which by a check. I have engaged a man to catalog it all and quietly sell down the worst before anyone tasteful sees it. An appraiser, from one of the auction houses. He will need someone who knows what each piece cost us and where the papers are, and that is you, because you are the only one who knows and the only one I would trust in the same room as the family's money." She smoothed her gray silk. "You will find him tiresome, I expect. Trade usually is. But he comes well spoken of and his eye is said to be honest, and honesty in a man who is about to handle several hundred thousand dollars of our pictures is worth putting up with a great deal for."

Isabeau stood too. She had come into this room a woman who closed the family's books in a back office no one would name as hers, and she was leaving it a woman with a title being fitted to her like a gown and a stranger being sent to appraise her father's whole failed reach for the world. Two errands. Her mother thought of them as two errands.

"When does he come," she asked.

"Thursday. He will start in the long gallery, where the worst of it is." Ottiline paused at the door, and for one moment the general in her went quiet and only the mother stood there, looking at the daughter she loved too well to spare. "It is not a punishment, Isabeau. I am not punishing you for being what you are. I am trying, in the only currency the world accepts, to buy you a life it will actually let you have. One day you will see that it was the kindest sum I ever paid on your behalf."

Then she was gone, and the door closed, and Isabeau stood alone in the warm room among the cold marble with the whole season laid out in front of her like a balance she had not been permitted to draw up herself.

She crossed to the window. Below, on Vellacourt Row, the carriages were already moving, old families and new, the counted and the counting, and she watched them and did the only thing she knew to do with a feeling she could not spend. She priced it out. The name her marriage would buy, set against the woman it would cost. The larger work of the two, her mother had called it, and Isabeau stood at the glass and knew with the cold clean certainty of a sum that closes that her mother was wrong, that it was not the larger work, it was only the more expensive, and that somewhere in the house below her a thousand of her father's overreaching pictures waited in the dark of the long gallery for a stranger's honest eye.

Thursday, then. She found, to her own surprise, that she was curious about the man. An honest eye was a rare enough thing in that house. She wondered how long his would stay honest, with several hundred thousand dollars of Vandemere pictures under it and a Vandemere daughter standing beside him counting.

She went down to find her coat. She had a quarter to reopen. Somebody, after all, had to know what everything was worth.


Chapter Two

The Ravell landscape was a fake, and the man who wanted to buy it had brought his wife along to admire it, which made the whole thing worse.

Julian stood at the front of his own gallery with his hands behind his back and watched the couple lean in toward the canvas, and he did the sum he always did, the one that had kept a roof over him for eleven years. What the picture was. What it was priced at. The gap between. The Ravell was a river scene, cows at a ford, gold light coming through elms, and it was a good imitation of a dead man's hand done perhaps thirty years after the dead man was cold, and it would hang on a wall in a house in a town two hundred miles from anyone who could tell, and the Harmsworth couple would be happy with it for the rest of their lives. He could sell it to them in four sentences. He knew exactly which four.

He said none of them.

"It's a fine piece of work," he said instead, "and it is not a Ravell. It is after Ravell, by a good hand, and I would price it as that, which is a third of what the tag says."

Mr. Harmsworth straightened. His wife's face did a small complicated thing, disappointment and relief both, the relief winning. They had wanted the name more than the picture. Everyone always wanted the name more than the picture.

"You're a strange sort of merchant," Harmsworth said, "talking a man down off your own wall."

"I'm an honest one. It costs me on days like this."

They bought it in the end, after the wife decided that a real thing she liked was worth more than a false thing she could boast of, which made her rarer than she knew. Julian wrote up the sale and took their money and saw them out into the grey October street with the picture wrapped in brown paper under Harmsworth's arm, and when the door had shut and the bell over it had stilled, he stood alone in the middle of Casque and Sons and let himself feel, for exactly as long as he allowed himself such things, the thinness of the day's takings against the fatness of the month's bills.

Casque and Sons. There had never been any sons. His father had painted the name on the window in the year Julian was born, before there was a shop worth the name and a good while before there was a Julian old enough to be a son in the business, and the plural had been a hope, a man announcing a dynasty into an empty room the way a poor man names a horse. His father had died with the shop mortgaged to the frame and the hope unpaid, and Julian had spent his twenties turning the lie in the window slowly, quarter by quarter, into something nearer the truth, one honest sale at a time. Casque and Son, near enough. It had been near enough for a while.

It was not near enough now.

He went back through to the office, where the real state of things lived, and he had no need to open the order book to know what it said because he had read it that morning and it did not improve by being read twice. Three consignments where there should have been nine. A society that bought its art now from the two big rooms uptown, the ones with the marble counters and the auctioneers who wore evening dress at eleven in the morning, and no longer troubled to come down to a narrow shop with a good eye behind the counter and a dead man's name on the glass. He was one bad season from the wall. He had been telling himself one bad season from the wall for two seasons, which meant the wall was closer than the phrase let on. A man could grow used to the edge of a thing. That was the danger of it, the edge stopped feeling like an edge and started feeling like the floor.

He was still standing over the closed book when the boy brought the card in.

❦

It was a good card. He knew good card stock the way he knew everything, by the hand, and this had weight to it and a rag content that cost, and the printing was engraved and not stamped, you could feel the letters standing up under a fingertip like something braille and expensive. The name on it he had heard before. Everyone in the city had heard it before. That was the whole trouble with it, that everyone had heard it, and half of them said it with a curl at the corner of the mouth.

Mrs. Augustus Vandemere. Marrenhall, Vellacourt Row.

Under the engraving, in a hand he would come to know very well and did not yet, a single line in dark upright ink asking Mr. Casque to call on Thursday next regarding the appraisal and disposal of a private collection.

Julian turned the card over. The back was blank, as the backs of good cards are, and he stood holding it and felt two things arrive in him at once, in the order they always arrived, the want first and the resentment a half-second behind it, close as a man and his shadow.

The want was simple. A private collection at Marrenhall meant the Vandemere hoard, and the Vandemere hoard was the joke of the city and the largest single body of pictures in private hands north of nowhere, hundreds of canvases the old man had bought by the crate to prove that money could stand in for an eye. Half of it would be dreadful. He knew that before he had seen a frame of it, knew it the way he knew the Harmsworths wanted a name, because a man who buys pictures by the yard to make a point buys the way a point is made, loudly and badly. But the other half. In a heap that size, bought that greedily, there would be things the old man had swept up by accident and never looked at twice, real things, right things, sitting in the dark of some marble gallery under a gilt frame three sizes too grand for them, waiting for an eye. And the commission to sort the one from the other, to catalog the whole reach of it and quietly sell down the worst before the season, that was no consignment. That was a year's living. That was the wall pushed back so far he would not be able to see it.

That was the want. He let himself have it for a moment, standing in the cold office with the card in his hand, the pure clean want of a drowning man shown a rope.

Then the other thing came.

Because he knew the house too. Not the inside of it, he had never once been asked inside a house like that in his life, but the kind of it, and the kind of it he knew to the bone. He knew exactly what he would be at Marrenhall and exactly which door they would send him to. He had spent eleven years being useful to people who kept themselves apart from the useful. They wanted his eye and did not want him, and they had a genius, the very old families and the very new both, for making a man feel the difference in a hundred small unpunishable ways, the servant sent to fetch him, the tradesman's entrance round the side, the tea that was never offered, the coin pressed into his hand at the end as if his whole skilled honest sight were a thing you tipped. It had taught him young the only rule that had ever held him up. Want what you can earn. Nothing else. Not the ease of them, not the front door, not the way they moved through the world as if the world had been built for them to move through, because it had been, and wanting a thing built for someone else was how a man wore himself out. He kept his wanting behind a plain load-bearing wall of himself, and he lived there, and it held.

Marrenhall would test it. He knew that too. A house so new and so rich would carry the very worst of the manners, the anxious cruelty of people not yet sure enough of their own name to be careless with anyone else's.

He had been in a marble house once, years back, a Quessenberry on the west side, sent up the servants' stair with his glass to authenticate a pair of Dutch flower pieces the son had inherited and hoped were worth a fortune. They were worth a good deal less than he had hoped, and Julian had said so, plainly and kindly, and the young man had looked at him the way you look at a clock that has told you a time you would rather not know. Then a footman had shown Julian down, and in the hall a girl of the family, ten years old at most, had asked her governess in a carrying whisper why the picture man was allowed to come in the front today, and the governess had hushed her, and everyone in the hall had understood the correction and no one had needed to say it. He had been twenty-two. He had walked the whole way home working out, coldly, what it would cost a man to never once feel that again, and had arrived at the answer that it could not be bought at any price he would ever earn, and had put the wanting of it away like a picture turned to the wall.

He set the card on the desk, dead center, squared to the edge, and looked at it and did the honest sum one more time, the way he had done the Ravell, the way he did everything.

What the commission was worth to him. A year's living, and his father's name kept in the window one more year, and the pushed-back wall.

What it would cost him. Thursdays and then more than Thursdays in a house that would treat him like a good tool and correct anyone who mistook him for a guest, months of being reminded exactly what he was in the one place in the city where the reminding would sting the most, because the money would run so high and the welcome so absolutely absent. He had priced his own position and found himself, for once, on the wrong end of the arithmetic, because the thing he needed and the thing he resented were not two cards to weigh against each other. They were the one card. The same house, the same name with the curl at the corner of it, and no way to take the one without the other.

He would go, of course. There had never really been a moment when he would not. The wall at Casque and Sons cared nothing for his pride, it cared about the mortgage, and the mortgage did not accept dignity as legal tender. He had learned that from his father too, near the end, the day the old man turned down a sale to a customer who had insulted the shop and then sat up all night at this same desk trying to make the month close without it. Pride was a thing you could afford in exact proportion to the fatness of your order book, and his order book was thin as a communion wafer. He would go, and be useful and honest and correct, and take their money and keep his father's name in the glass, and hold himself apart the whole time, and at the end of it he would come out with his house saved and his rule intact and nothing owed to anyone.

That was the plan. He believed in it entirely. It was a good plan and it was made of iron and it had held him up for eleven years, and it did not carry the smallest allowance in it, not a line, not a margin, for the possibility that in a marble house full of a dead man's bad pictures there would be a woman doing the same honest sums he did, in the same lonely no-thanks, behind a wall of her own.

❦

He told his one clerk to mind the shop on Thursday, and he spent the two days between doing the thing he did to steady himself, which was work. He went over the shop's own small holdings piece by piece with his glass and his knowledge and wrote each one up plain and true, the fine and the false, the way he wished the whole trade were run and the way it never would be. This laying of true value against shown value calmed him the way the counting of coins calms a miser, except that what Julian counted was truth, and there was never enough of that in stock either.

On Wednesday night he took his good coat down off the peg and looked at it. It was a good coat and it was four years old, brushed and mended and kept, and against the coats he would stand among at Marrenhall it would read as exactly what it was, which was the best coat of a man who owned one good coat. He would not be able to hide the sum of himself from a house like that. He knew it and he made his peace with it in the plain hard way he made his peace with everything, by refusing to pretend the figure was other than it was. Let them read him at a glance. He would read them right back, and his reading would be the more accurate, because reading was his trade and being read was only theirs.

He hung the coat where he could see it and he sat a while longer in the dark shop, among the wrapped and the waiting, his father's hope still lettered on the black glass of the window with the streetlight coming through it backward, SNOS DNA EUQSAC, the whole optimistic lie of it thrown across the floor at his feet. One year. If he did the thing well, and he would do it well because he knew no other way to do it, the commission bought the shop one year. He would not let himself count past that. A man on the edge learns not to count past the next thing that holds him, and the Vandemere commission was the next thing that held him, and it would do, and he would ask no more of it than it could earn him.

He turned the good card once more in his fingers before he set it down for the night. Mrs. Augustus Vandemere. Marrenhall. Thursday next.

He had no wish to go. He wanted, very badly, to go. Both at once, the whole of it, in one card, and no gap between them to stand in. Julian put the card in his breast pocket and went up to bed, and slept poorly, and told himself in the morning it had been the coffee.

He went round to the side, to the door he knew without being told would be his, and he lifted his hand to it with his father's name warm in his pocket and the whole iron plan intact, and he had not the smallest idea, as the door came open, of how little of that plan would still be standing by spring.


Chapter Three

He came to the wrong door, which meant he had come to the right one.

Isabeau was in the long gallery when the footman found her, standing among the shrouded shapes of her father's collection with a list in her hand and a lamp lit against the grey, and she had heard the whole small comedy of it play out two rooms away before the man himself was brought in. The appraiser had presented himself at the side entrance. He had not asked to be let in the front, had not tried it and been turned, had simply walked round to the tradesman's door as though he had read the house from the street and settled the question of himself before anyone inside could settle it for him. She had marked the fact and set it aside to be weighed later, the way she set aside a figure that had no column yet to sit in.

Then the door of the gallery opened and he was there, and she revised her opinion of him downward on sight, because he was too well turned out to be quite honest.

That was the first sum she did on Julian Casque, standing in the cold light with her father's covered pictures ranked behind her like furniture under dust sheets. The coat was good. Four years old, she thought, and brushed to keep the age off it, but cut by someone who knew what a shoulder was for, and a man in trade who spent that carefully on a coat understood that the coat did work in a room like this. He had dressed to be taken seriously in a house that would not take him seriously, and he had judged the amount exactly, enough to command and not one thread past it, and the precision of it made her wary. Precise men were selling something. She had never in her life met an exception, and she did not expect the exception to walk in through the side door of Marrenhall on a Thursday and prove her wrong.

"Miss Vandemere." He had placed her at once, then, without being told, which she also marked. Most men in his position waited to be told which Vandemere they were addressing, in case getting it wrong cost them. He had not waited. "I'm Casque. Your mother's engaged me for the collection."

"My mother has engaged you to make the collection disappear," Isabeau said. "The word she prefers is catalog. You may use either with me. I know what you were hired for."

Something moved at the corner of his mouth, there and gone, and she could not tell if it was amusement or the beginning of a correction, and she disliked not being able to tell. She was good at faces. She could read a board room full of men by the set of their hands on the table. This one had a face that gave up exactly what he chose to give and no more, and she recognized the discipline of it because it was her own, and finding it in a stranger from the auction rooms annoyed her more than she would have expected.

"I was hired to appraise it," he said. "What your mother does with the appraisal is her affair. I'll tell her what things are and what they're worth. The disappearing is between her and her taste."

"And your fee."

"And my fee," he agreed, without a flicker, and she nearly respected him for not pretending the fee did not exist. Nearly. The trouble was that a man who admitted the fee so readily had learned that admitting it disarmed people, and she was not going to be disarmed by a tactic in the first two minutes of an acquaintance she had not asked for.

Isabeau had been watching for it. She priced what she had seen. A man who looked at a covered heap of pictures the way a starving man looks at a laid table wanted this commission a great deal more than his even voice was letting on, which meant he needed it, which meant her mother had bought him cheaper than he was worth, and that was the one kind of transaction in that house that ever gave Isabeau any pleasure at all. She was ashamed to find that watching him want the work made her like him slightly less rather than more. She did not examine the shame. She had a great many feelings she never examined. She kept them, like the account books, upright and unspilled.

"You may as well see what you have taken on," she said, and crossed to the nearest shape and drew the dust sheet off it.

It was one of the bad ones. She had put it nearest the door on purpose, though she would not have admitted the purpose even to herself, a great dark allegory in a frame like a cathedral, some Roman matron surrendering some Roman virtue to some Roman senate, ten square feet of brown and gilt that her father had bought the way he bought everything, by the size and the story and the name attached, and that Isabeau knew to the dollar had cost him nine thousand and would not fetch nine hundred from anyone who could see. She let the sheet fall and watched Casque look at it, and she waited for the four smooth sentences she was certain were coming, the ones where a merchant told a Vandemere daughter that her father had a marvelous eye.

"That's a great deal of frame," he said, "around not very much picture."

She had not expected that. She kept her face still, which took an effort she resented having to make.

"My father admired it," she said, which was true and which she offered the way you offer a thing to see what a man will do with it.

"Then your father was sold it well." He said it without heat and without apology, still looking at the canvas, his head tipped a little as though the thing were merely a problem to be solved and not a dead man's judgment being weighed and found wanting in his own house. "The composition's borrowed off a better painting, the drawing in the hands is soft, and it's been varnished twice to look older than it is. Somebody wanted it to read as a hundred years more important than it was and charged accordingly. It's not worthless. It'll take up a wall in a hotel very handsomely. But it's not what it was priced to be, and if your mother wants the house to look like it was furnished by an eye instead of a purse, this is the first thing I'd carry out."

The trouble was that he was right. Isabeau had always known the picture was a fraud on her father's taste, had walked past it a thousand times with a private wince, and to hear a stranger say so plainly in the cold gallery lit something in her that she was not prepared for and did not welcome. It was not agreement. Agreement would have been simple. It was that he had said the true thing, the exact true thing, in a room where the whole business of the family for twenty years had been the saying of pleasant false ones, and he had said it to her father's daughter without softening a syllable of it, and she could not tell whether she was being respected or merely handled by a man clever enough to know that flattery would have been the wrong instrument on this particular Vandemere.

She decided, provisionally, that she was being handled, because deciding otherwise would have cost her something she was not ready to spend.

"You are very sure," she said, "for a man who has been in the house nine minutes."

"I'm sure about pictures. It's the one thing I'm sure about." He turned from the canvas and looked at her directly then, and there was no deference in it and no insolence either, only a plain level attention she was entirely unused to receiving from men who were not related to her and several who were. "I'm not sure about much else in a house like this. But a picture doesn't care whose wall it's on or whose father bought it. It's exactly as good as it is. That part I can always tell you true, and it's the only part your mother is paying me for, so it's the only part I'll speak to."

"How gallant."

"Accurate," he said. "Gallant is what the other men were, the ones who sold your father the frame."

She had no answer to that ready, and she was a woman who always had an answer ready, and the small blank half-second before she found one ran long enough that she saw him notice it. That was the worst of it. He noticed. He read her taking the point the way she had read him wanting the work, quick and total and without comment, and the two of them stood in the cold gallery having silently and at the same instant appraised each other and found the appraisal mutual, and Isabeau discovered that she was angrier than the moment strictly called for, and understood, in the ordered place where the arithmetic lived, exactly why.

It was because he did what she did. He walked into a room and priced it. He looked under the shown value for the true one and said the difference out loud, and he did it for a living and got paid for it, thinly and with his hat in his hand at the side door, but paid, seated at the work, doing the thing itself and not merely closing the books on it in a back room while a brother read the figures out front. He was trade and he was resented and he was sent to the servants' entrance, and he was still, in the one way that had ever mattered to Isabeau, more free than she was. He got to do the sums where people could see him do them. He got to be the appraiser. She only got to be appraised.

"My mother will have told you," Isabeau said, and she heard her own voice go level and cool, the board-table voice, the one she used to make men stop looking at her face, "that I am to assist you. That I know what each piece cost and where the papers are kept. She will have made it sound as though I am to be a sort of clerk to you, fetching provenances."

"She made it sound," Casque said, "as though you were the only person in the house who knew what anything was, and that I was not to move a picture without you." He paused. "Her words were closer to warning than to offer. I understood I was being handed the family's memory and told to mind it."

That was not how Ottiline would have put it to Isabeau, and it was, Isabeau thought, almost certainly closer to how Ottiline actually meant it, and the small gap between the two versions was the whole story of her position in that house rendered in a single overheard instruction. She was the memory. She was to be minded. She was the thing of value that the appraiser was not to damage, which was, she noted with the flat interior humor that was all fury ever left her, precisely how her mother had described her worth to the marriage market not one week before. A thing of value. To be handled carefully and placed well.

"Then we understand each other," she said. "You are here to price my father's mistakes and I am here to remember what he paid for them. Between us we should be able to make this house lie convincingly by October." She turned back toward her list, dismissing him, or trying to, and found that the dismissal did not quite take, because he had not moved and had not lowered his eyes and was, she realized, still simply looking at her, with that level appraising attention, as though she too were a thing on a wall that had been priced wrong.

"You closed the quarter," he said.

She went very still.

"I beg your pardon."

"When I came in you had the firm's list in your hand, not the house inventory. Shipping figures. I saw the ruling on the paper." His voice had not shifted at all, still plain, still even, still without the smallest reach for effect, which was what made it land. "That's not memory work. Nobody keeps a quarter's freight accounts in their head to help a man carry out bad paintings. You do the firm's books." A beat. "And nobody in this house knows to thank you for it, or you'd not be spending your Thursday down here with me."

So she did what she always did with a sum that would not close. She refused to draw it up.

"You are here to appraise the pictures, Mr. Casque," she said, and her voice was perfectly cool, and only she knew what it cost to keep it there. "Not the family. Begin with the allegory. I will find you its papers." She lifted the lamp and turned into the long dim reach of the gallery, where a hundred more of her father's overreaching purchases stood shrouded and waiting, and she did not look back to see whether he followed, because she needed the few steps of walking to put her face right again, and because she was afraid that if she looked at him she would find him still seeing her, and there was no column, none, anywhere in the whole careful architecture of her accounts, into which to enter a thing like that.

Behind her she heard him take the dust sheet off the second picture. She heard the small breath he let out at whatever was under it, and this time it was not hunger and it was not judgment. It was something quieter, closer to reverence, the sound a man makes when he has found, in a heap of expensive lies, one true thing.

"Now that," Julian Casque said, to himself, to the picture, not to her. "That your father didn't buy by the yard."

Isabeau kept walking. But she wrote the moment down, in the place where she kept the figures that mattered, and against her every intention and the whole iron economy of her life, she found that she wanted very much to turn around and see which one he meant.


Chapter Four

The true picture was a small one, and it had been hung where a small true thing goes to die, in the shadow of the great brown allegory, three feet off the floor and turned a little to the wall as though even the man who bought it had lost interest before the frame was dry.

Julian had it down and up on the trestle by the time the gallery clock struck nine, and he stood over it with the good north light coming grey through the tall windows and let himself look. A river mouth at low tide, flat silvered water, a fishing boat run up on the mud with two figures mending a net, the whole thing no bigger than a serving tray and worth, he thought, more than the nine thousand her father had wasted on the Roman matron beside it. It was not a famous hand. It would never carry a name that made a room turn. But it was seen. Whoever had stood in that cold estuary light and set it down had looked at the water until they understood it, and a man who knew the difference could feel the looking come off the canvas like heat off a stone.

He had spent eleven years learning to feel that and eleven years learning to keep his face flat while he felt it, and he was doing tolerably at the second part when he became aware that Miss Vandemere had come in and was watching him do the first.

She had a habit of arriving without arriving. He had heard nothing, no door, no step on the marble, and yet there she was at the end of the trestle in a plain dark morning gown with a stack of papers under her arm and her eyes going between him and the little river mouth with the quick banked attention he was already coming to recognize as the whole of her. She was not looking at the picture. She was looking at him look at it, and pricing what she saw, and he understood, standing there caught, that she had left him the first minute alone with the thing on purpose, to watch what he did with it when he thought no one was.

"You found the one you liked," she said.

"I found the one that's worth the trouble." He set the picture square on the trestle and stepped back from it, which put a professional foot of distance between himself and the thing he wanted to keep staring at, and he was fairly sure she caught him do that too. "Your father hung it behind the worst piece he owned. Do you know why."

"Because the worst piece was ten feet tall and this one is not." She came round the trestle and set her papers down, and she looked at the river mouth for a moment with something in her face he could not immediately read, which was rare enough that he marked it. "He liked the big ones where you could see the money. This one he bought in a lot, I should think, and never troubled to sell on. He would not have known it from the frame it came in."

"You knew it, though." It was out before he weighed it. "You hung the allegory nearest the door yesterday and you left this one in the dark, but you knew which was which. You put the bad one where I'd have to walk past it and the good one where I'd have to go looking."

Her chin came up a fraction. "I did no such arranging."

"You did," Julian said, and let it sit there plainly between them, because it was true and they both knew it was true and he had learned long ago that the one thing that discomposed people who lived by pleasant lies was the flat unhurried statement of a fact. "You wanted to see whether I'd sell you the frame or price the picture. Yesterday, on the allegory. You gave me the fake first and waited for the four smooth sentences." He nodded at the little river mouth. "This morning you gave me the real one and waited to see if I'd know. It's a fair test. I'd have run it myself. I only mention it because you needn't run it twice. I passed the first time."

For a moment he thought he had gone too far, said the thing that got a man in his position shown the side door with his fee halved. Her face did the still cool thing it had done yesterday, the board-table stillness, the shutter coming down. Then, to his considerable surprise, something moved behind it that was not offense at all. It was closer to satisfaction, the private satisfaction of a sum that had finally closed the way she suspected it would, and she did not smile, being plainly not a woman who spent smiles cheaply, but the cool went out of her a degree and left something warmer and far more dangerous to his afternoon underneath.

"You are direct," she said, "for a man being paid by my mother."

"I'm direct because I'm being paid by your mother. She hired an eye. A flattering eye isn't worth the fee, and she strikes me as a woman who knows exactly what she pays for." He pulled the inventory sheet toward him, the long ruled paper he had drawn up that morning, and uncapped his pencil. "Which is more than I can say for your father, going by the walls. Shall we do the work, Miss Vandemere. There's a great deal of it and the light doesn't last in October."

She did not take up the papers at once. She was reading the inventory sheet, his ruling, and he watched her read it upside down and read it fast, the columns for the piece and the shown value and the true one and the note, and he saw her take in that he had ruled one more for the difference between the two, the gap, the thing he lived in, and that she understood at a glance exactly what it was for. Nobody had ever understood that column at a glance. He had drawn it ten thousand times and explained it a hundred, and here was a Vandemere daughter reading it cold and nodding once, small, to herself, as if to say, yes, that is the one that matters, that is the only one that has ever mattered.

Something turned over in him, quiet and unwelcome, and he put his attention hard back on the picture.

They worked.

It went, for the first hour, the way he had expected, which was to say she fetched and he judged, and he braced the whole while for her to reach past her station into his, as the sons and the daughters of these houses always did, sure that money bought an eye along with everything else. He had catalogued for a dozen such families and every one of them had a member who stood at his elbow and told him what things were worth, confidently and wrongly, and expected to be agreed with. He waited for Isabeau Vandemere to be that member. He rather hoped she would be, if he was honest with himself in the flat back room where he was always honest, because it would have made her simple, and a simple rich girl playing at accounts he could work beside for three months and forget the moment the commission closed.

She did not oblige him.

She fetched the papers on the little river mouth and there were none, as she had guessed, only a lot number in an auctioneer's hand and a total for eleven pictures bought together, and she read him the total and then, without being asked, told him which of the eleven the total had really been paid for, the showy Italian thing that had hung in the front hall for a decade, and how much of the lot price that one canvas had carried, so that the true cost of the little river mouth came out at almost nothing, a thing swept up for the frame it happened to be wearing. She did it in her head. She did it faster than he could have done it on paper. She did not do it to prove she could. She did it because he needed the figure to write his note and she was the one who had it, and she handed it over the way one workman hands another the tool his hand is already reaching for.

"That's exact," he said, when she'd given him the last of it. "You're sure."

"I closed that quarter eleven years running." She said it without weight, capping and uncapping a pen of her own, a small restless motion he was beginning to think she made when she'd said more than she meant to. "I am sure of every figure that has crossed the firm's books since I was thirteen. It is the one thing I am sure about." She heard herself say it, he saw the moment she heard it, the near echo of his own words back to her from yesterday, I'm sure about pictures, it's the one thing I'm sure about, and her mouth went briefly wry at the corner and she looked away toward the windows. "We appear to be a pair of people with exactly one certainty apiece."

"It's more than most houses on this street can manage." He wrote his note. "One true thing you'll say plainly. That's the whole trade, Miss Vandemere, mine and yours both. Everyone else in a room is selling the frame."

He had not meant it to land the way it did. He had meant it as shop talk, the dry commonplace of two people who did the same cold work. But she went still over the pen, and the wry went out of her face and left something bare in it for the length of a breath, something that was neither board-table nor cool shutter, something young and unguarded and stung, and he understood a half second too late that he had reached past her station into her exactly as he'd been bracing for her to do to him, and that he had struck, without aiming, the exact place where she lived.

Then it was gone, packed away wherever she packed things, and she said, "The clock," in a wholly different voice, and pointed down the gallery, and the working morning went on.

❦

The clock was where the morning broke.

It stood on its own console halfway down the long room, an ormolu monstrosity the height of a child, a gilt-bronze pile of scrolls and swags and a fat gold cupid asleep on the dial with a garland spilling out of his fist, the whole of it so encrusted and so pleased with itself that the actual business of the thing, the face, the small honest work of telling the time, had nearly disappeared under the ornament. Julian had clocked it yesterday from the door and priced it in a glance and set it firmly in the column he thought of, privately, as the one for things a house pays to look at instead of learning to see. He had been looking forward, a little, to carrying it out.

He got his hands on it and turned it to the light and did the appraisal aloud, because that was the arrangement, and because he had no reason under heaven to suppose the gold cupid meant anything to anyone.

"This one goes early," he said. "It's late work off a good old model, cast heavy to feel expensive, and the gilding's thick to cover that the bronze underneath is coarse. The movement's ordinary. The case is the whole of it, and the case is shouting. In a house that wants to read as an old eye instead of a new purse, Miss Vandemere, this is the sort of thing that undoes you at a glance. Anyone who knows will know your father bought the loudest object in the shop. I'd sell it first and quietly, before the season, before anyone from the old houses is standing in this room to see it." He set it down and reached for his pencil. "It'll fetch well enough. There's always a buyer who wants the shout."

"No."

He looked up. She was standing very straight beside the console with one hand flat on the marble top of it, not touching the clock, near it, and her face had shut in a fresh manner, not the cool board-table shutter and not the stung bareness from the river mouth, but something harder and more final than either, a wall with the door bricked up.

"No," she said again. "That one stays."

He set the pencil down. He was aware of moving carefully, as a man moves near a thing he does not yet understand the danger of. "It's the worst piece in the room."

"I heard you. It is loud, and it is late, and the bronze is coarse under the gold, and my father bought the shout." Her voice was perfectly level and there was something beneath the level that was not level at all, something banked and hot that he could feel across three feet of cold marble. "You have priced it correctly. You have priced it exactly correctly, Mr. Casque, to the last coarse ounce of it, and I am telling you it stays, and I am not going to give you a reason, and you are going to write it in your good column of things that stay, and we are going to move on to the next one."

He looked at her, and he looked at the clock, and he did the thing he did, the thing he could no more stop than he could stop his heart, he looked under the shown value for the true one. And he saw, standing there with her hand near the gaudy gold cupid and her whole precise self drawn up in front of it, that she was not defending the clock. Nobody defended a clock like that. She was defending something it stood in front of, the way the allegory had stood in front of the river mouth, only this time the true thing behind the loud one was not a picture.

It was the man who bought it.

He knew it the way he knew a fake, all at once and past argument. Augustus Vandemere had walked into some overheated dealer's room a rich raw new-made man with a fortune he did not trust and no eye at all, and he had seen this preposterous gold pile and wanted it, wanted it plainly and badly and with his whole vulgar unschooled heart, and he had paid the shout price and carried it home proud, and somewhere in the years between then and his dying it had come to sit on this console meaning something to his clever daughter that had nothing to do with what it would fetch. It was not a good clock. It was her father allowed, for once, to simply have the thing he reached for, in a life that had taught him he could have anything and be nothing. She would sell down the whole gallery. She would hand Julian the Roman matron and the double-varnished frauds and the borrowed compositions and watch them go without a flicker. But not this. It was the one purchase in the room that had been about wanting instead of buying a name, and she knew it, and she would not let a stranger with a good eye and a fee carry her father's single honest want out the side door to fetch well enough from a buyer who liked the shout.

Julian stood with all of that arriving in him at once and understood that he had, a minute ago, priced it correctly and seen nothing, which was the one failing in his trade he could not forgive himself, and that this woman had watched him do it.

He picked his pencil up. He did not reach for the clock.

"It stays," he said.

Her eyes came to his, quick, testing, waiting for the argument, the merchant's reasonable pressure, the gentle explaining of why sentiment was the enemy of a good sale. It was what every one of these families expected of him and half of them wanted, a man to talk them out of the one thing they were ashamed to keep.

"I'll note it out of the sale entirely," he went on, writing it plainly in among the things that stayed. "Not appraised. Not for market. A fixture of the house." He capped the pencil. "You don't have to give me a reason, Miss Vandemere. You're right that I priced it right, and you're right that the price isn't the question, and it isn't often anybody in a house like this knows the difference. Your father wanted it. That's a value too. It's not one I can write in a fee, but I can leave it off the sheet, and I will."

The wall did not come down. But something behind it shifted, some load taken off a beam, and she looked at him across the ugly gold clock for a long moment with an expression he had not seen on her yet and had no column for either, and the north light came grey and even through the tall windows and lay on the two of them and on the sleeping cupid and on a hundred shrouded pictures her father had bought to prove a thing money could not prove.

"You are a very strange sort of merchant," she said at last, quietly, and it was almost the thing the Harmsworths' wife had said to him across another counter in another life, a strange sort of merchant, talking a man down off his own guard, and it landed on him now warmer than it had any right to.

"So I'm told." He turned back to the trestle, to the little seen river mouth and the long grey work still ahead, because the light did not last in October and because he needed, quite suddenly, to be looking at something other than her face. "The next one's a landscape under a sheet at the far end that's either very good or very sad, and I can't tell from here, and you'll know what he paid. Bring the lamp."

She brought the lamp.

And Julian Casque, who had walked into that marble house two days before with an iron plan and a rule he had lived behind for eleven years, want only what you can earn, worked down the cold gallery beside the one woman in the city who could tell a true thing from a shout as fast as he could, and did not once, all that long grey morning, let himself notice how easy it was, or how quiet the wall inside him had gone, or that for the first time since his father died he was doing the work he loved beside someone who saw exactly what he was worth.


Chapter Five

Her mother had ordered the good tea, which told Isabeau everything before Lord Merrick Ansley had so much as set down his hat.

There were three grades of tea at Marrenhall, and Isabeau had priced all of them years ago the way she priced everything, by what the giving of it was meant to say. There was the ordinary tea, poured for the family and for callers who did not matter. There was the tea brought out for people who did matter and were meant to know it, a Ceylon her mother paid an unforgivable sum for and served in the third-best service to look careless about the paying. And then there was this, the tea that came only when her mother was buying something, poured from the tall silver into the eggshell cups her father had ordered by the crate from a maker whose name Isabeau could not read on the base without turning the cup over, which was, she had always thought, the entire point of the cups. You were meant to want to turn them over. You were meant to be the sort of person who would not.

She sat with her hands quiet in her lap in the front drawing room, in the pale green gown her mother had chosen and sent up with the maid an hour before, and she did the arithmetic of the tea, because it was that or do the arithmetic of the man, and the man had not yet given her anything to work with except how he had come into the room.

He had come into it as though he had been in it before. That was the first figure she wrote down. Most men who called at Marrenhall came in carefully, reading the marble and the height of the ceilings and the founder's pictures for the size of what they were dealing with, and Isabeau could watch the sum run behind their eyes, could see them adjust the price of themselves upward or downward as the room instructed them. Lord Merrick Ansley did not read the room at all. He walked in as a man walks into a room he owns and has merely been away from, and handed his hat and gloves to the footman without looking to see whether the footman was there to take them, and he was, and Ansley had known he would be, and there it was, the whole of him, in the not-looking.

He had never once in his life reached for a thing and found nothing there.

"Lord Ansley," her mother said, in the warm low voice she kept for the good tea, "may I present my daughter. Isabeau, Lord Merrick Ansley."

"Miss Vandemere." He bowed over her hand with an economy that was almost graceful, and when he straightened he looked at her with a pleasant, settled, unhurried attention, the attention of a man examining a purchase he has more or less decided on and is enjoying the last small pleasure of confirming. He was perhaps thirty-five. He was well made and going a little soft with it, fair, easy in his clothes in a way that only came of a coat that had never once had to do any work in a room, and his face was kind. That was the thing she had not budgeted for. She had prepared herself for cruelty, for coldness, for the fortune-hunter's hunger badly hidden. She had never prepared for kind, and kind was worse, because there was no edge on it to catch her fury and hold it.

"My mother tells me you have a house in the Ansley Marches," Isabeau said, when they were seated and the eggshell cups had been filled, "and that it is very old."

"It is very old and very cold and eats money," Ansley said, with an easy laugh, as if the eating of money were a charming habit of the house's, like a dog that stole from the table. "My great-grandfather could not have told you the year it was built, only that his great-grandfather had complained about the chimneys. We are none of us clever about it. We simply go on being from there."

We simply go on being from there. She turned the phrase over as she was not permitted to turn the cup. There it was, the thing her mother was buying, laid on the tea table between the silver and the shortbread as plainly as a price. Four hundred years of simply going on being from somewhere, a thing you could not purchase and could not build and could not, however large your fortune, manufacture in a single lifetime out of shipping and steel. Her father had made a sum so vast that the men who ran the great banks stood when he entered a room, and he had died unable to buy the one thing this soft kind unclever man had been handed at birth and had never once had to think about, and her mother meant to get it the only way it had ever been got by people like them, by marrying it, and Isabeau was the coin laid down on the table beside the eggshell cups.

She had known all of this for a week. She had known it, in the abstract, for years. It was different sitting across the tea from it while it laughed pleasantly about its chimneys.

"And you, Miss Vandemere," Ansley said. "Your mother tells me you are the clever one."

"Does she." Isabeau kept her voice light. Her mother, across the little table, had gone very slightly still over her cup, the stillness of a general watching a piece move toward a square she had not ordered it to.

"She does. She says it with great pride." He smiled, and it was a genuinely warm smile, and that was the worst of the whole afternoon, that he meant it. "She says you have a head for figures that would shame the men at
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