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§ “A lushly erotic, feminist study of artists and lovers and killers swept up in their obsessive passions. An exquisite stylist, [Smith] observes her characters in the most intimate detail, defining them with witty precision and placing them in a rain-drenched portrait of Edwardian Paris that could hang in the Louvre.” –New York Times (Notable Book of the Year)

§ “Intellectual stimulation of the highest order...a ripping yarn with provocative and substantial things to say.”– Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

§ “Haunting...An accessible mix of historical speculation, literary allusion, and suspense, The Knowledge of Water could become this year's Name of the Rose.” – Entertainment Weekly
§ “As satisfying a mystery as the Mona Lisa's smile.” – USA Today
§ “Brilliant...This splendid book centers on earning the right to see—and to express what one sees, feels, knows.” –San Francisco Chronicle
§ “Envelops the reader with history, mystery, and passion...Dark and engrossing, this production is magnifique.” – Boston Sunday Herald
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Presentations of the past raise peculiarly intractable conundrums of authenticity. Every relic displayed in a museum is a fake in that it has been wrenched out of its original context. Riddled with the inconsistency of compelling yet conflicting preconceptions—the golden glow of nostalgia, the sordid squalor of savagery—all “olden times” are potentially fraudulent. “Is that object real?” is a query often heard at historic sites. “Are you really a weaver? Is this building real? Are you actually doing that work?”. . . Object authenticity is equally problematic. It is a common delusion that works of art are generated by an exclusively creative urge. Like other artefacts, art is mainly fashioned to be appreciated and acquired by others.      

—Mark Jones, Fake: The Art of Deception
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The Mona Lisa is dead


[image: ]


IT TAKES A SECOND to shoot a man. Thinking about it takes the rest of one’s life.

At eight years old, Alexander von Reisden got away with murder. He was not called Reisden then; he ran, he changed his country, his name; as far as he could, he changed his memories. He was admirably thorough, for a child of that age. For years he did not know what he had done, or at least believed he didn’t. He was careful not to notice that he didn’t remember any of his childhood.

He didn’t have an easy life. What one forgets does not go away.

He was caught, finally. The crime had been essentially self-defense and he had been very young; there was no question of prosecution. The three people who knew his story kept silent; no one else would ever find out, they all hoped. It was finished.

But Reisden had found himself out. He could no longer avoid thinking about murder, or wondering what sort of person would commit it.

He was wondering now.

The public viewing room of the Paris Morgue looked oddly like a theater. The walls were grimy plaster, furred with mineral deposits; the gaslit stage was marble, a white cheesy slab stained brown, separated from the audience by a glass pane running with moisture. Six corpses lay on it, dressed in the clothes in which they had been found, the bodies frozen and glistening. Seine water trickled under the slab, keeping them cold. Under the freezing chill and the smell of menthol and disinfectant, the air was unbreathable with the flowery whore’s-talc of decay.

The Mona Lisa was the colorful corpse, still drawing the eye: purple satin skirt spreading around her, red satin jacket, and several waterlogged postcards and parts of postcards, recognizable as Leonardo’s painting, still pinned to her clothes. Over her heart her murderer’s knife had ripped her jacket to pieces. Reisden remembered her on the steps by the Orsay, a wrecked beauty of a woman, standing with her eyes closed, singing in the ruin of a voice, kiss me, kill me, oh how I suffer, shuffling and swaying and holding out her hand for centimes. She had looked like trouble, and now, to someone, she was.

I wonder why he killed her, Reisden thought; I wonder how he came to it.

“How did you know her?” Inspector Langelais stood in the shadows at the side of the stage.

“She begged near the Gare d’Orsay, near where I work. She was the local eccentric. I gave her money.”

“Jeanne Cavessi was her name,” the inspector said. “A stage-performer once, back in the last Napoleon’s time; in these last years, a woman of the streets. She had your card—?”

“I gave it to her once,” Reisden said. “To put in the mirror of her grand salon. In her palace.”

“Her palace?”

“Her imaginary palace.” The Mona Lisa had described it to him: the tall wrought-iron fence around the park; the gardens; the rose salon, the grande salle with the mirrors, the withdrawing salon where no one but Victor Hugo had ever been, and the fourth salon: which will be a surprise to me, it has been so long, I forget it. “I collect hallucinations; I rather liked hers.”

Langelais pursed his lips. “And this Artist, Her Artist, did you collect his hallucinations too? Is that why he wrote you?”

“I have no idea why he wrote me.”

Limping, the inspector led the way out of the viewing room to one of the interrogation rooms, a bare cell painted the greenish ocher favored by French bureaucracy. Through the walls Reisden heard the rumble of the Seine. The two men sat on either side of a scarred deal table. Langelais leaned his cane against the table, took off his bowler hat. The ends of the inspector’s white mustache were waxed and twisted, a style military men affected, and in his buttonhole he wore a service ribbon from the campaign of 1870, forty years ago. War hero, Reisden thought; entered the police force when the Prefecture had been virtually a branch of the army; now waiting to retire. The murder of Mona Lisa, street beggar, was not being handled by the Prefecture’s best.

Inspector Langelais took out a handkerchief and wiped his hands, then his nose.

“Do you remember when she disappeared, Monsieur le Baron?” he asked.

“About a week ago.” The Mona Lisa had been singing Aïda’s farewell on the steps of the railroad station: O terra addio, wringing her hands and rolling her eyes in theatrical despair. He hadn’t been in the mood and had gone round by the quai rather than spend five minutes listening.

And then she hadn’t been there.

“Today you received this letter?”

“Yes, by the early post.”

The inspector laid the photographic copy of the letter on the scarred table, then the original beside it, in a glassine envelope. It was written on the cheap greenish notepaper that is sold by the sheet in any post office, in purple ink and an uneducated scrawl.

Cher mseur le Baron de Reisden,

You like me you have lovd a Womn of Knidness Greace & Beauty She as Not Recthd the End of the Rivr war She ws Mnt t Go It is not Rit tht Mona Lisa shd be in That Plasc like any Comun Folk Ples Help

Hr Rtis

“‘The end of the river—‘“

“Her palace was there,” Reisden said. “Her imaginary palace. At the end of the Seine.”

“You knew her very well.”

“Not at all.”

“You knew this man, Her Artist? She had spoken of him to you?”

“No.”

“Why should he write you?” Langelais asked.

Because I know what he’s thinking, Reisden thought without wanting to; because I can know. “I have no idea.” Painfully, with a sputtering unfamiliar pen, son Rtis had copied the engraved letters of Reisden’s calling-card. “He had my card. He may have taken it when he killed her.”

“‘You like me, you have loved,” the inspector pointed out. “He believes you knew her well enough to ‘help’ her. That indicates he knows you.”

Reisden shrugged.

“Perhaps someone you added to your collection. Like her.”

“I don’t collect people.”

The inspector pulled at his mustache-points. “What does he expect you to do?”

“It sounds as though he expects me to bury her.”

“Why?”

“I have no idea.”

The inspector tented his fingertips doubtfully, rubbing the ends together.

“She had been in the Seine for several days,” Reisden said, “but her body was discovered yesterday morning and the story was in the afternoon papers. The letter came from,” he picked it up and looked at the cancellation, a slightly smeared RDULOUV over a red ten-centime stamp. “From the Hôtel des Postes on the rue du Louvre. From the time-stamp, he mailed it at ten last night. Louvre is the only all-night post office. Yesterday afternoon or evening he read that her body had been found and taken to the Morgue; he had my card, which he took from her body; he immediately wrote me. The Morgue disturbs him.”

“But why did he write to you, Monsieur le Baron?”

“I really have no idea.”

“Perhaps you had a—particular relationship with the lady?”

He was asking if Reisden had been her client. Reisden gave him two seconds of the look one gives to an absurd inquiry, if one is Monsieur le Baron and the inquirer is only a Prefecture policeman.

“Someone must have seen this man when he bought the notepaper,” Reisden said.

“How do you know he bought the notepaper when he wrote to you, Monsieur le Baron?”

“A man who writes like this is unlikely to own any.”

The inspector said nothing, a tactic designed to make the interrogatee say something. Rather to his surprise, Reisden said something. “Perhaps he simply needed to talk to anyone, and my name was the first to hand. He would want to talk.”

He had wanted to talk.

Langelais blew his nose again, then folded his handkerchief elaborately. “Monsieur,” he said, “I am afraid I must ask you one delicate question. In the investigation of a murder, one sometimes touches on—other events. Is it true that you,” he hesitated, “killed your wife?”

Reisden said nothing for a long moment. “If you mean ‘killed’ but not ‘murdered,’ my wife died in an automobile accident some years ago; I was driving the car.”

“But you said at the time you had murdered her?”

“At the time I felt so.”

The Inspector said nothing. Reisden said nothing. Everyone wants to know why; no one will ask. Just as well.

“You were in an asylum.”

“Briefly.”

The two men looked at each other. Shall I show him that it bothers me, Reisden thought; shall I pretend it does not; what would the normal man do? He tried to look neither defensive nor angry, the look of a man answering a question about his tailor or glovemaker; but that was not normal either, of course.

“You understand,” the inspector said finally, “one must ask.”

“I understand. But I don’t know who killed this woman,” Reisden said. “I don’t know why he wrote to me.”

“Perhaps he was an acquaintance in the asylum?”

Reisden smiled wintrily. “No.”

“Or a patient at Jouvet?” The inspector examined Reisden’s card. Dr. the Baron Alexander von Reisden, Jouvet Medical Analyses. The card did not say that Jouvet specialized in mental disturbances; it didn’t have to. Jouvet was known.

“I own Jouvet but I don’t see patients. And as far as we can tell from our files, he isn’t one of ours.”

“Patients see you,” the inspector pointed out.

“That may be; I don’t know him.”

“I think you do know him,” the inspector said.

The inspector let the silence go on; Reisden looked back at him with the clear steady gaze of years of practice. You think I am guilty of something, Reisden thought; and I am. But not this.

“He’s committed murder,” Reisden said. “He wants never to do it again but he knows what he can do and he’s afraid of it. He may write again: to you, me, the papers. He will write, he will try to explain himself,” he said, “because he is a mystery to himself. He isn’t ordinary, he isn’t normal, he doesn’t know what he is.—Catch him.”
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Gilbert Knight talks with Roy Daugherty
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“I WONDER WHAT MAKES people commit such crimes,” Gilbert Knight said.

Mr. Gilbert Knight was a medium-sized, pale grey sort of a man: grey hair, grey suit, a sort of a fog come calling. He had the absentminded look of a not-too-successful bookseller, which he had been once. A small leather-bound volume poked out of his pocket. He had been at the Harvard library, he said, looking at an early North Italian binding, and it had been a forgery—“there are so many forgeries,” he murmured regretfully, “so many people whose morals are not what they should be.” He had been in the neighborhood, Gilbert continued, and had simply . . . and . . .

“Uh-huh,” Roy Daugherty said. They both knew Gilbert hadn’t just simply wandered down into Cambridgeport casual-like; but Gilbert wasn’t one to impose himself, even on his friends, he always apologized. He was unnerving that way.

“You want tea, Mr. Knight? Or beer?”

Gilbert Knight politely said he would take whatever Mr. Daugherty was having, but what he wanted was to worry a little; he usually did want that. He was worried about Europe, and about his protégée Perdita Halley, who was studying music there.

“The French do not wash their vegetables,” Gilbert said earnestly, “or pay effective attention to their drains. Some of the French drains, Mr. Daugherty—some are centuries old.”Gilbert Knight had a nephew, who a few years ago had got himself engaged to Perdita. Perdita hadn’t lasted with Harry, but she had with Gilbert, who was financing her piano studies. She was supposed to be a fine player, and was studying in Paris.

“How’s she doin’?”

“She will have her debut concert at the American embassy in January. Not the Salle Pleyel, she writes, but a Paris debut all the same.”

“Good for her,” Daugherty said. “I remember when she was nothing but a little thing, and playing the pianny even then.”

“I am on the horns of a dilemma about Perdita, Mr. Daugherty. I would like to give her something.”

Gilbert fell silent, maybe wondering whether he should even mention it. Daugherty figured it was something Gilbert might consider indecently personal, like a new kind of toothbrush.

“Something,” Gilbert Knight repeated apologetically, but with a small increase in firmness. “If she were to have a certain amount, to buy pianos and pins and—the things that women buy—my mind would be so much relieved. Not too large, but substantial, useful. The income of a nice little business.”

Daugherty choked on his beer and turned it into a cough.

“But I really wonder whether I should.”

“Won’t break you.” The Knight Companies wouldn’t notice one business more or less.

“Oh, the money does not concern me.” Gilbert Knight leaned forward. “But if she were to have part of Father’s estate, Mr. Daugherty, I wonder if it might really stand in the way of herself and—Dr. Reisden? I gather from his letters, they seem to be rather fond of each other,” Gilbert said, “he and Perdita.”

“Seemed to be,” Daugherty said cautiously, “once.”

“I do believe so still. He writes very little about her. If his feelings were simple toward her, he would be much more forthcoming.”

This was dead right about Reisden.

“But if they were to think of—of course one cannot count on anything, one dares not—it would mean that Dr. Reisden might be put in the position of benefiting from one of Father’s companies. And you know he would never do that.”

Daugherty sighed and scratched at his short-cut hair. All I wish to gain from having been Richard, Reisden had said, is not to be Richard any more.

“Well,” Daugherty said, “you might give it to her if she don’t marry him.”

“But that would imply some disapproval of—Dr. Reisden,” Gilbert said, distressed, “and those are far from my feelings. I do wish,” he said, and he said nothing at all for a moment, looking beyond the smoke-browned paint of Roy Daugherty’s kitchen the way a man long alone looks toward the horizon, or like very old people do, waiting for they don’t know what. Dr. Reisden Gilbert called Reisden now, as if he hadn’t a right to first-name him. “He is not my heir; I know that; I have no connection with him, nor any responsibility toward him, that is the way we both wish it. But I do wish for his happiness.”

“Is Reisden thinking of marryin’ her?”

“Richard is not a man to marry easily,” Gilbert forgot and said; and realizing what he had said, stopped, but didn’t correct himself, only sat for a minute staring down at his hands before going on. “And, Mr. Daugherty, Perdita has done so very well with the piano: she will have her French debut in January, and come back to tour in America, and that will be the end of her time with Dr. Reisden in Paris.”

“Then they ain’t going to get married,” Daugherty said. “So you can give her the money. My experience, people’d usually rather have money than get married anyway.”

“Have you ever been to Paris, Mr. Daugherty?” 

Daugherty’s heart sank. “Can’t say I have.”

“If you were ever to think of going—I understand it can be quite splendid, especially during the winter season—this might be a good year; you might stay as long as Perdita’s concert. If you were to go at Christmas, I should give you my Christmas presents for them, particularly for him. I should, of course, pay your expenses, and a fee.”

Danger money. Daugherty took off his glasses and polished them. “You getting him something special, it needs me to go?”

“I had thought”—Gilbert Knight quavered—“of getting him a dog.”

The air in the room congealed to ice, all but the butterflies in Daugherty’s stomach, which felt like red-hot clothes moths. “You ain’t.”

Gilbert Knight’s nephew Richard had been a fine boy, and a lonely one, eight years old; and he had lived alone with his grandfather, Gilbert’s father, crazy old William Knight, who thought beating kids helped them, and the more beating the better. Once William had gone away from home for a week, and Richard had found a dog, a puppy named Washington, a stray. His grandfather had come back and discovered Washington. He had broken its back with his lead-weighted cane and then made Richard shoot it dead.

And on that same night, when old William had been about to hit Richard the way he had that dog . . . There’d been the gun, on the table between them, and the boy’d been eight years old.

Did you see who shot your grandfather? the police had asked Richard afterward, never thinking of the kid, who was practically out of his mind with shock; and a couple of days later he’d disappeared.

And they would have thought he was dead, but for finding, twenty years later, a man named Alexander von Reisden. Who had a face like a Knight, and couldn’t remember anything before he was ten years old; but I know who I am, he’d said; if I were your Richard, wouldn’t I know?

“He don’t want no dog,” said Daugherty, distressed; “what you think he wants a dog for?”

“We none of us wish to remember that trouble, but—” Gilbert Knight leaned forward and took Daugherty’s arm, and the light on the table shone into his eyes so they weren’t washy blue but suddenly, strangely, the pale steel of his father’s, or of Reisden’s. “He distrusts himself so— I think he might find a dog is simple— He wishes, I think, to take care of something,” Gilbert said. “Someone. But he is afraid to speak. You do not need to bring him a dog, Mr. Daugherty,” Gilbert said, “merely—visit— You have been a married man, you will be eloquent on the advantages of the state.”

“Hmmph,” Daugherty said, looking round his outdated dusty kitchen. Coal stove, a little dribbled with bacon grease from last week’s Sunday breakfast; gas lamp with a tin shade. On the walls, the boys’ school drawings were still tacked up, though Franky was in the Merchant Marine now and Bob had got married last summer. Pretty much unchanged since Pearl had run away with the Bible salesman twenty years before.

“You ought to have the dog,” Daugherty said. “’Twould be mighty simpler.”

“I believe I have a sort of dog already,” said Gilbert Knight. “You will consider it?”

“I ain’t no such of a man to go to Paris.”
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At the Conservatoire; like the body of a woman
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”THE PIANO SHOULD BE played like the body of a woman, messieurs—caressed, with adoration, with passion!” said Maître. “The audience,” Maitre said, “all those chères femmes, have not merely come to see you play the piano—but to make love.”

In the echoing damp auditorium of the grande salle du Conservatoire, ten of the twelve students of Advanced Piano Class broke out into admiring laughter, baritone and bass snickers and one tenor giggle. To the right of Perdita, Anys Appolonsky sighed in despair. Perdita simply sat up straighter, scorning Maître and all his works.

“We demonstrate: Miss American, your Chopin étude.”

Do we demonstrate, do we? Perdita Halley rose, gathering her skirt in her left hand. “Maître, my piece is—”

“I know, Miss American wants to play Busoni forrrrrte with the left hand; play your Chopin.”

She used her cane to find her way among the shadows of chairs on the stage, found the piano bench, and placed her fingers. Maitre had assigned her the Chopin a month ago; now, after long special pleading, she was being allowed to work on Busoni’s transcription of a Bach chaconne. She wanted to rip into Busoni’s heavy bass work, show off her upper-arm touch a little, and make the salle boom; instead she took two deep breaths, thought I will not let him bother me, and began the Chopin. Lovely music, interesting music, but soft, pretty,  feminine music—

“You see, messieurs,” Maître said above her playing, “the pianism of women is like cut flowers, perfumed, decorative, but without strength, without emotion. One must have roots, messieurs, even in a bright little piece like this, one must be strong, like the trunk of a great tree, rising!”

Perdita pedaled the sound hard enough to crack a walnut and turned to face him.

“You would say, cher Maître,” she said oh so very mildly, “that expressiveness at the piano should always come from sheer physical strength . . . ?”

“You confuse strength with pounding the keys, Miss American.” The tenor giggled again.

Maître was known for teaching students how to play full out, expressively, the way a soloist has to do, and dear Arthur Norman at the New York Institute had told her she should study under him; but what Arthur hadn’t told her was that Maître taught men and women differently. All that wonderful full-out passion, he taught to men; but what he wanted from women was a playing style as if one were really too too superior for any kind of emotion, attacking even forte passages with finger-touch and little genteel flexes of the wrists. That was bad for hands, dynamics, everything; he had ruined almost all his female students. In the concert hall he had made her cry from pleasure; he was a great pianist. He should have been that good a human being, that good a teacher.

The piano should be played like the body of a woman, indeed!

At four o’clock, after the last chord of lessons, Perdita and Anys took their poor selves outside and stood on the steps in the frosty November rain, silent under their umbrellas.

“At least this week he forgot to tell me to become a piano tuner,” Perdita said.

“To you he’s good.” Anys sniffed. “Last week he say I play like pig, this week worse than."

In counterpoint between the rumbling autos and wagons there rose the treble voices of two beggars, a match seller and a violet seller, competing for the passing crowds: “Buy my violets, I have three children!” “Allumettes, they always strike, my fine phosphorus matches!” The match seller had a grand bass, fine phos-pho-o-rus matches, like a Handel recitative, but Perdita held out her coins to the violet seller with children and got in return two bunches of violets, petals flaking from their blossoms, each soft, poor stem carefully pierced with wire.

“Lucy Anderson, Agathe Backer-Grøndahl, Amy Cheney Beach,” Perdita recited, handing Anys one of the bouquets and sniffing the other. “Come on, Anys: Teresa Carreño. Ilona Eibenschütz.”

Anys sniffed. “Essipova.”

It was the litany that strengthened every female piano student: the women concert pianists. Lucy Anderson to Agnes Zimmermann, thirty-seven women. Maria Theresa Paradis had been born a hundred and fifty years ago, in 1759; Olga Samaroff was only seven years older than Perdita. Thirty-seven women in the lifetime of the piano; not very many; but they existed.

“And who is number thirty-eight?” Perdita asked Anys.

“Me,” Anys said without conviction.

“Oh. Anys, you have to mean it: me, me, me!”

“For Maître we are not human,” Anys sighed. “We are wooman. He doesn’t care if I live or die.”

“He just doesn’t think.” How could he think Perdita’s reading of the Chopin was dynamically weak and not try to improve it, hut simply use “female weakness” to make a teaching point? She couldn’t break a bass string like Liszt, but she could reach the back of the house over an orchestra.

A couple of men students stood smoking beside them; Perdita listened to them throwing out judgments like old critics. “Fauré! His music’s worn out, administration has ruined him. Debussy, brilliant, there’s nothing else to say!” In New York Perdita would have fallen into a lovely musical conversation, but fraternization was a sin at the Conservatoire.

“We must simply endure, like good professionals,” she told Anys. “Let’s get something to eat.”

“A sandwich is too much. Maybe pastry.”

“You should eat better.” Anys was only fifteen.

“I go with you,” Anys conceded.

Inside the warm bright bakeshop, sweet smoky ham vied with cheese, sugar-smooth ananas au kirsch, lemony chocolate-and-vanilla Paris-Brests, tartes aux pommes. . . . “We’d like two sandwich au jambon, a Paris-Brest, a tarte aux pommes, a big bottle of Evian, and some bottled lemonade—” The bread was just out of the baking oven; the smoky ham tasted faintly like Alexander’s skin, a secret thought that made Perdita shiver.

“I have nearly to throw up when I hear Maître speak you,” poor Anys said.

“Never mind him.”

“But I don’t learn. I am taking poison soon. I am returning to Moscow.”

“Oh, don’t leave me alone with him, Anys! That would be cruel.”

“But I am stupid always.” Anys was always sleepy, not stupid. She lived with a Russian family at Alfortville, got up every morning at five o’clock, took the train and the Métro to get to the Conservatoire, and stayed until ten in the evening; then she took the Métro and the train back out to Alfortville, and five hours later she started all over again. “It’s better in Paris to be stupid, nyet? Stupid, pretty woman.”

“What do you mean, Anys?” That was an awful thing to hear from a voice still half a child’s.

“In Paris, you notice, is so many statues of naked woomen? Purity, Beauty, Awakening of Soul, Spirit of Science. Me it is feeling wrong I am dressed, I should be inspiration for someone, I should be amante, I should be mother, teach my children music is what Maître says.”

Perdita felt for the girl’s hands. “Anys, they’re not used to taking us seriously, but we are serious. We are human beings like the men. We must be whole people, we must have our lives and our work.”

“But sometimes it’s me so sad, so sad.”

Sometimes it was Perdita so sad too. She walked with Anys back to the Conservatoire and stood in line to get a rehearsal room; there were always more pianists than pianos. Down the echoing hall she heard a Conservatoire mama encouraging her sniffling daughter; “there, there, dear.” She thought of how odd it was, how uncomfortable, to be a woman here.

Female weakness was part of Conservatoire myth. Women weren’t supposed to be able to weight-lift, which everyone did in New York. Normalement she and Anys would have brought their mothers to chaperone them and support their frail little stems; their mothers would have waited for them all day while they practiced, brought them a hot lunch from the café, tucked them in at night, and stayed up doing the washing. Perdita’s imagination was harrowed by all those invisible mother-slaves; she heard them in the narrow Conservatoire corridors, their knitting needles ticking, waiting for years and years, making endless sweater-coats “to pass the time.” But the mothers were women too.

Ideal women, the kind the students fell in love with; women the men students competed with; women who were mothers; women who sacrificed marriage and family for their art—

What kind of woman did she want to be?

There didn’t seem to be a good answer but the best parts of all of them, which was impossible; trying to be too much, she would simply get in trouble.

She leaned against the wall and sighed, then stood up straight because Conservatoire students didn’t slouch. She was still at the end of the line. With a faint sense of self-betrayal— she should be practicing, she should depend on herself—she retreated to the Conservatoire’s phone closet, closed the door against being overheard, and called Alexander.

“Maître was so dreadful—” She let herself be comforted, wrapping herself in the warm velvet of his voice. 

“On January twenty-first,” he said, “you will play at the embassy.  You will do very well; you will get your reviews; and that will take care of Maître.”

“You are sensible; I’m fussing for nothing.”

But once she had her reviews—  She hung up the phone, frowning.  Once she had good Paris reviews, Ellis would take her and she could kiss the Conservatoire goodbye whenever she pleased; but what then?

Leaving Paris would be leaving Alexander.
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Bad choices
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“DARLING, YOU REALIZE JOUVET is far more trouble than it’s worth.”

In late November, Reisden had masons in to repair what appeared to be a minor problem with the foundations of Jouvet’s building. The masons discovered trouble with the bearing beams; the carpenters discovered dry rot; and Reisden, who had never owned anything larger than a racing car, called in his cousin, the widowed Viscountess de Gresnière, who had recently rebuilt a wing of one of her country houses. On a rainy evening, Dotty toured Jouvet, holding up her narrow skirt fastidiously, wrinkling her nose at the must in the cellar, where the archives were stored, and frowning at the dry-wood smell in the examination rooms. At the end of the tour they went up to the fifth floor, to his apartment.

“You realize,” she said on the stairs, “I have never been here before?”

“In three years?” he protested. “Surely you have.”

“Never.” The stairs were narrow, the stone steps dished with age; the plumes of Dotty’s wide fashionable hat brushed paint from the plaster. “You come to my house; you take me to dinner and the theater; but you live like a hermit.”

The door at the top of the stairs stuck; he put his shoulder against it. “This building has significant foundation damage and roof damage,” Dotty said. “The slates have not been repaired since the fall of the Bastille.” She touched the plaster with a finger gloved in glacé kid and broke away more flakes of paint. “That comes from damp. There are beetles, my darling. It will all be tremendous trouble to rebuild and will cost you millions.”

“I hope not.”

“Literally. I’m sure. You should sell.”

“I don’t want to.” He got the door open and stepped back for her.

“Oh, my dear, how awful."

When he had bought Jouvet, three years ago, he had fallen heir to the apartment where five generations of Dr. Jouvets had lived. The last of them, who had died at ninety-four, had been a collector of antiquities, books, and scientific instruments. Marble heads still stared blankly from the upper shelves of the library. The large library table was piled with brown-paper bundles of books, which Dr. Jouvet had never opened. Through the rusty velvet curtains, in the music room, on the shelves by the piano, were displayed a gilded orrery, a pair of Sphinxes with the heads of women, and a collection of small blue Egyptian funerary figures. Reisden had never much considered where he lived, or thought of changing it; it was background, like the noise from the street. But Dotty stood in the middle of the room, slim and blond in her long gray chinchilla coat, and he felt an odd sense of being caught out, of failing to be like normal people.

“Forgeries,” Dotty said, turning an ushabti in fastidious fingers. “Second Empire,” she said in exactly the same tone, putting down the ushabti and narrowing her blue eyes at the faded plum velvet that shrouded the windows, as a soldier would regard the enemy. She marched into the unused dining room and through it into the kitchen, mowed down the tiny gas-cooker with one blue glance, and opened the cupboards. “And you have no plates.”

“Jouvet’s niece wanted the china,” he said.

“Which you have not replaced in three years. You don’t need it, you don’t eat, you go out. Of course you don’t have anyone in.”

“Should I?” he said.

“Not until you have completely redecorated,” Dotty said coolly. “I don’t mean you, of course; I mean your wife. The woman you are going to marry, who will bring you the money you want, and tidy up and buy you plates and entertain for you.”

He smiled and shook his head.

“You should marry again; you know you should.”

She went back into the music room, pushed back the velvet covering from the piano, and opened the fall-board, examining it as if casually for signs of use. She struck a few keys. Out of tune: she smiled.

“Miss Halley doesn’t come here,” he said, understanding belatedly Dotty’s desire to see where he lived.

“Miss Halley? Certainly she does not, what would you think of? She is a respectable girl.” She played a few more chords, apparently unconscious of the dissonances. “I have met her. Yes. I took her to tea. A very respectable—girl. She is devoted to her music, and is looking for an American ‘agent,’ and wants a career now, marriage and children sometime; et patati, et patata. She is fascinatingly self-centered, if that amuses you, and quite honest about it, but quite respectable—so far, my dear.”

He raised an eyebrow at her.

“But she tells me, openly, that you and she correspond every day. And at the theater last night, André du Monde mentioned to me that you have rented his old banker’s house ‘for a blind young lady who plays the piano.’ Really, Sacha.”

One should never be surprised at the extent of Dotty’s knowledge. “André has got it quite wrong,” he said. “She has rented the house. She needs a place to practice on Sundays.”

“And you intend never to go there, I suppose,” Dotty said.

“You suppose nothing of the sort,” he said, “but you exaggerate; I shall probably go there once or twice, if she invites me.”

“Oh, darling,” Dotty said. “As if she won’t. She’s taken with you.”

He felt himself reddening. “And she does not come here.”

“As if there are no hotels.”

“Dotty.”

Dotty picked up one of the faience figurines. “I simply think, my darling, in any relationship, someone should be domestic. She believes she is but she isn’t, and you—” She blew delicately at dust in the crevices of the figurine. “More than domesticity, someone must have money. She has no expectations; you make your money, and at the moment, my dear, you don’t have enough. If you must rebuild this building, if you do not intend to sell the business—”

“I shall go to the banks,” he said.

“You should marry a woman with resources; then you wouldn’t need to borrow.”

“I’m not going to marry.”

She put the ushabti down and took his arm; she stood them both in front of Dr. Jouvet’s dim gilded mirror. One blond society woman in a cloud of fur; one thin man, black-haired, pale-skinned, a face of bones and hollows, with inhumanly wary eyes. “Looks, family, a certain amount of money,” Dotty said judiciously. “You could do very well in the marriage-market.”

Family. He made a face in the mirror, leering like a stage madman. The face that grinned back at him was a Knight’s.

“Me what killed me first wife?” he said lightly. “What woman wants to be the second Mrs. Bluebeard?”

What one chooses to forget comes back in disguise. He hadn’t murdered Tasy, but for years he had thought he had— he’d been sure he’d murdered someone, who else could it have been? He had said he’d murdered her, to far too many people; he had tried suicide; he had been in an asylum; everything, everything. He had been memorable. What he had been set his teeth on edge.

“Oh, seriously, darling,” Dotty said. “Bluebeard.”

“Seriously. Suppose,” he said, putting his arm around Dotty, “suppose that when our Tiggy grows up—” Tiggy was Dotty’s son, Reisden’s nephew, the six-year-old Viscount de Gresnière. “Suppose that Tiggy were to fall in love with a woman who, as a child—killed one of her family.”

“What sordid things you come up with, darling,” Dotty said, shivering.

“An excusable crime, let us say,” he said. “But would you let Tiggy marry her?”

“Of course not. One doesn’t want that sort of people, one doesn’t want scandal.”

“But I,” he said, “a man who believed for no reason that he murdered his wife, will succeed in the marriage market.”

“You want to marry,” Dotty said, taking his hand, “and not only for the money, my dear; that counts for a great deal.” 

“I don’t want to marry. I shall be an old eccentric bachelor, help raise Tiggy, and take Sunday dinner with you.”

She smiled, half-amused, half-annoyed. “Nothing would please me more, darling. But—” Dotty held his hand and counted off points on his knuckles. “You have your company, which is a splendid success and will make you money unless this building falls down. You have your Sorbonne research, so deliciously esoteric no one understands it. You have your suburban nest that I’m not supposed to know about, where you are playing appallingly at house with your American mistress. But she is going home; now you need a nice rich wife.”

“Perdita is not my mistress.” He looked away from Dotty. She took his head firmly between her hands and turned it back, tilting up her head to see into his eyes.

“Really,” he said, “she is not anything to me.”

“Darling,” she said, “forget the past. Be agreeable to women. Talk about your preferences; say you enjoy the theater; mention your investments. You should meet Cécile de Valliès; she likes the theater. A widow, a darling person, with a great deal of property in Bourgogne, and two children. You like children, and with Cécile’s money—”

“Dotty, my love—”

“I’ll have you two to dinner; you can see. Meanwhile, what shall we do with your little Miss Halley? You can’t make her pay the price of your self-consciousness, darling, it is too cruel. You must drop her and let her go home brokenhearted.”

“No,” he said, “I want her happy.”

She gazed at him, assessing him with something almost like dismay. “Women are never happy,” she said after a moment. “But I shall make her feel wanted—by the critics, my dear, not by you. Then she will go away. Then—?”

“Then,” he said, “we shall all be relieved; but I won’t marry anyone, not even your friend Cécile.”
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Dotty takes pains with an unpromising subject
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“SACHA IS ASKING ME to take a great amount of trouble over you,” said the Vicomtesse Dorothea de Gresnière.

Alexander’s “cousin” had accompanied Perdita to Worth’s, and now brought her back in the huge Gresnière coach to Dotty’s house on the place Dauphine for tea. Cousin Dotty did not have a sweet tooth—Cousin Dotty did not have or do anything unbecoming—but she had heard Perdita did, Dotty said; and so tea at Dotty’s included pastries from Rumpelmayer’s. Perdita sat, hands folded for fear of knocking over one of Dotty’s knickknacks, and ached with desire for chocolate. But when one has not very good sight, one learns to eat neatly by compromising with what one wants. Perdita, when she ate in restaurants, had her food cut in the kitchen and kept a little brush in her handbag to un-crumb her skirt afterward. But at Dotty’s house—? “I’ll just have tea, please.”

There was the sort of silence that occurs when one woman thinks another is dieting for effect. “As you please,” Dotty said. “Miss Halley, I wish to speak frankly about my cousin. You know Sacha is flirting with you.”

“Oh, madame, we are good friends, that’s all.”

“I disapprove of women and men being friends; it is disingenuous.”

“Between him and myself, it means only a mutual regard, madame.”

It was more than three years ago now that Alexander had asked her to marry him. Three years, two months, eight days ago, on a September night on a train between Boston and New York. She had said yes; she had wanted him more than life; and so, the next morning, she and Alexander had gone together to the New York Institute of Music to say she would not be coming to study, because she was marrying and moving with her husband to Paris.

They had taken a cab to the Institute, in a brownstone near Greenwich Village. He had stayed in the cab; she had climbed the steps; she had stood at the open door and listened, and smelled— It had smelled like music, bow resin and dust and ink and sweat, and from inside she had heard a piano played beautifully. Go in and give it up, she thought, but the music went on, and on, and she had stood in the new city, in the sunlight, on the threshold of what, for all of her life, she had known she was.

And he had known too. He had taken her around the corner to a coffee shop and had let her cry against his shoulder for half an hour. Goodness knows what he had felt. Don’t we know who you are? was all he had said. Go, love, do it.

Only a mutual regard? She loved him for who he was, for what he knew about her; but because he knew her so well, she could not marry him until she knew what she could do in music.

“Whom do you admire?” Cousin Dotty asked.

“I beg your pardon, madame?”

“Among the musicians. Whom do you prefer to play?”

“Oh: Brahms, Beethoven, Schumann; the moderns, Debussy—Ravel’s splendid—have you heard ‘Gaspard de la Nuit’?”

“One should never become too emphatic about living artists; one runs the risk of being thought eccentric. You are actually engaged in music for hire, Sacha tells me. You have an agent,” Dotty said as if she were lifting the word with silver tongs.

“I will if Mr. Ellis takes me, ma’am.”

“And this Mr. Ellis has asked you to get reviews from Paris,” Cousin Dotty said, “good reviews, from which he can extract quotes, for posters.” Dotty said the word posters exactly as if it were roaches. “So, in short, you have come to Paris for reviews.”

It seemed a bald way of putting it, but Paris reviews were a necessity for a musical career in America.

“Very well,” Cousin Dotty said. “Sacha finds you attractive; he has a tendre for young musical women. But when he thinks of marriage again, he will be expected to do as everyone else does here, and marry according to his social position.”

“I cannot speak of his plans.”

“No, no, Miss Halley, I will have no missishness. I am speaking of your plans, and hoping that none of yours will interfere with his.”

Perdita took a breath. “I like to play music. I like to solo with an orchestra, ma’am. I’ve been lucky enough to do some of it and I want to do more. As far as I know, my chances for that are in the United States. Your cousin understands that.” 

“Of course,” Dotty murmured. “One wouldn’t really hire American pianists for anything, would one? Not here in Paris.”

Splendid pianists—splendid men pianists—were graduated every year from the Conservatoire. The French seldom hired any but their own; even German musicians were only for oom-pah bands and café orchestras. Women musicians were relegated to tea-dance orchestras in the suburbs, to salons, and principally to teaching.

Alexander knew that as well as she did.

“If you and he are simply good friends, then there is nothing to be said; I do not entirely approve, it is risqué for a young woman, but of course I apologize for any misunderstanding and I shall serve you to the best of my ability.” She did not sound apologetic at all. “A proper wife will advance Sacha’s interests. As his closest relative, I take an interest—that is all.” 

“What sort of woman would be a proper wife?” Perdita could not forbear asking.

“A Frenchwoman,” Dotty said firmly, “a woman of resources and good family. I hope we understand each other, my dear. Let us move on to something more pleasant. Sacha and I are agreed that, while you will certainly play splendidly at the embassy, a second concert would not be amiss. Perhaps on— let us say the twenty-seventh of next month, you could play something professionally for me and a few of my friends? That will be the Thursday after your debut. I shall have a critic or so as well; perhaps we can get you extra reviews for your agent, your Mr. Ellis.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Not sufficiently a mistress
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DOTTY WAS RIGHT. IN every sense except reality, Perdita felt she was Alexander’s mistress.

A respectable gentleman and young lady are never alone for more than ten minutes. She and Alexander had been together in a train compartment all night. They had stayed in the same resort town twice, for two weeks each time, though not at the same hotel. They had met each other on the beaches or at restaurants; they had talked about everything, the news, politics, his work, hers. She knew more about the chemistry of stimulus and response (his Sorbonne work) than if she’d gone to college, and he knew more about music. They had gone fishing in companionable silence. He had taught her to swim, at a pond in the country, alone. She had taught him cooking— men’s cooking—bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwiches, omelettes. He had taught her to make coffee. They wrote each other daily.

A respectable young woman does not exchange daily letters with a man; she never signs them love. And if she does, she means it; she never accepts a man, then tells him she won’t marry him.

They had kissed, and more, too much for her peace of mind; sometimes only the touch of his hand would make her lose the thread of their good conversation. But they had done nothing truly wrong. 

What did she like about touring? Heaven only knew. Touring was cold theaters and strange orchestras at eight A.M., going through a conductor’s interpretation for the first time that day when you were playing it that night. Touring was a month, or two, or three, living on sandwiches from railroad dining cars, sleeping in Pullmans if you were lucky but mostly across two seats; bringing your own tuning forks and felting files because half the pianos on tour wouldn’t have been felted in this century.

Touring was music: new orchestras, new interpretations, new colleagues and friends, constant challenge, and performance, performance, performance.

So she and Alexander had a friendship. An awkward friendship, which always made her worry it would slip down into that and nothing more.

She, like Dotty, distrusted friendships. Blind girls have friendships. Men tell blind girls that they are friends; men take blind girls out to lunch; but they don’t take them to dinner, and never home to meet the family. Perdita was not blind, she was determined she was not; she was only very nearsighted. And Alexander said she was attractive, and never talked about other women (except Dotty), but—

Had what he felt for her simply dwindled to friendship? Had he told Dotty to tell her she was unsuitable?

She didn’t want a friendship with him. She wanted Alexander to love her for her body.

She upbraided herself for caring nothing that he respected her.
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Courbevoie
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THE CONSERVATOIRE WAS CLOSED on Sundays. When Perdita had arrived in Paris, she had budgeted money for a place she could practice on Sundays, and Alexander had found an empty house with a piano, well within her budget, just across the river from Paris.

“Large, modern, and ugly,” he said, “with an interesting garden.”

“And what kind of piano?”

“An Érard concert grand; will it do?”

Courbevoie was only the other side of the Seine from Paris, a streetcar suburb, two and a half miles from the Arc de Triomphe; but it was country. According to Alexander, reading aloud from Baedeker’s Handbook for Paris, it had a boulevard by the Seine, a main street with plane trees and shops, and the ruins of Louis XIV’s stables. When they got to the Courbevoie tram station, they discovered the town also had a Sunday market tucked between the church and a street of little shops. They walked through the street market, where the women vendors of cheeses and pin-lace flirted, giggling with Alexander in soprano chorus—“Oh, le bel homme, you there, handsome!” They escaped the laces and the tinsmith, but Perdita fell victim to a trayful of fragrant, gritty lavender soap and bought three bars. Courbevoie felt hours away from Paris. She could hold hands with him on the street here, as she could not have done under the shadow of Cousin Dotty. She took his hand self-consciously, feeling whether her hand was welcome in his; he took it and she sighed happily.

Down from the main street, there was a neighborhood of houses on a sunny hillside sloping down toward the Seine. They turned right into a wide stone stairway descending between stone walls. “There is no street; carriages can’t take the slope,” he said. “This is the passage Mallais.” She could hear the echo of horses’ hooves from the boulevard below and the stuttering motor of a Seine barge or a car; but the arched bare branches of trees over the stairs gave the passage Mallais a romantic isolation. Eighteen steps; then her fingers, brushing against the wall, felt the bars of a door.

“I have the key,” Alexander said. The big French lock screeched, the door hinge squealed, and they were inside the wall, in a silent garden.

This was the country itself. It was echolessly quiet and smelled, at first, only like freezing loam; then she took a step forward, through long, drenched, rustling vegetation, and it came alive with smells. Catmint, lavender, the sweet licorice of chamomile or fennel: someone had kept an herb garden here before it had gone wild onto the path.

“Who lived here?” Perdita found a modern iron rail. Long canes and thorns pricked her bare fingers; there would be roses here in spring.

“No one. The garden was leased to the painter Mallais, Claude Mallais, one of the grand old men of French Impressionism. I knew him a bit. Jove in a straw hat, with a beard down to his watch chain.” Perdita had heard of Mallais; Dotty had one of his paintings. “He’s dead now. The widow still lives next door. This house was built after his death by his old patron, a banker. It’s very modern: central heating, electricity, a shower-bath, a telephone, and two indoor WCs.” Unheard-of luxury. “But a gentleman’s country villa is unsalable this side of the river, and the painter’s widow feuded with the patron and has built a very ugly wall between this house and hers. The heirs are renting out the house for the cost of heating it, while they decide what to do.”

He opened the door for her; her steps reverberated in an empty room. It was damp, like any house near water, and smelled of plaster dust and of never having been used. He began turning on lights, a brilliant blaze in the dimness. She saw something black in front of her, stepped forward onto a double thickness of rug, and touched the keys. It was the Érard; it had just been tuned.

“The heirs will rent it and the furniture with the house. You are tenant-at-will, one month’s notice on either side. For a Sunday practice retreat, it’s very reasonable; I’d recommend it.”

She sat down, stripped off her gloves, and began playing. The room had echoes, but fabric on the walls would fix that. The Érard’s action was stiff, in spite of the good name, but there were worse at the Conservatoire. “Can I play full out without bothering the neighbors?”

“Madame Mallais and her brother live the other side of her wall; she is supposed to be a recluse and won’t bother you. The next nearest neighbor doesn’t winter here.”

“Oh, this is perfect.” She stood and held out an arm for him. He took her hand and she drew him to her. They had not seen each other in a week; she stood tiptoe to touch her lips to his, and felt a reluctance in his response, but felt herself responded to; she smiled and put her arms around him, murmuring to him in whispers, hungry and content at once. The walls were high and the house quiet. “You are so clever to find this,” she whispered, every word a little kiss against his lips; and for some time they were content, kissing, arms around each other, still with their coats on, clumsy as two bears. The house was so quiet behind its walls, Courbevoie so separate from Paris, that it seemed anything done here was in a world different from him being of an age to marry and her of an age to work. They kissed more warmly and less carefully, and it seemed natural and urgent and right to do it, and they were all alone.

He gave a sigh and broke away. “Come see the rest of the house, love.”

It was half-furnished, barely that: in the large salon, beside the piano, no more than a chair; in the kitchen, two plates and a pot. The shower-bath had no curtains, the bathroom no towels or soap. She laid one of her bars of fragrant soap ceremonially in the zinc dish, taking possession.

He went out to buy a coffeepot and coffee (and, she reminded him, cups, sugar, spoons). While he was gone she explored the rest of the house. The door beyond the bathroom, the one he had not opened, led to the master bedroom; and the master bedroom contained a bed. Straw mattress, sprinkled with bay leaves to keep away mice; featherbed rolled up at the foot, smelling a little of damp; big French cylindrical cushion and pillows at the head. There were no bedlinens, no puffs or duvet.

She sat on the bed, and held one of the pillows clumsily to her; and lay down amid the acrid prickling spices, and buried her face in the pillow, clasping it to her, hugging it; and then got up hurriedly, brushed the bay leaves carefully off her back and skirts, gathered them from the floor, and spread them over the bed again, as if no one had been there.
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An ideal woman
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PERDITA’S IDEAL WOMAN WAS Florence Fish de Pouzy, who lived at Versailles, near the old palace. Florrie had a big house with a garden; Florrie was married with two very young children; and Florrie had organized a Young Married Women’s Musical Society, a quintet of married women players, and was keeping up her work. Perdita had a great curiosity about them.

“Won’t you come out and play music with us and stay for dinner?”

Florrie was too rounded out to show herself politely in public; she was seven months along with a third child. She let Perdita hold sweet-smelling baby Martha, and Perdita stood haloed in baby-warmth, baby-weight, baby-smell.

“Those long fingers!” her mother crooned. “Feel!” Perdita gently felt the baby’s tiny hand and little fat-circled wrist. “I’m going to start her on piano as soon as she’s old enough to sit up, those fingers are so precious! Julie’s hopeless, she doesn’t have any musical interest at all, but Martha—”

“You are lucky,” Perdita said: Florrie, who was married and a mother and a musician. Florrie was “suitable,” of course; her family made half the ink in America. But what a life!

“Oh no,” Florrie said, “you're lucky.”

“What do you mean?”

The Société Musicale de Jeunes Mariées arrived one by one. All except Florrie were French with at least some Conservatoire training. The piece they were working on was Fauré’s Quartet no. 1, which to Perdita had all the interest of a ball of yarn; but while the women tuned up she dreamed of being a Young Married Woman too.

From the first bars, Perdita was simply embarrassed to be there. The violinist was the only person who knew the music well; the rest barely had a notion. Florrie missed every single one of the glissandos; she played B when she should have played B-sharp; and she over-pedaled her solo bit as if she were trying to catch rats with her feet. What had happened to Florrie, who had been so good at the Institute?

Afterward the cellist apologized and said her son had been ill with un rhume féroce, she didn’t think she’d been able to do the piece justice; and the violist said everyone in her household had been prostrated, the children, the nursemaid, all the maids; her own ears were blocked. Florrie said her husband had been in England all week, she’d had to do everything. “And in your delicate state, too,” the violist sympathized, coughing. The violinist, who had known her part, was silent; the other three asked Perdita for criticism. First learn the notes, Perdita thought, and managed to say a few things about interpretation, feeling like a person who has shown up properly dressed at a formal party to which everyone else has come completely naked.

“Won’t you play for us?” Florrie asked. “She’s so good, she’s very good. Why, she can do the Paganini Variations—”

Perdita pleaded she could only do the second series, she was having trouble with the first; but she played the second series, and afterward there was a silence, and they told her how lovely it was, how truly lovely, what an inspiration she was to them; but that wasn’t what they meant. And she said how lucky they were to have their families and their music, what a good life they led, but that wasn’t quite what she meant either.

Over dinner the women talked with enthusiasm about their children. The violinist sat as silent as Perdita.

“Do you have children, Madame Clémence?” Perdita asked her.

“No,” said the violinist brusquely. “I had one, she’s dead.”

Perdita sat silent, appalled.

When the others had left, Perdita stayed a while to visit with Florrie. “We weren’t very good, were we?” Florrie said.

“Madame Clémence was,” Perdita said soberly.

“What a price she paid, poor woman.”

Florrie went over to a chair and let herself down; Perdita heard her heavy breath and the susurrus of her big dress whispering against itself. A slim silhouette was the fashion for women their age; Florrie sounded like an old lady.

“Three children in three years,” Florrie said. “When I married Charles, I thought the housekeeper would take care of the house, the nursemaids and the governess would take care of the child—I’d only have one, can you imagine!—and I would take lessons from the best masters, and practice all day, and play in a quartet. I don’t have time to practice. Two hours in the last two weeks, that’s all, and as for keeping up with the literature—my dear!” Florrie said. “And Charles wants me to entertain his friends, and there are all the little errands, getting my watch fixed and having my clothes adjusted, planning who’s coming to dinner and who can sit next to whom, talking with Cook and the gardeners and the housekeeper—we used thirty pounds of sugar in one week, thirty pounds for a family of four! I suppose I’ve arranged my life as I like it,” Florrie said. “I only think sometimes, when I hear you play— How is your Alexander, are you still seeing him?”

“Yes,” Perdita said.

“How do you—feel about him?” Florrie asked, but didn’t give Perdita time to answer. “When I was at school I was crazy to marry Charles, I’d have done anything. And I’m happy,” Florrie said. Her silk robe rustled as she shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “But ... Be careful. Love isn’t everything. You have such talent, you could be really good. Don’t waste yourself on marriage.”

“I don’t think it would be a waste to have love and music both,” Perdita said uncomfortably, “and Alexander has always encouraged me. I think it would be the best possible way of life.”

“The best possible way of life—isn’t possible,” said Florrie.
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