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The Jews of Alsace and Lorraine had to proceed step by step from village to nearby town, from town to city; from small trading, to big shops, to high commerce…. It took time, patience; finally they stirred up the great affair—the war [of 1870–71]—and twenty years later Nancy has become the little Jerusalem of thousands and thousands of Jews from Lorraine, Alsace, Poland and Russia.

—Abbé François Hémonet, Nancy-Juif (Jewish Nancy), 1892–93.
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Historical Preface



ON 22 DECEMBER 1894, A CLOSED-DOOR military tribunal convicted Captain Alfred Dreyfus of treason and sentenced the first Jewish Army officer in the French General Staff to a life of solitary confinement on Devil’s Island. In 1898, the increasingly contested issue of his guilt or innocence erupted. The famous Dreyfus Affair tore the country apart. As evidence mounted that Dreyfus was not the officer who had passed on military secrets to the Germans, his supporters claimed that what was at stake was the very survival of France as a nation of rights, justice and equality.

Dreyfus was as much a victim of prejudice as he was of a kangaroo court. Fueled by scandal-mongering journalism and Edouard Drumont’s runaway bestseller, La France Juive (Jewish France), a virulent new anti-Semitism took hold among certain segments of the population during the last two decades of the nineteenth century. This hatred was aimed at less than one per cent of the nation’s inhabitants.

French Jews (or Israelites, as many preferred to be called at the time) had always been concentrated in a few pockets across the country. The most populous traditional Jewish community lived in Alsace-Lorraine, most of which was ceded to the Germans in 1872. Nancy, the largest city remaining in French Lorraine, became its capital, its artistic, commercial and administrative center. By November 1894, when this novel opens, it was also the center of Jewish life in the region, even though only 2,000 Israelites inhabited the rapidly growing city of approximately 90,000 people.
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Friday, November 16




THE CITY OF NANCY, 1894. Twenty-four years after France proclaimed itself a republic in the midst of war. Twenty-three years after the humiliating defeat, occupation and concession of the ancient territories of Alsace and part of Lorraine to the new powerful Germany. And only two years after examining magistrate Bernard Martin transferred from Aix-en-Provence to this elegant capital in the truncated northeastern corner of his beloved country.

Martin stood stacking his papers into piles, preparing for the weekend. His white-walled chambers were already growing cold. The black pot-bellied stove that sat in one corner no longer glowered with half-hidden flames. All that came from its mouth now was a soft, amber glow. As the muted footsteps of officials and clerks beckoned through Martin’s ground-floor windows, he swelled with what was still for him an unexpectedly joyful contentment. He was going home.


Suddenly the door to his chambers flew open, and his colleague, David Singer, came rushing in, breathless and disheveled. “You’ve got to take this case off my hands,” he said, almost shouting.

“Singer, you didn’t knock?” The question slipped out before Martin could stop himself. He did not intend it as a reproach. He was quite simply shocked. Singer was the most proper person in the courthouse, the one least likely to commit any breach of etiquette. And yet here he was before Martin, unannounced, panting, his frock coat open, his cravat askew, and his close-cropped black hair sticking up in shaggy crags as though he had been attempting to tear it out. Martin gestured toward the wooden chair beside his distraught colleague. “Please sit down.”

Singer ignored him. “I’ve been thinking about it all afternoon. I’m sure they gave it to me as a joke. This is their chance to catch me out.”

Martin approached his friend to take a closer look. One of Singer’s well-manicured hands was locked into a fist, the other clutched a rolled-up newspaper. “Please, sit,” he repeated, trying to remain calm. Singer’s demeanor was beginning to put him on edge.

When his colleague did not respond, Martin took the precaution of walking around him to close the door. Although he was almost certain that other judges and clerks had already left the Palais de Justice for the weekend, he wanted to make sure that no one else saw Singer in such a state.

“What is wrong?” Martin insisted.

“Presumably,” Singer said in a strangled whisper, “it’s a case of ‘ritual murder.’”

“What?” His confusion churning into dismay, Martin returned to his desk to face his friend.

“A ritual murder.” Louder this time. “An accusation that a Jew has killed and mutilated a Christian baby.”

“But that’s preposterous. These things don’t happen—”

“Were you about to say ‘any more’?”


“What do you mean?” Martin could not for the life of him understand why Singer was being so prickly with him, of all people.

“These things don’t happen any more. Not in 1894. Not in the third decade of our glorious French Republic.”

“No, no, not at all.” Martin feared that soon he, too, would be shouting.

“I tell you, they gave the case to me as a joke, a trap.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You don’t understand,” Singer responded sarcastically. “My name is Singer. David Singer.”

“Well, I never thought that mattered—”

“I’m sure you never did,” Singer interrupted as he took a step back from Martin’s desk. “Will you take it? That’s all I need to know.” He laid the newspaper down and began to fidget with his collar and cuffs, putting himself back together.

Martin stared at his fellow examining magistrate. Somewhere in the back of his mind he had known that Singer was an Israelite. But it had never occurred to him that this held any particular significance. They had been friends from the day, shortly after Martin’s arrival here, when Singer was kind enough to show him around the courthouse. They were alike in age, middle thirties; in height and weight, medium in every way; and both passionately republican in their sympathies and ideals.

Most of all, Martin was grateful for Singer’s reaction—or lack of it—to the early revelation that Martin, unlike the other magistrates, was not a man of means and that he had married a teacher. Instead of looking down upon him, Singer had volunteered to help the Martins find an inexpensive place to live, which he did, in the very center of Nancy, near the Palais de Justice and Clarie’s school. An apartment, Singer had boasted with a smile, that even had running water, an essential aid for the working woman. If it had not been for his colleague’s excessive formality, Martin would long ago have started calling him by his Christian name.


But of course, Martin thought with a start, David was not Singer’s Christian name.

Singer fingered his coal-black mustache, which rose ever so slightly to a peak on either side of his mouth. “It won’t be hard,” he continued. “Working-class man and his wife bringing the accusation. Only witness, the wet nurse. They’re all lying.”

Singer’s beard fell to a point so precise, he must have trimmed it every morning. Always well-tailored, respected, treated with utmost civility by everyone in the courthouse, there was no reason for him to be so sensitive. Yet without realizing it, Martin found himself scrutinizing Singer’s nose, which was not remarkable in any way.

Their eyes met and Singer stiffened. “I can get the file to you first thing Monday morning. It won’t take much of your time.”

“It’s not that,” Martin murmured.

“What, then?” Barely containing his frustration, Singer grabbed the newspaper again.

How could Martin make the cowardly admission that what he felt at this moment was something like fear, that Singer’s outbursts had set off memories of another case he had been urgently called upon to solve at the very beginning of his career. The case that had made him an outcast among the police and judges in Aix-en-Provence. The Vernet murders. He shook his head slightly, hoping to vanquish the vision of all those dead bodies.

“You’re saying no? After all our talks about justice. Perhaps this is a kind of injustice you don’t recognize.” Singer moved toward the door.

Martin sighed. “Wait. Surely this is something I will have to take up with the Proc.” That’s the way everyone referred to the Procureur, the prosecutor who assigned cases to the examining magistrates for investigation.

“Surely,” Singer concurred. “And as soon as possible.”

“Perhaps I’ll see him tonight—”


“I wasn’t invited. Never have been.” Singer cut him short.

“Well, it’s only our first time, and I’m not exactly looking forward to it.” It had taken the Presiding Judge almost two years to invite Clarie and him to a formal dinner party. Martin struggled to remember how long Singer had been at the court at Nancy.

“Nevertheless, I’ve been here two years longer than you have,” Singer said, as if reading Martin’s thoughts.

Martin shrugged his shoulders in exasperation. “I’ve never thought of you as other than a Frenchman, a good republican—”

“A French Jew is a Frenchman and a republican.” At least Singer had stopped his retreat and was again approaching Martin’s desk.

“Yes, I know.”

“You know? Do you read Edouard Drumont’s newspaper, La Libre Parole?”

Martin raised his hand, fending off any suggestion that he would bother to pick up Drumont’s anti-Semitic rag. La Libre Parole, “the free word” indeed.

“Perhaps you would find it instructive.” Singer unrolled the paper he had been carrying in his right hand. “This is the weekly version, fully illustrated.”

Martin had no choice but to examine the cover of La Libre Parole Illustrée, dated the previous Saturday, November 10. A drawing of a bearded man took up most of the page. He stood beside a stack of books. Martin squinted. He could make out the first title, Drumont’s fabulously successful best seller La France Juive, the scurrilous “Jewish France.” Martin sucked in a breath. “So this is Drumont.”

“Yes, and this,” Singer’s finger pointed to the little man crawling at the bottom of the page, a caricature of a Jew with a gigantic hooked nose, wearing the helmet of the Prussian army. Drumont held a long prong with which he had grasped this miniature soldier by the seat of his pants. “You know who this is, of course,” Singer persisted.

“Singer, I can read,” Martin said impatiently. The caption made it all too clear what the cartoon was about: “A propos of Judas Dreyfus. Frenchmen, I’ve been telling you this every day for eight years.”

“First, La France Juive, now his newspaper,” Singer exploded. “You know that Drumont is the one who broke the story of Dreyfus’s treachery. He’s having a field day with it.”

Martin nodded, still staring at the caricature. Alfred Dreyfus was in all the newspapers, accused of having sold military secrets to the Germans. Martin wondered what the real Dreyfus looked like. Surely, if he had managed to become a member of the Army’s elite General Staff, nothing like this ugly caricature.

“Don’t you see,” Singer pleaded, “they are going to use Dreyfus to try to prove that all of us are traitors and cheats.”

Martin made one last attempt to calm down his friend. “Even if it’s true that Dreyfus did have contact with the Germans, he’s only one man, not an entire race. Surely….” He did not finish. Surely, what? If Drumont and his ilk kept beating the drums against Dreyfus, wasn’t there a danger that they could incite the mob against the Israelites? Martin eased himself into his chair.

“I think you need to read La France Juive,” Singer pressed on. “You have no idea of the kind of noxious slime Drumont has spread about us. And now in his newspaper, he slanders us, drags us through the mud, every day. Every single day. You are fortunate that you do not have to care about these things.”

Martin could feel the heat rising in his face. Why was he being subjected to this barrage? Again and again he had proved himself to be a true republican. When he was barely out of school, he had given up on the Church, in part, because of the anti-Semitic sermons of his parish priest. Martin did not deserve this harangue. He began, again, to straighten out the files on his desk.

“I’m sorry,” Singer said as he drew nearer, demonstrating a belated recognition that Martin did not count among the bigots and rabble rousers. “I’m upset. I just came back from seeing the body of that poor child. You can’t imagine what some people will do to prove that we are beasts.” He paused. “Bernard, you are the only one I can turn to, the only one I can trust.”

It was the appeal to their friendship that did it, the use of Martin’s first name, breaking through the formalities imposed by profession and Singer’s punctilious sense of comportment.

Martin pressed his lips together and nodded. “I’ll try.” After all, what did he have to lose? If Singer was right, and it was a case of false accusation easily cleared up, then it was not at all like the Vernet case.

Or was it? Martin sank back into his chair, remembering. Of all the dead bodies in Aix, there was one that Martin could never allow himself to forget, the pallid figure of his oldest friend Jean-Jacques Merckx laid out on the gray slab like an anarchist Christ with four holes drilled into him. Not by nails, but by bullets. A friend he had let down because he hadn’t agreed with his radical ideas, a friend who was killed, in part, because Martin had been indecisive, half-hearted, neither really helping him to desert from the army nor insisting that the two of them obey the law and Merckx go back to face his terrible punishment. A friend who, just as Singer had done, accused him of complacency, of not understanding what he was going through. Martin gave his head a hard shake to bring himself back to the present. This situation was entirely different. There was nothing dangerous or unpatriotic about Singer’s views. He did not dream of destroying the state as Martin’s boyhood friend had. No, Singer, like Martin, was a builder. They both believed in the French Republic and strived together to make it stronger and better, less corrupt, more just. They were alike in so many ways. In all that really mattered.

Singer stood above him, waiting for assurances. Martin nodded. “I’ll do everything in my power to corner Didier tonight. First, though,” he added, trying to lighten the mood, “I need to get home.”

“Yes, of course.” Singer took in a breath. “But I strongly advise you go to the Faculté to see the body right away. You need to know what you are getting into. I’ve asked Dr. Fauvet to wait for you.”

Before Martin could object, his companion continued as he retreated for the second time. “I’ll prepare the orders so that all three of the so-called witnesses will be at the Palais on Monday morning, waiting for you.” Reaching the door, Singer bowed slightly. “Please give my regards to Mme Martin.” His return to form accentuated, rather than covered up, the fact that Singer’s self-pitying outburst had been completely out of character. And, Martin sincerely hoped, just as completely unwarranted.

As the door closed, Martin threw a pencil across his desk and watched as it bounced off onto the floor. Why did he have to go off tonight and examine the body of a mutilated baby? Why was he always the stranger, the new man in town, the one that others came to with their grisly cases? Now there’s self-pity for you! At least this time he had a reason: Singer.

Martin got up with a sigh and followed the rolling pencil to the foot of his greffier’s desk, which stood near the wall in a position that allowed his clerk to face both judge and witnesses while taking down the official record of their conversations. After a moment’s hesitation, Martin placed the pencil beside Guy Charpentier’s inkwell. This was almost a malicious act. His clerk was rather officious for his young years, and his small, orderly workplace stood as a constant rebuke to the clutter on Martin’s much larger and more luxurious mahogany desk. Smiling to himself, Martin retrieved his bowler and long woolen coat from the coat rack in the corner.

Clarie would understand his being late again. Best to get the worst of it over with.

 

Martin exited through the main entrance of the Palais de Justice which lay on the southern edge of the sedate and dignified Place de la Carrière. He loved the “Carrière” because it expressed in greenery and stone everything he believed in his heart, that progress, equality and justice were possible. Part of the oldest section of the city, the stately elongated public square had once been a feudal playground for military parades and jousting, rimmed by palaces inhabited only by men of title and privilege. In the last enlightened century, the good Duke Stanislas had changed all that, harmonizing the façades of surrounding buildings, acquiring some of them for governmental functions, and transforming the central strip into a park open to all, graced by straight rows of clipped linden trees, stone benches, and elegant statuary. On most evenings before heading home through the town’s Arc de Triomphe, Martin would pause and contemplate all this with gratitude. Grateful that he was leaving the cares of his work behind at the courthouse, grateful that he no longer led a lonely existence in sleepy, pretentious Aix.

But this was not a usual evening. Holding his hat over his face to protect it from a gust of cold wind, he hurried past the Place de la Carrière and Arc de Triomphe to the busy rue Saint-Dizier to catch the horse tram to the Faculté de Médicine.

Hanging onto an overhead strap in the single crowded car, Martin watched ruefully as it paused at the head of the street that led to his apartment and to Clarie. Unaccustomed to public transport, he anticipated each clanging stop and influx of last-minute shoppers with growing impatience. What if Dr. Fauvet had given up on him and gone home? The jostling reached its peak at the open-air market, which was folding up for the night. Bustling, chattering women knocked him about with their sacks filled with paper-wrapped packets of fresh fish, bread, and dangling vegetables. It was only after the tram passed through an archway of the ancient porte Saint-Nicolas, a massive stone gate leading out of the old city, that Martin breathed easier. The crowd thinned and the broad-backed draft horse, relieved by the lighter load, clopped along the parallel iron tracks at a faster pace. When Martin spotted the steeple of Saint Pierre, it was his turn to ring for a stop. The Faculté de Médicine was only a block away from the church, which was at the center of one of Nancy’s newer, less densely populated neighborhoods.

As soon as he extricated himself from the tram, Martin broke into a run. When he got to the Faculté, the morgue in the basement was locked and dark. After a quick search of the main hall, he saw a block of light on the floor, which led him to Lucien Fauvet’s office. He rapped on the clouded-glass window that formed the top half of the oaken door and was invited in.

Martin was greeted by the gray-blue haze and pleasant aroma of tobacco.

“Ah yes, Monsieur le juge, good to see you. I’ve been waiting.” Lucien Fauvet looked up from a pile of books and put down his pipe. He had the straw-blond hair and blue eyes of a true northerner and the enthusiasm of a schoolboy. Which he almost was. His beard and mustache, attempts to age and dignify his pudgy face, were still touchingly scanty.

“Sorry—”

“No need, no need,” Fauvet said as he got up from his cluttered desk. “I’ve just been reading up to make sure that my conclusions are correct. Come. Let’s get this over with and send you home to dinner.” He left his pipe on the ashtray and his jacket hanging on his chair. The young professor of physiology obviously was not done for the evening.

“Quite an interesting case, very interesting,” Fauvet muttered as he led Martin back downstairs.

As Martin walked behind the young doctor, a quiver of trepidation rose in his chest. Fauvet had a reputation for delighting in the grotesque.

After opening the morgue with one of the keys that he carried in a brass ring in the pocket of his gray trousers, Fauvet pulled a cord to activate the electric bulb hanging over an iron table. Its light fell upon a small bundle covered with a white cloth. Fauvet rolled up his shirtsleeves and pulled the sheet back only far enough to reveal the head. Martin steeled himself not to react. The greenish face was more ghastly than he had imagined. The dead child had taken on the appearance of a toothless, wizened old man. Under the naked bulb, the fine strands of blond hair on the baby’s skull shone white against the mottled, darkened skin.

Fauvet lifted the lid of one of the baby’s eyes.

“See these little red specks?”

Martin leaned forward and peered into the dead baby’s blue-gray eyes. He nodded as he fought down the bile rising in his throat.

“Signs of asphyxiation. But,” Fauvet raised a triumphant finger, “not by strangulation. No bruising on the neck. Could have been suffocation. A pillow, a diaper. However, the nose was intact, and one does have to ask,” he pronounced as he tore off the sheet with a flourish, “why this?”

The preternaturally thin little body was more shocking than the head. The torso had collapsed inward, toward a central jagged gash that ran from the child’s throat to the place where his genitals would be, if they had not been cut off. This time Martin stepped back against the cold stone wall for support and covered his mouth to hide his gasp.

“Gutted him. Hinders my work a bit. But at least, you may have noticed, cleaning out the innards saved us from the smell.”

Martin hadn’t noticed, although once Fauvet mentioned it, he knew he could start breathing hard without getting sicker. It took him a moment to get out a question.

“Why do you think someone did that?” he rasped, echoing Fauvet’s rhetorical question with disgusted disbelief.

“Suffocation is still a possibility, but my best guess is that he swallowed something, a stone, a piece of meat, and they tried to cover it up.”

“But this?” Despite the sickening sour taste gathering in his mouth, Martin could not take his eyes off the body.


Fauvet shrugged. “Perhaps the wet nurse was afraid of an accusation of neglect. He was only about seven months old. He should not have been eating anything hard. From what I’ve seen in my lab, we really need to outlaw the practice of sending babies off to the country. It’s impossible to regulate all the women who hire themselves out as wet nurses.”

“But I thought that’s hardly done any more, sending infants away.”

“Except for the working classes. When women go back to the factories….”

“Yes, of course.” Martin paused as he tried to draw a picture of the probable sequence of events. “Why would the parents accept this bizarre story?”

“Ignorance. Old wives’ tales about Jews. My own mother used to tell them to me.”

“I never heard them.”

“You didn’t grow up around here. Your parents probably didn’t come from one of the villages where Israelites and Christians lived cheek by jowl. Most of these villages are gone now, to Germany, of course.”

Fauvet was speaking of the provinces lost in the last war, and the villages in which most of the Jews of France had lived. Or, at least, the poorer Jews—the horse traders, tinkers and peddlers. As far as Martin knew, this world of forests, goblins and legends was fast disappearing. It certainly was not part of Nancy, the only major city of Alsace-Lorraine still on the French side of the border. Or, at least, not the Nancy he knew.

“Do you have children?” Fauvet asked.

Martin shook his head.

“I only asked because you appear a bit—”

Did he seem all that squeamish? “My wife is pregnant,” Martin said, using Clarie’s condition to ward off Fauvet’s insinuations.

“Ah, well, if I were you, I would not describe any of this to her. You know that pregnant women suffer certain mental imbalances.”


“I have no intention of saying anything about this.” Even if, as some medical experts asserted, women were prone to hysteria because of their physiology, Martin knew this was not true of his Clarie. Still, this was a delicate time and, more than ever, he wanted to protect her.

“So you told Singer that you thought the baby might have swallowed something,” Martin said, changing the subject.

“I told him I could not be absolutely sure. Since they cleaned him out, I have no idea what he might have choked on.”

“You keep saying they?”

“They, he, she—just about any adult with normal strength could have cut through the kid’s middle. The cartilage is still pretty soft at this age.”

They, he, she? No idea what the baby choked on? If, indeed, that’s what had killed him. Or had someone smothered him with his own diaper? The gruesome journey to the morgue had not gotten Martin very far—except to see why Singer had been so shaken. Martin stared at the tiny mutilated corpse as he heard himself ask if Fauvet had explained his hypotheses to Singer.

“I tried to. He insisted on seeing the body, to find out, so he said, if his worst fears were confirmed. And when I showed it to him, he kept repeating, ‘How dare they. They say a Jew did this, a bloodthirsty Jewish peddler. How dare they.’ And on and on in that vein. I could not get through to him that anyone could have done it. Not necessarily even a man, for that matter. So when he declared that he should not be involved, I had to agree since he was not being at all rational. Rather hysterical really. That’s when he asked me to wait for you.”

Martin considered “hysterical” to be a harsh and disrespectful judgment, even though he had witnessed Singer’s agitation. But he did not want to argue with the smug young professor. He just wanted to leave.

“Have you found anything at all that would help us identify who mutilated the baby?” This was a crucial question. If the child had died by accident there might be no crime. However, in the atmosphere created by the news of Dreyfus’s alleged treachery, a false accusation of this type could be explosive. Martin needed to nip it in the bud.

“If we could find a knife, perhaps we could match it to these marks,” Fauvet said, as he retraced the long, jagged line with his finger. Then mercifully he pulled the sheet over the body. “If they were smart, they would have dumped the knife in the river or cleaned it up very carefully.”

Of course. The police would be lucky to find the knife. Even so, Martin would order them to try to do just that, first thing on Monday morning. Fingers fumbling, he began to button his overcoat. “It’s important that we not let any of this out, until we are certain about what happened. We don’t want this to get in the press.”

Fauvet nodded in agreement as he rolled down his sleeves. “No need to upset some people more than they already are.”

Was Fauvet, who had a perverse love of dead bodies, referring to the public, or to the weak stomachs of Martin and Singer? Regardless, before he made his escape Martin shook Fauvet’s hand and thanked him. Then he began the short walk home, praying that he would have time to compose himself before seeing his very pregnant wife.
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THE DIN OF FRIDAY EVENING traffic on the busy rue des Dominicains penetrated even third-story windows shut tight against the cold. Clarie Martin didn’t mind. She had grown up in the center of the southern town of Arles. She liked hearing the clatter of horses’ hooves and carriages and the shouts and laughter of shoppers. These were the sounds of life, of home. If only she could lie back in the armchair, close her eyes, and drift with the shadows spreading across her sitting room. How she longed to catch just a bit of sleep before facing the ordeal of a formal dinner. But she had a guest. And getting Madeleine Froment to leave without hurting her feelings was an arduous and delicate task.

Madeleine had arrived in Nancy four weeks ago to take Clarie’s place at the Lycée Jeanne d’Arc during the last two months of her pregnancy. Today, once again, Madeleine had appeared right at tea time, ostensibly to talk about new lesson plans for history, geography and literature. Clarie suspected, however, that her companion had really just come to talk.

Clarie shifted in her chair, trying to make herself more comfortable. Winters were so dark in the north. In the sunlight, the sitting room was the most cheerful place in the apartment. Now Clarie could barely make out the delicate sprays of pink and yellow roses that decorated the wallpaper. She was about to suggest that Madeleine turn up the gas lamp on the table beside her armchair, when the baby kicked. Putting her hands on her bulging middle, she waited for another blow. How she loved the new tautness of her belly and the vigor of the being that was growing inside her! This was the life, the home that she and Bernard were making together.

“You’re not listening.”

“I’m sorry, the baby moved.”

“I suppose I should understand; they do say that pregnant women get all dreamy.”

Spoken with the true bitterness of an old maid, which, at forty-four years of age, Madeleine surely was. She had ceased fluttering to the rhythm of her latest enthusiasm—some article in the Catholic newspaper La Croix about the “miraculous” conversion of a prominent French Jew—to sit straight up and glare at Clarie. With her dark piercing eyes, sharp little nose, graying hair, and the flat black hat she wore for visiting, Madeleine looked for all the world like a scrawny little bird.

Clarie bit her lower lip. Poor thing, she thought, as she tried to smile away this uncharitable image. “Please go on.”

“All I was saying, my dear, is that if they all became Catholics, it might solve the problem.”

“Umm,” Clarie managed a nod to show she was listening.

“Although perhaps not, given the way they are.” Madeleine pursed her lips and thrust her chin upward, as if restraining herself from saying more.

Clarie sighed. She knew how much Madeleine wanted her approval, her agreement, when all Clarie could give was her sympathy. She was tired of hearing about how, according to Madeleine, the Jews, the Protestants, and the Freemasons were responsible for all of France’s woes. It was hard to believe that the two of them had been trained to teach enlightened principles in the new public high schools for girls. Still, Clarie had to be kind. She owed so much to Madeleine, not least the very fact that she had come to Nancy to take over Clarie’s classes.

Clarie smoothed over the hard round mound of her stomach, pondering the different paths their lives had taken. Eight years ago, when Clarie entered the experimental teacher’s college at Sèvres, she had been so frightened. She had known nothing and felt everything: her inexperience, her loneliness, her lack of style and money. Worst of all, she had arrived in a state of emotional turmoil because she had stuck to her dreams and left Bernard Martin, her judge, her sweet young judge, in Aix-en-Provence.

Back then Madeleine, an older student who had taught in private schools, took Clarie under her wing, guiding and consoling her. Now it was Clarie’s turn to be understanding. The intervening years had not been kind to Madeleine. She had never found a permanent position, in part because she returned to Bordeaux to care for her father. He died suddenly in 1889 after discovering that he had just lost what remained of his small fortune in the catastrophic failure of the Panama Canal Company. Clarie frowned, knowing all too well that the story did not end there. A few years later, the tabloid press uncovered the bribery scheme that had kept the Company’s dire financial straits a secret from its investors. Although the ensuing scandal engulfed an entire political class, the anti-Semitic press gleefully emphasized the role that a few prominent Israelites had played. That’s when Madeleine had begun to blame her misfortunes on the Jewish people.

Madeleine cleared her throat.

“Sorry,” said Clarie, “guess I was dreaming.” As if to make up for this harmless lie, Clarie began to push herself up from the chair. “Are you chilly? Perhaps I should stoke the fire.” She had given Madeleine the armchair by the marble hearth, because the older woman always complained of the cold.

“Please, my dear, don’t bother. I’ll be leaving any minute.”

Clarie sank back and tugged her maroon wool shawl more tightly around her shoulders and chest, wondering what tack Madeleine would use to prolong the conversation. Where is Bernard?

“Before I go, my dear, I need to ask you again,” Madeleine said as she began to put on her gloves. “Don’t you think you and the judge should think of moving?”

That old question. Clarie could never decide whether Madeleine’s main criticism of their living quarters stemmed from some notion that a juge d’instruction should have a more elegant address or because the Martins lived above a Jewish shop. She clenched her jaw and patiently explained, again, how much they liked being in the middle of things—close to the Palais and to the school, on a street so beloved by the city’s inhabitants they always simply called it the rue des Dom.

“But this place is so small,” Madeleine objected.

“And it took all we had to furnish it and hire Rose, our day woman. I suppose that in a year or so we’ll have to move across the railroad tracks to one of the new neighborhoods. But for now, we’re quite happy,” Clarie said, hoping that would put an end to it.

“Here? Above one of your students? Having her father as your landlord?”

“Rebecca Stein is very respectful. She always asks before she visits. And she’s a sweet girl.” Clarie reached over to the plate that lay on the end table by her chair and picked up a small ginger biscuit. “She brought these to me this morning, with the excuse that she had made too many for her family. I think she just wanted to show she was thinking of me.”

Clarie began to chew on the sugary biscuit to hide her irritation.

“That’s because she worships you. They all do. They must find me a very poor substitute.”

“Oh Madeleine, you mustn’t think that way,” Clarie said, exasperated, even though there were times she suspected her companion was not a very popular teacher. “Think of all the things you taught me, I was such a country bumpkin—”

“That was a long time ago.” Madeleine concentrated on buttoning her gloves as she spoke.

This time Clarie did manage to push herself up out of the armchair. If only there was something she could do for her friend. She was about to reach out to her when she heard the key rattle in the door. Both of them turned and watched as Bernard came into the foyer. As soon as he saw them, he took off his bowler. “Madame Froment,” he greeted Madeleine with a slight bow of his head.

“Monsieur Martin.” Madeleine nodded. She seemed quite aware that Bernard did not like her.

Clarie went over to him, although she knew he would not kiss or embrace her. Not in front of a guest. Not even in front of the maid. Her judge was so reserved. Still he smiled at her, before frowning.

“Sorry I’m late. I know we have to get ready. I was held up.”

“That’s right,” Madeleine said, “I’ve been keeping you. You need to get properly dressed.”

“Oh, I’m in no hurry,” Clarie smiled. “In my condition you don’t have to worry about being too fashionable, thank God. Bernard,” she turned to her husband, “will you fetch Madeleine’s coat? And you,” she took Madeleine’s two hands in hers, “don’t worry so much. By this time next year I’m sure you’ll find a good position.” Clarie pressed until she felt her grasp being returned.


“My dear,” Madeleine said as she pulled away, “I do hope you enjoy yourself tonight.”

Clarie shook her head. “Neither of us is looking forward to it, I can assure you.” She said this for Madeleine’s benefit, so that she would not envy them this occasion, and because it was true.

 

The empty crib—and the images it evoked of the baby in the morgue—added to Martin’s apprehensions as he and Clarie maneuvered around their cramped bedroom, getting dressed for their first formal dinner in Nancy. He knew that Clarie had been dreading this occasion from the day of their arrival more than two years ago. Being a shy man from a relatively humble background, Martin was just as uneasy about social duties. Especially tonight. If only he had not promised Singer that he would find a way to talk to the prosecutor. Still the courthouse was his world, not Clarie’s, and his first duty was to set his fretting, pregnant wife at ease.

“You know they are going to think I am unnatural, too ambitious to be really womanly, just because I chose to work for a living,” Clarie said as she closed the armoire and threw her woolen cape on the bed beside him.

“I am sure they will know you are quite womanly. You’re beautiful. And you are obviously about to be a mother.”

“And awkward, too, like a goose,” she grumbled as she moved over to the dresser. “A big blue goose,” she added referring to the satin dress that she and Rose, their day woman, had hastily put together for the occasion.

“More beautiful than ever,” Martin murmured as he pulled up his silk stockings and slipped into his shoes.

Clarie fell into silence as she put on sparkling blue earrings and stuck a matching pin into the coil of hair she had wound at the back of her head. She picked up the heavy silver-and-sapphire pendant her mother had left her. “Help me with this?” she asked.


“With pleasure.” Martin tried to maintain the jocularity in his voice as he got up and took the necklace from her. After he fastened the clasp, he kissed the fragrant spot on her neck where she had just applied her perfume. He looked up to see her smiling in the mirror. How could he not love his passionate Arlésienne? Compared to her, he was an unobtrusive presence in the world—grayish blue eyes, brown hair and beard already flecked with gray, everything about him plain and ordinary. Clarie, with her mass of black hair and great almond-shaped brown eyes, made a mark everywhere she went. He watched as she began to finger her pendant. The mischievous glimmer in her eyes dimmed.

“I know you wish your mother were alive for this,” he said softly.

“And you, your father.” Spoken like the brave girl she was.

But it was different for her. Although they had both lost a parent, Martin was sure that at a time like this a woman must need her mother. Besides, Giuseppe Falchetti, Clarie’s father, had become a second father to him. As for his mother, she had never forgiven him for choosing a blacksmith’s daughter over a rich cousin from an influential family and, consequently, had never taken to Clarie. Martin kissed his beautiful wife again. “At least we have each other.”

“You never told me why you were delayed today,” she said, giving him a playful push to break the mood.

Martin crossed to the armoire to get his silk cravat. “Just a case that Singer wanted to discuss with me,” he said, facing the closet to avoid looking at her. This was foolish, of course. The image of the grotesquely maimed baby was not etched across his forehead.

“And?” Clarie always took a lively interest in his work.

“And nothing. Boring technicalities.” He closed his eyes, assaulted by guilt. He had never kept anything from her before. Would he feel more terrible if he told her the truth about what he had seen at the morgue? He could not do that. Not now. He took a deep breath and turned to her. “I’d wager that your conversation with Madeleine was much more exciting.”


“Not likely.” Clarie shrugged. “More of the usual: the poor king in exile, the Church under siege, the godless Republic corrupted by power-mongering Protestants and Jews. Mostly the Jews, of course.” She rolled her eyes and gave him a crooked ironic grin.

Martin yanked at his cravat as he tried to tie it. He was well aware of Madeleine Froment’s reactionary opinions, but he had forgotten her particular animus against the Israelites. Did he need another reminder that he had more to do at dinner than get Clarie through it?

“I can see you are annoyed.”

“No, not at all,” although he was. “It’s just too bad that you have to spend so much time with her. You should be resting, enjoying yourself.”

“You men are so silly. I’ve got plenty of time on my hands. And it costs nothing to listen to the poor dear.”

Poor insufferable dear, Martin thought as he peered in the mirror and angrily botched the knot again.

“Don’t tell me you’re as nervous as I am,” Clarie laughed. “Let me do that for you, or we’ll never get out of here.”

He gladly submitted to her ministrations. Although Martin was a man of medium height, Clarie was almost as tall as he was. Her hair tickled his nose as she concentrated on his tie. Having her so near, smelling her scent, feeling her warmth restored his good humor.

“There,” she stood back, “you look very handsome.”

“Hardly.” But what did it matter? Clarie had told him he was, and was laughing.

“We’d better hurry,” she warned. “I don’t walk as fast as I used to.”

“Right you are.” Martin picked up Clarie’s cape and wrapped it around her. After he had thoroughly shielded her against the cold, he kissed the slightly upturned tip of her long, thin nose. “Courage!” he whispered. They would both need it.

 

Clarie prayed that no one would demonstrate any curiosity about her or her pregnant state until after dinner, when the men separated themselves from the women in order to smoke and “talk business.” The introductions in the gas-lit drawing room, to seven of Bernard’s colleagues and six of their wives, passed smoothly enough. One only had to smile politely and sip on the champagne offered by the liveried servants. But as soon as she entered the rectangular dining room, with its dark walls hung with crimson-colored embossed paper, Clarie began to feel closed in. Illuminated only by huge ornate candelabras, the room’s opulence gleamed at her from all directions: from sideboards covered with dishes filled with steaming food, to the heavily framed portraits hanging on the wall, to the long dining table, where each setting held a daunting surfeit of shining silverware and gold-rimmed plates. Worse, as first-timers, she and Bernard were given seats of honor, he by the hostess at the foot of the table, she by Charles du Manoir at its head.

Mercifully, as the Presiding Judge of the Court at Nancy, du Manoir enjoyed holding forth and ignored her most of the time. When he did give her his attention, he proved to be a solicitous host, exchanging innocuous pleasantries, and tacitly guiding her through the proper order of things by being first to pick up the appropriate utensil for each course. Clarie began to breathe more easily as the paté, the bisque, the turbot, and the roast beef succeeded each other.

Her particular purgatory did not ensue until the white-and-black-uniformed maids began to offer the tray of cheeses. The mistress of the house, Albertine du Manoir, could no longer suppress her curiosity.

“So, Madame Martin,” she began, almost shouting from the opposite end of the table, “you teach?”

“Yes,” Clarie said as she glanced at her husband through the branches of the candelabras.

“The upper grades?” Mme du Manoir spoke even louder this time, encouraging her prey to do the same. Her neck craned upward from her portly body. Clarie could clearly see all the white curls her elderly high-born hostess had so carefully arranged around her stern, powdered face.

“Yes, at one of the new public high schools for girls.” Clarie got it out quickly. Her heart began to pound. She had said it. She was working in a place that was “new” and “public,” certainly not the way the wife of a judge should spend her time. Perhaps all these facts run together would shock them into silence, at least for the moment.

It did. And the silence was unnatural. The clink of silver on plate had ceased. So had the murmur of conversation. Clarie took a sip of wine; her mouth was running dry.

“And how, my dear, did you learn to do that?” Mme du Manoir was not about to let her off the hook.

“I was trained at a boarding school, at Sèvres, just outside of Paris.” Clarie put down her knife and fork. She had no need for more food, and she certainly was not going to eat when all eyes were on her. If only she were sitting beside Bernard, he’d do something reassuring.

“You went off to Paris on your own?” asked the prosecutor’s wife, who sat directly across from her. She was younger than most of the other guests, perhaps in her thirties. A pretty brunette with an oval face, which expressed surprise, but, Clarie hoped, not disapproval.

Clarie nodded and looked down at her plate.

“How extraordinary.”

Clarie was not even sure who had interjected this comment, which was not meant as a compliment.

“Yes, it was extraordinary. Very competitive,” Bernard intervened, leaning over the table to get the attention of the diners.

“Still, a young woman, alone, allowed to roam the city with other young women. I understand there were no restrictions on travel.” Clarie could have sworn that Mme du Manoir’s jowls were shaking in disapproval. Her large diamond earrings quivered and shimmered in the candlelight.

“Only the restraints of a very strict morality. A Kantian morality, to be specific. I can tell you,” Bernard continued, “that I was more nervous about asking the headmistress for Clarie’s hand than her father. Mme Favre was much more exacting about who could court her students.”

“You actually asked the headmistress’s permission?” The prosecutor’s wife smiled in amazement. Clarie’s chivalrous defender had won at least one of them over.

“I did not drop to my knees,” Bernard paused before adding, “but let me tell you, I felt I should have.”

This even drew appreciative titters.

“Still,” Mme du Manoir laid her hand on Bernard’s as if to forestall more frivolity, “one wonders, what kind of woman would pursue such a difficult profession.” She stared in Clarie’s direction, waiting for an answer.

Clarie’s felt a rush of blood spreading across her cheeks and forehead. How could any of them possibly know how difficult it was? First there was the uncertainty about finding a place. And when you found one, facing all those eager girls, expecting you to teach them everything under the sun. Staying up until the early morning hours, preparing, almost crying with fatigue. “Actually,” she said trying to keep her voice as even as possible, “the students at Sèvres come from all walks of life.”

Mme du Manoir raised her eyebrows. “Surely not.”

Was this the point where Clarie was supposed to admit that her own father was an immigrant and a blacksmith, and Bernard’s had been merely a clockmaker? She held her hands tight under the table to keep from trembling. She was becoming a spectacle.

“Albertine,” Monsieur du Manoir came to Clarie’s rescue, “if our republican government has decreed that young women deserve a secondary education, who better to give it to them, a nun or someone who will become a wife and a mother?”

“Hear! Hear! Let’s raise a glass to that!” cried out Alphonse Rocher, the senior examining magistrate, whose face was already ruddy with drink. A dozen diners, in various stages of reluctance and bewilderment, lifted their glasses. Relieved at the distraction, Clarie again refused the cheese plate. After the anemic toast, the table dissolved again into the sharp clink of silverware and the soft murmur of private conversations. Still flustered, Clarie surveyed the scene under lowered eyes. When she saw the servants arranging ices and cakes on the sideboard, she let her hands slip apart and breathed a sigh of relief. It was almost over.

 

Martin touched the tips of Clarie’s fingers with his own as he passed her on his way to the library with the other male guests. This was his unspoken apology. He didn’t like having to leave her at the mercy of “the ladies,” but there was nothing to be done about it. As soon as he consulted with Théophile Didier, the prosecutor, Martin had every intention of getting Clarie away.

Martin paused at the entrance to the library and took a deep breath. Unless there was some truth to Singer’s assertions, this should be easy. If the Proc refused to let him lead the investigation, then Martin would explain to Singer that he had done his best. If Didier agreed to hand the case over to Martin, a much more likely possibility, then he would begin to concentrate on formulating a plan of action. Either way, Martin told himself as he pulled down his dinner jacket and forged ahead, a definitive decision should help him get through the weekend without seeing flashes of that little corpse in his mind’s eye.

The rest of the men were gathered around du Manoir’s gargantuan mahogany desk, where the servants had set out the cigars and cognac. Big as it was, the desk was dwarfed by a room lined with books reaching up to a very high ceiling. The Presiding Judge had even installed a movable ladder so that he, or his servants, could reach the top shelves. Martin doubted that this device was used much. Du Manoir had never struck him as a very deep thinker.

Martin refused a cigar and picked up a snifter of cognac, planting himself at the edge of the conversation, waiting for his chance. When Didier broke off from the rest of the smokers to peruse a shelf of books, Martin immediately approached him.

“Singer came to see me this afternoon,” he began.

“Oh, really?” Didier arched his eyebrows and took a sip from his tiny round glass of cognac. He was a tall, thin man with curly, close-cut sandy hair. He usually wore the severe expression appropriate to his calling on his clean-shaven face. Even in this social situation, he demonstrated one of his many well-known tactics, forcing the witness to fill in all the details and, possibly, to stumble.

“He was upset about the case you just handed him, the mutilated baby and the accusation of ritual murder.” Martin lifted his glass to his lips, although it hardly sheltered him from Didier’s unflinching blue-eyed gaze.

“And?” the prosecutor asked.

“And, he’d like me to take it over.” There, now it was Didier’s turn. Martin took a gulp of the warm amber brandy.

But instead of responding, Didier whispered a warning. “I think Rocher is heading our way.”

There was a general, unspoken disdain around the courthouse for the portly Alphonse Rocher, Nancy’s senior examining magistrate, who somehow had blustered his way to the top. Reluctantly, Martin stepped aside, allowing the man who had offered the clumsy toast to Clarie to join their circle.

“What’s this? Talking business?” Rocher asked, before sucking contentedly on his cigar.

“You might say that.” Didier’s smile went up one side of his face as he gave Martin an expectant look.

“Well, let’s hear it then!” Rocher exclaimed, the dinner’s drink having made him even more voluble than usual.

“It’s nothing,” Martin muttered as he took another sip and tried to step back further from both of them.


“Well, I’m not so sure about that. I bet it is something.” With his rosy cheeks, walrus mustache and generous mane of white hair, Rocher could have been any child’s jolly grandfather. But he wasn’t supposed to be indulgent and jocular. Judges were supposed to be serious about their duties and their responsibilities. Martin had no desire to discuss Singer’s request with him.

“It’s the case I offered to you and that you urged me to give to Singer,” Didier said, casting a significant glance toward Martin. The wily prosecutor’s few words had economically delivered two messages: that he did not feel the case would be hard to solve, or he would not have given it to Rocher, and it had been Rocher who had suggested that Didier assign it to their Jewish colleague.

“Yes, yes, yes, that one,” Rocher said as he began puffing on his cigar with pleasure.

“Why Singer?” Martin asked. He would have liked very much to wipe that stupid, merry expression off Rocher’s face.

“Now, now, don’t get your dander up,” Rocher said as he laid an unwelcome hand on Martin’s shoulder. “We just wanted to see what he would do. And besides, it’s about his people. We thought it would be best if he handled it.” Rocher winked at Didier, who remained stone-faced.

“The Republic is for all people. I believe we have held to that principle since 1789.”

Rocher laughed and glanced at Didier. “Oh my, a history lesson yet.”

“All right. Sorry,” Martin said. Somehow whenever he began to speak about the things he held most dear, he ended up sounding like a prig. Still, he didn’t appreciate being mocked. He took a swallow of his cognac, letting its warming effect fortify him before going on. “So,” he said, turning to Didier, “since the case has gone from one judge to another, I assume it doesn’t matter if I take it over.”

Didier pursed his lips and nodded.

“Yes, take it if you must,” Rocher intervened, even though it was no longer his call. He blew a circle of smoke before bending toward Martin and adding, “That is, if you consider yourself a friend of the Israelites—”

“I don’t know what you are talking about.” Martin could barely conceal his anger.

“Did you know,” Rocher asked, “that the Singer family ‘opted’ to come to Nancy when the Germans took over the other half of Lorraine?”

Although Singer had never told him, Martin was not surprised. After France lost Alsace and half of Lorraine to the Prussians in 1871, many Frenchmen chose to become refugees in their own country rather than remain under German rule.

“I don’t think he understands,” Rocher remarked to Didier, as if Martin were a schoolboy failing a lesson. “They are,” the old man insisted, raising his voice slightly, “taking over. It’s not enough that the city was flooded with them in the seventies. They’re even coming from Russia. Beggars all.”

Martin could hardly believe his ears. He was torn between a desire to show his senior colleague what he thought and extricating himself as expeditiously as possible. Because of his experiences in Aix, where his involvement in the Vernet case had turned most of the courthouse against him, he knew he needed to tread carefully. He glanced at Didier, who had chosen to observe rather than take sides.

“You’ve noticed, haven’t you,” Rocher continued, “how many children they are having. Singer has three of his own already. You, my boy, are only working on your first. How will we keep up?”

“How, indeed?” Martin seized the opportunity offered by the fool’s last, maddening remark, “It’s good you’ve reminded me, Rocher. It must be very late. I should be getting my wife home before she gets overtired.”

Didier’s only response was a crooked, mirthless smile. But Rocher, drunk as he was, couldn’t stop talking. “Yes, go to her,” he said to Martin, waving his cigar as his voice trailed off. “Charming woman, that one, charming….”

Martin backed away with a slight bow. “Gentlemen, until Monday,” he said, as he left to seek out his hosts to say his good-byes. And to calm down.

 

Mme du Manoir repeated her offer to rouse the driver of the family coach, until Clarie finally convinced her hostess that the walk home would do her good. Warmly wrapped and much relieved, the Martins escaped at last into the cold autumn night, exiting onto the northern corner of the Place de la Carrière. As he listened to Clarie’s complaints, Martin hoped their midnight stroll would remind his dear Provençal girl of the things she loved most about Nancy. Arm in arm they scuffed through the hoary leaves glistening gold under the flickering gas-lit street lights.

“They suspect,” she said, “that I will bear a monster because I’ve overheated my brain by using it too much.”

Martin suspected, in turn, that Clarie was exaggerating. “Come,” he said, as they passed the Palais de Justice, which lay at the southern end of the block, “let’s take a peek at the park.” He turned the corner towards the gate to the Pépinière, the vast public park which had once been the private hunting grounds of the nobility. The Martins had often strolled through its gardens, imagining their own child there, playing ball or pointing with delight at the animals in the zoo.

“It’s cold. I would rather not.” Clarie shrank away from him, still mulling over her time with the other women. She kept walking straight ahead toward the Arc de Triomphe.

“All right, then. But remember, this is the only formal dinner we have had to go to in two years,” he said as he hurried to catch up, “and by the time you have to go again you will have a beautiful baby to brag about.” Even though her head was turned away from him, he knew he had made her smile. “Besides,” he continued as they entered the Place Stanislas, “we have all this. The theater, the opera, the cafés, the shops, the gallant officers flitting about, flirting with the ladies.”

They paused for a moment at one of the gilt-edged wrought-iron gates that opened upon the central jewel of Nancy. She took his arm again, as they looked across the sparkling fountains and statues toward the broad Hôtel de Ville. This was the side of the last century that Clarie liked best: its wit and its charm, even though the uniformed soldiers who frequented the nightlife were a reminder of their own time and the fact that the German border was only twenty-five kilometers away.

“Is there something wrong?” Clarie peered into his face. “You don’t usually wax poetic about our armed guards.”

“No,” he shook his head as he led her homeward, across the darkened square. “Just trying to—” he shrugged without ending his sentence. Trying to what? With a sudden pang he realized that he needed cheering every bit as much as Clarie. As his eyes followed the silhouette of his wife and their unborn child preceding them on the gas-lit cobblestones, Martin knew more than ever that he could not tell her about the troubling and gruesome details of his new case.
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Saturday, November 17



“WHAT A WONDERFUL CHANGE FROM last night,” Clarie sighed as she leaned back toward the mirrored wall to survey the half-empty Café Stanislas. Martin had proposed they stop for an early supper after a long afternoon stroll. They had spent the day as he intended, remembering—and forgetting.

Clarie had never looked more beautiful, her great brown eyes shining and cheeks still red from the cold. Although she had declared that she would never be hungry again after being “force-fed” by the du Manoirs, she had voraciously consumed her grilled trout. On her plate lay a perfect fish skeleton, exposed and picked into a translucent shadow of its former self. As she took another sip of Riesling, she wrinkled her nose in distaste at the wreckage of Martin’s choucroute. “I told you that was too much after last night. No dessert for you,” she added brightly.


Martin grunted as he forked through the clumps of pungent sauerkraut and potatoes and overturned a sausage. His distractions had sapped his appetite. When he reached for his beer stein, Clarie placed her hand on his.

“So now, you must tell me what this is all about.”

“What do you mean?” Martin feigned innocence.

“All this. Spending the afternoon going past all our favorite haunts, reminiscing about how we met, bringing me to this café. What is bothering you?”

“You mean I can’t take my pregnant wife on a romantic walk and buy her a dinner? Soon we won’t have such freedom.”

Clarie slumped back and stared at Martin. “Are you nervous for me?”

Of course he was, a little. Martin could not bear the thought of his beloved Clarie in pain or in danger. But she was young and strong. And brave, of course. “No,” he lied, aware that it was a husband’s duty to reassure a pregnant wife. “Everything is going to be fine, I’m sure of it.”

“Then, what?”

“Today was beautiful and clear, and as I told you—”

“Were you trying to make up for last night’s torture?”

She was exaggerating again, and teasing him. She had always seen through him. From the first moment at her aunt and uncle’s restaurant in Aix, she had understood his shyness. When he had to hide his best friend from the police, she had, without asking why, given him food, and worried. Days later, when he did tell her about Merckx, and what he had gotten her involved in, all she had cared about was him. Certainly he would tell her about the mutilated baby, and Rocher and Didier. But later, as with Merckx, when it was over and she was safe.

“Well?”

“Yes, the horrible, terrible dinner,” he said with a wave of the hand. “I wanted to wash that out of your mind with some fine wine and fond memories.”


“Humph.” Clarie put down her glass, unconvinced. “Well, at least now I know what you are dealing with at the courthouse. Du Manoir was nice, if a bit pompous. Didier,” she widened her eyes, “was rather scary, despite that nice young wife. And Rocher,” she shook her head, “where did he come from?”

“He’s been around a long time,” Martin mumbled as he gave his plate a definitive shove toward the side of the table.

“And why wasn’t Singer there? I was looking forward to meeting him. You’ve talked so much about him and what a fine man he is.”

Martin shrugged and hoped that Clarie would not notice the blush he could feel rising up toward his forehead. Without knowing it, she had hit upon the very source of his distraction. Why hadn’t Singer been invited? And what had he gotten Martin into?

Fortunately, at that moment, the waiter came to clear their dishes and ask if they wanted more. The café was beginning to fill up. Behind him Martin could hear the murmur of recently arrived diners and the great coffee urn behind the bar begin to hiss. Clarie, of course, ordered the tarte, Martin asked for coffee.

“You could have one too,” she remarked as soon as the white-shirted waiter left them.

“So you could eat mine?” he teased back.

It was her turn to shrug and blush a little. She had a passion for the local Mirabelle plums. “Anyway, perhaps even before the baby comes, we should have the Singers over. After all, he is the one who put us in contact with the Steins. You know all the teachers. I should know your friend.”

The truth was, and they both knew it, that the Martins were much more comfortable with the teachers and their husbands, and even with their landlords, who owned the drygoods store in their building, than with the coterie at the Palais de Justice. Two of Clarie’s colleagues were married to teachers who taught at the boys’ lycée, the third to a carpenter. Their clothes, their language, their concerns, their lack of wealth and connections echoed the social strata from which Clarie and Martin had come, even though Martin, being a judge, had presumably risen above it.

But maybe David Singer, the only colleague with whom Martin discussed troubling cases, the courthouse and politics, was different. Maybe he would not find anything amiss in the Martins’ more humble way of life.

“You’re right. Of course, you must meet him,” Martin said as the waiter placed a glistening triangle in front of Clarie. He smiled as she became quite engrossed in the decorative criss-crossing of the rosy-gold plums before, once again, digging in.
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Monday, November 19



THERE WERE TIMES IT SEEMED that Monday morning would never arrive. The Martins spent the gray, cold Sunday confined to their apartment. Mercifully, Clarie had stopped asking questions about Singer and the courthouse. Instead, she spent most of her time in front of the fire, stitching tiny clothes or staring into space, long periods of quiet broken only by inexplicable spurts of dusting or fluffing up pillows or fussing over the crib that sat beside their bed. Clarie seemed to be in another place, a waiting place. Martin longed to be there with her, but every time he tried to think or talk about the arrival of their child, he was assaulted by the memory of the baby in the morgue. He had to rid himself of that grotesque image. The only way to do that was to get the case behind him by finding out exactly what had happened in the wet nurse’s cottage. That’s why, early on Monday, he left for the courthouse as soon as he could without rousing Clarie’s suspicions.

By the time he entered his chambers, he was ready to interrogate, to threaten, to wait out the suspects, to do whatever it took. He was in no mood for unforeseen obstacles.

“Monsieur le procurer wants to see you right away.” Guy Charpentier, always excessively formal, stood up to greet him. Martin noted that his fastidious clerk had already ejected the errant pencil from his desk, and his notebooks were open and dated in anticipation of the day’s work. Charpentier had also donned a new outfit, a deep blue frock coat with a matching silk cravat. His thick auburn hair was parted in the middle, forming two drooping wings around his forehead. His dark brown eyes shone with the obscene curiosity he always showed when there was a possibility of conflict in the Palais. It was all very irritating.

“You’ve heard, then,” Martin murmured as he unwound the woolen scarf from around his neck. “We’re to carry out a minor investigation this morning. Did you get the dossier from Singer?”

Charpentier shook his head. “Monsieur le juge Singer just left. He told me to tell you that Monsieur le procurer Didier asked to see it again and wanted to hand it to you himself.”

“I see.” Martin took his time hanging up his coat, methodically fastening each button. As long as his back was to Charpentier, his clerk could not see how much the Proc’s interference troubled him. Usually Didier assigned cases without comment. What was different this time?

He turned to Charpentier. “Do you know if the witnesses have arrived?” Martin asked, in part to indicate to his clerk that he felt neither cowed nor rushed by the Proc’s request to see him.

“The inspector said that they are waiting for you downstairs in a cell.”

“All three?”

“Yes. Monsieur le juge Singer said that since they’ve already got their lies in order, it would do no harm to keep them together.” Charpentier could not repress a smile. He loved to watch witnesses flail and stew in their own juices.

“Well, then,” Martin said, in as light a tone as he could muster, “I’ll go see what Didier has to say.”

The Palais de Justice occupied one of the most elegant old mansions on the Carrière. Although the building was a complicated interlocking of former private chambers, servants’ quarters, and large salons, Martin had a direct route to the Proc via the polished wooden staircase directly across from his chambers. Annoyed and apprehensive, Martin took his time trudging up to the second floor. Didier’s office was well situated near the head of the stairs, close to the great hall, a former ballroom, where the most important trials took place. Before knocking on his door, Martin took a moment to pull himself together. If he were to suffer a reprise of Friday night’s idiotic encounter, he’d have to find a way of staying calm. He rapped hard and went in.

Didier was at his desk in shirtsleeves and a gray vest. When he saw Martin, he lifted the pince-nez from his nose and set it down on top of the document he had been reading. He stood up to hold out his hand. With his long reach, from behind his mammoth desk, the prosecutor seemed to tower over Martin, an illusion fostered by Didier’s Cassius-like thinness.

The handshake was perfunctory, but Martin could not tell if the greeting was cooler than usual. At the courthouse the Proc was all business. He did not even invite Martin to sit; instead, without taking his steely blue eyes off his visitor’s face, Didier asked Roland, his greffier, to leave the room.

Roland, who had been sitting at a desk every bit as cluttered as Didier’s, wiped off his ink pen and departed, closing the door without a sound. The stooped, white-haired, ever-discreet Roland was the clerk that any of the examining magistrates would have liked to have in their employ. But he was Didier’s, and it seemed quite fitting that the formidable prosecutor should have acquired the most diligent and subservient greffier in the courthouse.

It was equally fitting that Didier inhabited the largest office at the Palais de Justice and that it was painted a grim olive green. The long rectangle led from Didier’s desk on one end to a gray marble fireplace on the other. Roland occupied the desk near the fire, perhaps to warm his aging bones. Didier’s half of the room always seemed chilly, which never seemed to bother the prosecutor, a man of unbounded energy, accustomed to generating his own heat.

After staring at Martin for another moment, Didier went to a window which gave onto a small cobbled courtyard below. The tall, lanky prosecutor crossed his arms and positioned himself at an angle to observe the comings and goings on the Place de la Carrière. Martin found himself tapping his foot in time with the ticking of the black lacquered clock above the fireplace.

“Martin,” Didier began, “do you know who lives on the Carrière? That is, besides President du Manoir?”

“Many—”

“Ah, yes, many,” Didier nodded and gazed out the window as if he were considering the answer that he had not even allowed Martin to articulate. “Many, but who is particularly relevant to our conversation of Friday night? Which,” he hastily added before Martin could respond, “you left in a rather precipitous fashion.”

“What do you mean?” Martin’s pulse began to race. Was he about to be toyed with as if he were some common criminal?

Didier walked over to his desk and grasped it with both hands as he leaned toward Martin. “I just want us to be very clear about why it will be important to handle this case with discretion and dispatch.”

“Who, then?” It was obvious that Martin had no choice but to play along. He would have his chance to tell Didier what he thought later. “Who lives on the Carrière?”

“The commander, of course. The commander of the garrison. The commander of the garrison that is protecting us all from the Huns, who are a mere twenty-five kilometers away, waiting, guns fully loaded at the border. The commander of the garrison who is here to see that Germany takes nothing else away from us.”

“And?” Martin crossed his arms and waited, for it was obvious the man accustomed to leading juries by the nose was just hitting his stride. Martin could barely stand still as he waited for the coup de grâce.

“The Nanciens love their army. Many of them are old enough to remember the Prussian occupation. Others came here as refugees. And now that army is under threat. People are uneasy. All because of a traitor. Captain Alfred Dreyfus, the first Israelite admitted to the inner sanctum of our most precious military secrets.”

That was it! Just as Martin had feared, another broadside against the Jews. His arms fell by his side, taut, his hands locked into fists. “Dreyfus is one man,” he insisted heatedly, “not an entire people. And furthermore he has not even been brought to trial.” How can everyone be so sure that it was Dreyfus who had sold secrets to the Germans? For God’s sake, Martin thought angrily, everyone in this building is supposed to be devoted to the efficacy of the court system.

“True. Not yet. But the military court is very likely to convict him, and we wouldn’t want anyone to think that we are being soft on the Israelites. Nor, on the other hand,” a long, bony finger went up to stave off interruption, “would we want to have politicians at the courthouse finding a way to use this case for their own ends, for some campaign against the Jewish inhabitants of our fair city. When I say ‘we,’” Didier’s voice gathered in volume and speed any time Martin deigned to open his mouth, “it is because I know that du Manoir fully agrees with me. We discussed the problem just yesterday. I interrupted his Sunday to do so.”

The two most powerful men in the courthouse putting their heads together. And Singer had said it would be so simple: a wet nurse and two workers, all poor, all lying, all trying to cover up the death of one miserable little child. “I can see no possible connection between what is happening in Paris with an army officer and a trumped-up charge in Nancy.”

“Neither do I!” Didier pounded his desk in the best prosecutorial manner. “Neither do I! But others might see the connection or try to make the connection.” His sandy red eyebrows went up as if he were urging Martin to get the point. “Do you think our friend Rocher is exceptional?” he asked, with no intention of giving Martin a chance to answer. “There are a lot like him out there. Influential men. Even men, like our esteemed senior colleague, who dare to call themselves republicans. Men willing to arouse the rabble. And,” he added darkly, “of course, there is the rabble itself.”

“Then why did you—?”

“Assign the case to Rocher?” Didier had anticipated this obvious question and threw up his hands in mock surrender. “I made a mistake. I’ll admit it. I like to give the easy cases to him and thought this would be one of them.”

“Surely you must have known how he felt about the Israelites.” Heart pounding with impatience, Martin had to bite his tongue to keep from adding, and what a moron we all know Rocher to be.

“No, I didn’t know. I don’t talk to him any more than necessary,” Didier said, his lips pinched together as if he had just bitten into a sour lemon.

“So how did the case get to Singer?” At least Didier was not hiding his contempt for Rocher. Martin relaxed a little.

“Our senior examining magistrate had the nerve to confide that he had picked up a few recent issues of Monsieur Drumont’s La Libre Parole and doesn’t find it half bad.” Didier snorted before continuing. “I realized then that Rocher might well make a mess of things, perhaps even enjoy getting his name in the papers by reporting the possibility of a ‘ritual murder’ to the local press. So when Rocher suggested giving the case to Singer, as a joke, I took him up on it. With alacrity, I might add, because I thought Singer, above all men here at the Palais, would be motivated to get rid of it as soon as possible.” Didier paused. “Instead, I find, he pawned it off on you.”

“You are saying, then, that you do not hold to Rocher’s views?” Martin wanted to be absolutely certain about what he was getting into.

“I assure you I do not. I, like you, understand that our revolutionary tradition calls us to uphold the equality of all men. However, if you are wondering about why I let him go on and on Friday evening, I thought you might find it instructive.”

“Instructive? What am I, a schoolboy?” There was no way to avoid the red blush of anger that was heating up his face.

“Please, Martin, don’t take this as an insult. Take it as a warning. Get rid of this case as soon as possible.”

Martin was tempted to slap away the bony finger which was once more pointing at him. Instead, he said, through clenched teeth, “I can best do that if there is no interference.” After all, he had his own reasons for wanting to complete the investigation quickly, reasons that had nothing to do with politics or Jews or the machinations of the courthouse. He wanted to get on with his own life and forget what he had seen in the morgue.

But that was exactly why the prosecutor and the President were looking over his shoulder, as Didier made clear.

“This case, as you must well know, is not really about the death of one unfortunate child. It’s about mutilation, about the accusation of ritual murder. An accusation that could send this town into a frenzy, particularly in light of what we are all reading about Dreyfus. We need to avoid that. So you need to find out exactly where our accuser got his ideas. What political rallies he attended, for example.” Didier nudged a thin folder toward Martin. “When you catch a whiff of the father’s breath, you will see how easily he could come under the influence of a stirring Jew-baiting campaign speech.”

“Or an old wives’ tale.” Why assume that politics had anything to do with it?


“Or a priest.”

“Or a priest,” Martin echoed in resignation. Politics, the Church, the Army. It was enough to make his head spin.

Having made his point, Didier sat down and set his pince-nez back on the bridge of his nose.

“And if none of this has to do with politics or the Church?” Martin asked as he picked up the thin paper folder, making sure his hand held firm.

“Then, we can assume, the case will go the way of other sordid lower-class dramas. A flurry in the scandal sheets, then a nice evaporating fizzle.” Didier retrieved the document he had been reading when Martin walked in, signaling that their interview was over. Disgusted, Martin started for the door.

“Good day, Martin,” Didier shouted after him. “Remember, the integrity of the courthouse is in your hands.”

Or the integrity of someone’s political ambitions, Martin thought as he fought the impulse to slam the door. Everyone knew that, if he played his cards right, the brilliant, ambitious Didier might one day get the call to Paris or even to a Prefecture.

The sight of Roland, sitting meekly on the bench outside Didier’s office, almost made Martin jump. “Pardon,” the clerk whispered as he got up to return to his master. As soon as Martin was alone, he sank down on the same hard wooden bench. Stinging from the hail of condescension that Didier had rained upon him, Martin needed to calm down before facing the ever-curious Charpentier.

He leaned back, still clutching the file. If Didier was right, the case could blow up in Martin’s face. At least they were on the same side. Against the likes of Rocher, who—Martin’s fist tightened so hard, he almost bent the file in two thinking of it—who had hoped to play a joke on Singer. Martin sighed. He was just as irritated that somehow he had gotten caught in the middle of courthouse politics: Didier intent on proving he can keep the peace in his own district; Rocher being stupid; David Singer being oversensitive. After a moment, he straightened up and stared at the blank cardboard in his hands. At least it was not Aix all over again, not a life-and-death situation for his friend, as it had been for Merckx. Not life and death, except—Martin flipped open the file and fingered its two pages—except for one tiny little boy. That’s what they all should care about. He took a deep breath and began to read.


Today, Thursday 15 November 1894 at 17:45, Pierre Thomas, twenty-six years of age, a tanner residing at rue Drouin 6bis, came to the Palais de Justice at Nancy, Meurthe-et-Moselle, with an accusation that his child, seven-month-old Marc-Antoine, had been murdered and mutilated by a stranger passing through the village of Tomblaine. M. Thomas, who was in a state of obvious inebriation, carried the body of said child in a dirty, torn blanket. He was accompanied by his wife, Antoinette Thomas, twenty-eight years of age, a weaver at the Ullmann factory, and by the widow Geneviève Philipon, thirty years of age, of the village of Tomblaine, whom they employed as a wet nurse.

M. Thomas claimed that the murderer of his child was a “wandering Jew” who had visited the cottage of Philipon.

Mme Philipon testified that late in the afternoon of Wednesday 14 November a tinker, whom she had never seen in the village, came to her door. She asked him to fix a pot. The stranger had a large hooked nose, thick lips, black hair and a beard. He wore tattered clothes. He smelled “funny” and spoke with a strange accent. He did not remove his black hat even after entering the cottage. At that time, two of her daughters, ages ten and seven, were playing in the garden. Her youngest, a daughter, eighteen months old, and the Thomas boy were in the cottage. She observed that the tinker displayed a suspicious interest in Marc-Antoine, even asking if he was a baptized Christian. As soon as the stranger left, she called her older children inside the cottage and locked all the doors.

The next morning when she awoke she found the door wide open and Marc-Antoine gone. She was sure the tinker had used his tools to break the lock and steal the child. She called to her neighbors for help and they hunted frantically for the boy, only to find him near a stream in the woods, cut open and drained of all his blood. She then walked into town to find Pierre and Antoinette Thomas. They returned with her to the village and retrieved the body of their son.

Pierre Thomas interjected at this point by shouting that we should find the ritual murderer who was probably an Israelite butcher disguised as a tinker.

Two police officers calmed Thomas down and accompanied him to the morgue at the Faculté de Médicine, where the child will be examined.

Michel Jacquette, Inspector of Police



That was it. A grieving father voluble with drink and grief. A fairy-tale version of the lone bloodthirsty Jewish male stalking the home of a widow and her children. Singer was right. They were all lying. But who created this particular lie? Martin scanned the report again. And where was the grieving mother in all this? Jacquette was a good man. If she had anything to say, he would have reported it. Yet she was silent. Dumbstruck by the loss of her child? Or by the clumsy scheming of those around her?

Calmed by the absurdity of the fabrication, Martin closed the file and started down the stairs, holding on to the banister, taking one slow step at a time. All he needed was to get one of them to tell the truth, and it could all be over today or, at most, tomorrow. An ignorant, talkative woman was likely to be the weakest link in the chain of lies. It should be easy. He would interrogate Geneviève Philipon first.
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