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"K. Draven Smith writes about women's inheritance the way light moves through old glass slowly, completely, and with a clarity that catches you off guard. The Loire Valley Series belongs on the shelf beside Backman and Anne Tyler."

Readers' Favorite, Gold Medal

––––––––
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"The Art of Letting Go is one of those rare novels that teaches you something about your own family while never seeming to try. I finished it in two sittings and sat very still for a long time afterward."

A Book a Week Blog

––––––––
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"What the Body Remembers is the kind of book that stays in the body, exactly as its title promises.

Vivienne Marchetti is one of contemporary fiction's most quietly extraordinary heroines."

—  The Reading Room, Paris

––––––––
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"The South Field expands everything the first two books built, and then it goes further. The wartime history, the music, the child at the concert, the letters from Herneacova  this is a novel working at the top of its range."

—  Advance Reader Review
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For the women who carried the line

and did not always know they were carrying it.

“What do we owe to the people our ancestors wronged?

Perhaps only this: to know what they were owed,

and to give it, at last, freely.”

––––––––
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Marie-Louise Moreau, La Roquebrussanne, November 2009
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“The line is not the cup.

The line is the women who carried it.”

Mathilde Berger, Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire, June 2027
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A NOTE TO THE READER
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This is the third novel in The Loire Valley Series. If you are reading the series in order, you will know Vivienne Marchetti, her former husband Adrien, and the bookshop above which she has made her life since her surgery in late 2025. You will know Mathilde Berger, who has been at the kitchen counter of La Page Bleue for forty-one years. You will know the silver christening cup engraved Ghislaine 1887, and you will know what it means that it has, since November 2026, sat on the shelf above Mathilde's sink.

If this is your first book in the series, you will find everything you need here. The story does not require you to have read the previous two volumes. It asks only that you pay attention to the details that seem small  a postage stamp from Romania, a child humming in a mirror, a carved bird on a gatehouse windowsill. In this series, the small details do the heavy lifting.

The Loire Valley Series is set in the fictional village of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire. The village does not exist. Its geography the long gravel drive, the south field, the small square with the café under the plane tree is invented. The history it embodies, however, is real: the Schwabish-German communities of the Romanian Banat, the wartime Resistance networks of occupied France, the post-war expulsions and resettlements, the slow recovery of family lines disrupted by a century of European displacement. I have tried, in drawing on this history, to treat it with the care it deserves.

The second lullaby the Schwabish maternal separation song that Clémence hums in Chapter Six and completes in Chapter Eleven is fictional, but it is based on the documented existence of such songs in the Banat folk tradition. I have taken what liberties a novelist is permitted to take.

One last note. Every novel in this series ends with a door left open. The South Field ends with Sofia Andreeva on a stool at the kitchen counter and an envelope on the table between them. The envelope is not yet open. That is, as it has always been, exactly as it should be.


K.D.S., Paris, 2026
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The Arrivals

April 2027  July 2027
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The Second Envelope
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The letter arrived on a Friday morning in the second week of April, and Vivienne was alone at the kitchen counter when it did.

She had been at the bookshop since half past six. She had, in the last six months, developed the small firm habit of coming down from the attic early on Fridays  before Mathilde was up, before Camille had opened the studio  because the kitchen in the first clear hour of the morning was, she had come to understand, the one room in her life that did not ask anything of her. The kettle made its sound. Brontë stretched on the windowsill. The silver cup on the shelf above the sink held the early light. She had, by this April, stopped thinking of the hour as solitude. She had begun to think of it as a small private appointment she kept with herself.

She was at the counter with her second bowl of café au lait when she heard the postman's key in the front door of the bookshop downstairs.

The postman had, for forty-one years, used the small brass key Mathilde had given to his predecessor in 1984. The brass key opened the street door. The mail was left, by long tradition, on the low wooden bench just inside the door, where Mathilde  or now Camille, or whoever came down first  would gather it after the shop opened. The postman, who was named Monsieur Gervais and who was sixty-three and who had taken over the route in 2009, never rang the bell and never knocked. He let himself in, set the mail on the bench, and let himself out.

Vivienne heard the key, the small scrape of the door, the small rustle of the bench, the small click of the door closing.


She sat at the counter for another twenty minutes with her coffee. She did not, at first, go down.



It was only at a little after seven, when she set the empty bowl in the sink and wiped her hands on the small cloth by the window and told Brontë she would be back in a moment, that she went down the narrow back stairs into the shop.


The mail was on the bench.



It was, for a Friday, a small stack. A circular from the regional wine cooperative. An invoice from the bookshop's usual distributor in Orléans. A postcard from a former customer, now retired to Brittany, who sent Mathilde a postcard twice a year. And, at the bottom of the small stack, a thick cream envelope with a Romanian postage stamp and a handwritten address in a hand Vivienne had been waiting for, and half-afraid to receive, for nearly eleven months.


She stood at the bench for a moment with her hand on the envelope.






She did not, right away, open it.



She carried the whole stack upstairs, set the circular and the invoice and the postcard on the small tray in the hall, and brought the cream envelope back to the counter in the kitchen. She set it down. She put on the kettle for a third bowl of coffee  she would, she knew, need it. She sat on her stool. She looked at the envelope.

The handwriting on the front was careful, small, unmistakably European. Madame Vivienne Marchetti, La Page Bleue, Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire, France. In the upper left corner, in the same hand: E. Konrad, C■rpini■, jud. Timi■, România.


Vivienne looked at the envelope for perhaps four minutes.



She thought, distantly: I have imagined this, many times. I have imagined the weight of it. I have imagined the texture of theß paper. I have imagined, a number of times, whether I would open it at the counter or take it upstairs to the attic table, where the light is better and where the cat is. I have, in the last two months in particular, tried very hard not to imagine it at all, because the imagining had begun to feel like a form of not-waiting.

And here it is. On a Friday morning. In the ordinary kitchen of an ordinary bookshop. Without ceremony.

She reached for the small fruit knife Mathilde kept in the earthenware jar. She slid the blade under the flap.


The envelope opened cleanly. There were two envelopes inside.



• • •
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Vivienne did not, at first, fully register the second envelope.

She took out the first  the thicker of the two, the one whose shape matched the weight of a letter several pages long  and she set it on the counter. The second envelope, smaller, fell out after it, and landed face-down on the wooden surface. She registered it as a corner of white paper against the dark wood, and she registered that it had been tucked inside the first envelope with some care, and she did not, in that first moment, turn it over.


She unfolded the letter instead.



The letter was four pages, written on cream paper, in the same careful hand as the address. The paper was faintly scented  Vivienne registered it on the third reading, not the first  with lavender. It was dated: C■rpini■, 2 April 2027.


The letter began:

My dear Vivienne.



I have, for eleven months, been preparing the letter I am now writing. I have begun it four times and abandoned it four times, and I am going to tell you, at the beginning, that even this fifth

attempt is not the letter I intended. I intended a simple warm reply to the one you sent me in April of last year. I have, instead, had to write something different. I will explain.

First, however: thank you for your letter. Thank you for writing it. Thank you for the photograph you sent of the small pale-honey cup you threw in November 2026  which sits now on the shelf above my own kitchen sink, in the place of honor, beside the cup my grandmother broke and could not bring herself to throw away, and whose missing piece I hope, one day soon, to bring to you. I have looked at your cup every morning for eleven months. I have understood, from it, more about who I am than I had understood in the previous fifty-one years.

I must tell you, Vivienne  because I will not have this opportunity again in quite this form  that receiving your letter was the single most important event of my adult life. I do not use that sentence lightly. I was fifty-one years old, at the time, and I had been for thirty years throwing small porcelain cups in a converted barn in a village in the Banat, and I did not, until your letter arrived, know that any of the cups had ever been for anyone. I had been throwing them, I understood in the four days after the letter came, in an inherited small silent way that I had assumed was simply my own small oddity. Your letter told me otherwise. Your letter told me that my hands were also the hands of four women who had preceded me. My husband Andrei  who is, as you will see, the kindest man I have ever been permitted to know  held me for three evenings while I wept. He has, since, not asked me to explain. He has, across the eleven months, watched me become a woman he did not previously know he had married, and he has, at each stage, met me where I was.

I am writing this, Vivienne, so that whatever else I must say in this letter, the first thing you will read is what I have just written. You brought me back to myself. I will, for the remainder of my life, be grateful.


Now, however, I must tell you the second thing.

I have been contacted, over the past four years, by a man in Munich.

Vivienne stopped reading.



She did not, for a moment, continue. She looked up from the letter, set it on the counter, looked at the silver cup on the shelf above the sink, looked at Brontë on the windowsill, looked back at the letter.


She said, quietly, to the empty kitchen: "Oh." She picked up the letter. She continued.



His name is Victor Bauer. He is fifty-eight. He writes to me in cultivated German. He has been, he has told me across four years of correspondence I have not solicited, researching the Bauer family's lost property from the 1944 displacement out of the Banat. His great-grandmother, Greta Bauer, fled Herneacova in February of that year, and was  so his records say  never heard from again. She carried, at the time, a small cloth bundle of family silver, the inventory of which he has reproduced for me in multiple letters. He believes, and has recently come to believe

with considerable confidence, that one of the items in that inventory  a silver christening cup engraved with a woman's name  is presently in the possession of the Marchetti family at Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire. He has, for reasons I do not entirely understand, been building a genealogical case.


He has known about the cup, Vivienne, since before I did.



He wrote to me first in 2023. He wrote politely. He asked whether I had any knowledge of my grandmother Ottilie's relationships with neighboring families in Herneacova during the war years. I did not, in 2023, have any such knowledge. I replied briefly and thought the matter closed. He wrote again in 2024  a longer letter, with an archival citation. He wrote again in 2025, with an attached copy of the 1944 inventory in his great-grandmother's hand. I did not reply to either of those letters. They sat in a folder on the small desk in my barn for many months.

When I received your letter in May of last year  the letter in which you named the silver cup, the letter in which you sent the photograph  I understood, Vivienne, that Monsieur Bauer's interest and your history were the same history, approached from different sides. I did not, at that time, tell you. I wanted, selfishly, to have a period of simply being your cousin. I did not want our correspondence to begin with his shadow.

I am writing now because I have had, across the winter, three more letters from him. The tone of the letters has shifted. He is no longer asking. He is informing. He has, in the most recent letter

dated 19 March  told me that he has located you, that he has retained legal counsel, that he is prepared to proceed through French courts if the matter is not settled privately, and that he intends to be in your village before the summer is over.

I cannot tell you what to do. I can only tell you what I have learned, over four years, about the kind of attention he pays. He is scrupulous. He is articulate. He has considerable private means. He has been, in my reading of his letters, genuinely aggrieved rather than opportunistic. His family was displaced. His great-grandmother disappeared. He believes, and I suspect he is partly right, that some of her possessions left Herneacova in circumstances of war and that the records have since been lost or concealed. He is not, Vivienne, a criminal or a lunatic. He is a man with a grievance that is, in some measure, real.

But I have also, over four years, come to understand that he is a man whose grievance has become his identity. He has built his adult life around it. He will not, I fear, be satisfied with a polite letter or a small acknowledgment. He will want the cup. He may  I cannot know  want more than the cup.

Please be careful with it. Please, if you can, be careful with your photographs of it as well, and with any documentation of your mother's line that may be in your possession. I do not suggest you hide anything. I suggest only that you know, from today, that a man in Munich has been looking for several years for what you have been, without knowing it, holding.

I have, inside this envelope, placed a second smaller envelope. It contains a photograph I was not sure whether to send. I have decided, after five weeks of considering, that you should have it. I will ask, however, that you not open the second envelope in a crowded room. Open it, Vivienne, when you are alone at a kitchen counter, with Mathilde perhaps nearby but not necessarily present. The photograph is not dangerous in any practical sense. It is only  it is only difficult. I did not want you to encounter it unprepared.

I love you, Vivienne. I am sorry to have written you this letter. I would have preferred to send you only the simple warm reply you deserved. The world, it seems, has not permitted it. I will write again next week, in a gentler mode.


Your cousin, Elena.

Vivienne set the letter down.

She sat at the counter for perhaps a full minute without moving.



She was aware, distantly, of Brontë stretching on the windowsill; of the kettle, which had clicked off at some point during the reading; of the clock above the door of the kitchen ticking its small steady seven-eighteen. She was aware that her hands were, for the moment, perfectly still on the counter on either side of the letter. She was aware that she had, at some point in the reading of the fourth page, stopped breathing in the easy way she had, over the past year, gradually learned to breathe, and had returned to the shallower, more guarded breath of the first months after the surgery.


She took two deliberate deep breaths.



She looked at the small second envelope, which had been sitting face-down on the counter throughout.


She turned it over.

On the front, in Elena's same careful hand, were four words: Vivienne  please read alone.

The envelope was sealed. Vivienne looked at it.

She did not, right away, open it.



She stood up, instead, and she crossed to the kettle, and she poured the third bowl of café au lait she had put on before the letter arrived. She added milk. She brought the bowl back to the counter. She sat.


She drank, slowly, about a third of the bowl.

She thought: I am not going to read the second envelope this morning. She thought: I am going to read it, but not yet.



She thought: Elena has asked me to be alone. Mathilde is upstairs still, asleep. I am, in every literal sense, alone. But 'alone'  alone in the way Elena means  requires a particular interior composure I do not, at seven-twenty on a Friday morning with the first letter's weight still unsettled

in my body, actually have. I will read the second envelope this afternoon. I will read it, perhaps, at the studio. Or I will read it tonight, after supper, at the attic table with Brontë on my knee. I will read it when I have had a few hours to absorb what the first letter has said.


She picked up the second envelope. She did not open it.



She tucked it, sealed, into the inner pocket of her linen jacket, which was on the hook by the door.


She sat back down at the counter.



She picked up the first letter again. She read the fourth page a second time. She read, then, the whole letter from the beginning.

On the second reading, the weight of it sat differently. The opening paragraphs  Elena's thanks for the cup photograph, her account of Andrei holding her for three evenings, the sentence You brought me back to myself  sat more heavily on the second reading than they had on the first. She had, the first time through, registered them as warm prologue; she registered now that they had been, in a certain quiet way, Elena's attempt to give her the permanent emotional gift of the letter before the letter turned into what it had to turn into. Elena had understood, in the writing, that the practical information of pages two and three would overwhelm the reader in the moment, and she had set the gratitude on page one in a deliberate act of preservation.


Vivienne registered this.



She thought: Elena is a woman I am going to love very much, over the rest of our lives. I have understood this, across eleven months, from a photograph and a single letter and a spring exchange of small postcards. I am understanding it, now, from the careful architecture of this particular document. She is not only a cousin. She is a careful person.

• • •
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At seven-forty, Mathilde came down the back stairs.

She was in her dressing gown, with her hair in the small loose morning knot she had adopted since her sixty-eighth birthday in January, and she was  Vivienne registered with a small warm interior observation  humming, very quietly, a scrap of the Saint-Saëns organ symphony that had, since the Paris exhibition of Camille's small series of ceramic teapots in February, been the household's small background music.


She stopped humming when she saw the letter on the counter. She said: "Ma chérie."

Vivienne said: "Mathilde. Elena wrote."



Mathilde crossed to the counter without a word. She sat on her own stool  the one opposite Vivienne's, at the small end of the counter, with her back to the window so that she could watch

Vivienne's face. She did not, for a moment, reach for the letter.


She said: "May I."



Vivienne said: "Yes. Please. Read it. I have read it twice. I will  I will want to talk about it, Mathilde, but not until you have read it."


Mathilde picked up the letter. She read.



Vivienne, across the counter, watched her face. She watched the small registers of reaction  the slight tightening of the mouth on page two, when the name Victor Bauer first appeared; the small inward drawing of breath on page three, at the phrase he is no longer asking, he is informing; the stillness, on the fourth page, at the sentence about the second envelope.


Mathilde read the full letter. She set it down.

She did not, at first, speak.



She reached, after a long moment, for Vivienne's coffee bowl, which was still half full. She did not take it. She only rested her fingers, for a moment, against the warm side of the bowl. Then she withdrew her hand.


She said: "Ma chérie." Vivienne said: "Yes."

Mathilde said: "Let me make us both a fresh bowl. This one has gone cold." Vivienne said: "Mathilde."

Mathilde said: "Yes."

Vivienne said: "You are stalling." Mathilde looked at her.



She said: "I am stalling, ma chérie. Forgive me. I am stalling for about ninety seconds because I would like, before I say anything about the letter, to know what I am going to say about it. I do not, at seven-forty-three, know yet. Give me ninety seconds."


Vivienne said: "Take them."



Mathilde stood. She went to the kettle. She filled it from the tap. She set it on the stove. She got down two fresh bowls from the shelf. She set them on the counter. She measured fresh coffee into the small French press. She poured the milk into the small saucepan. She lit the gas beneath it. She stood, with her back to Vivienne, watching the small pan of milk.


The ninety seconds passed.



The kettle clicked off. Mathilde poured hot water into the French press. The small pan of milk began to steam. She took it off the heat.

She poured two bowls of coffee. She poured the warm milk in. She carried both bowls back to the counter.


She set one in front of Vivienne.






She sat.

She said: "Ma chérie. Here is what I think. Tell me if it is wrong." Vivienne said: "Tell me what you think."



Mathilde said: "I think, first, that Elena has written us exactly the letter we needed to receive. It is warm on page one. It is clear on pages two and three. It contains a practical warning without any hysteria. It closes with an offer of a gentler letter next week. It is  in the precise way such a letter should be  a letter from a person who loves us. I am going to write her back, this afternoon, from my own hand, to thank her for it.

"I think, second, that the situation with Monsieur Bauer is  Vivienne  I think it is not as urgent as the letter makes it feel. Elena has been receiving his letters for four years. She is, today, telling us that in March he has escalated. He has retained counsel. He intends to come in the summer. That gives us  today is April the tenth  that gives us approximately two months before we have to be, ourselves, prepared. Two months is enough time to consult a lawyer of our own. Two months is enough time to gather, privately, the documentation we already have. Two months is enough time to decide, between us, what we are willing and not willing to do.

"I think, third, that we should not tell Adrien today. I know  ma chérie, I know  that the instinct will be to tell him today. I want to suggest that we not. I want to suggest that we sit with this ourselves for the weekend, you and I, and that we tell Adrien on Monday, in person, at the main house, after we have both had a couple of nights of sleep with this information and have not made decisions in the hot small hour of its arrival. If we tell Adrien today, we will all, together, spend the weekend in a heightened state. If we wait until Monday, we will all have a steadier first conversation. Do you agree.

"I think, fourth, that we do not tell Seraphina at all yet. She has, in Lyon, a toddler and a newly-formed life. She does not need to know, today, that there is a Munich lawyer coming. She will need to know, eventually. Not this week.

"I think, fifth  and I am going to say this very carefully, ma chérie, because I know how it will sound  I think you should not open the second envelope today. I think you should open it on Sunday. I think you should open it in a room that smells of your own life. I think  I am aware this is what Dr. Vogel used to tell us; I am aware I am quoting her at you  I think the second envelope is going to contain something that will rearrange part of what we thought we knew, and I think you and I both need the two days' slow absorption of the first letter before either of us is ready for the rearrangement. That is my fifth thought. I am finished."


Mathilde picked up her fresh bowl of coffee and drank about a third of it in one long swallow. Vivienne watched her.

Then she said: "Mathilde." "Yes, ma chérie."

"You are, this morning, very precise."






"I have had, ma chérie, three minutes to prepare. I have used them." "Thank you."

"You are welcome."



Vivienne drank her own coffee for a moment without speaking. She thought about Mathilde's five points. She tested each of them, privately, against her own instinct. She found she agreed with four of them entirely. The fifth  the one about not opening the second envelope today  she agreed with also, but for a slightly different reason than the one Mathilde had given. She said so.

She said: "Mathilde. I agree with the five points. On the fifth point, one small correction. You said I should wait until Sunday because I need two days' absorption of the first letter. I agree I should wait until Sunday. I would put the reason differently. I would say  I would say I want to have, this weekend, two full days in which Elena's letter is permitted to be, for me, only the small warm document you described on page one. I do not want the second envelope to replace that document in my mind yet. Elena wrote the warm page one for a reason. I want to honor the reason by letting page one sit with me, unaccompanied, for two days. Then on Sunday evening, after we have had a quiet weekend, I will open the second envelope."


Mathilde looked at her for a long moment.

Then she said, quietly: "Ma chérie. That is the better version of my fifth point. Thank you." Vivienne said: "You are welcome."

They sat at the counter, with their fresh bowls, for a long time.



Brontë, on the windowsill, stretched and resettled in the small patch of eight-o'clock sun that had, in the previous five minutes, moved onto the sill from the angle of the roof across the square.

Outside, a delivery van passed. The bakery two doors down opened its shutters. Somewhere above the slate roofs of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire, a pair of spring swallows  the first of the year, perhaps; they had not been present yesterday  made their small high unhurried passes.


• • •
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At eight-forty, Camille came through the back door of the bookshop.

She was wearing her workshirt and her old canvas apron  she had, over the winter, taken to wearing the apron on her walk over from her small apartment, as a kind of advance commitment to the morning's throwing  and she was carrying, in a small paper twist, two pains au chocolat from the bakery.

She set the twist on the counter. She looked at Vivienne. She looked at Mathilde. She looked at the opened envelope on the counter, the folded letter beside it, the small sealed second envelope which Vivienne had, at some point in the last twenty minutes, taken back out of her jacket pocket and placed, face-down, on the shelf beneath the counter.


She said: "Something has arrived."






Mathilde said: "Something has arrived, Camille." Camille said: "From Elena."

Mathilde said: "From Elena."

Camille said: "Is it  is it good news or not-good news."



Vivienne said, quietly: "Camille. It is, I think, both at once. Come sit. We have coffee. We have pain au chocolat, thanks to you. Let me  let me catch you up."

Camille sat on the third stool  the one usually reserved for visiting customers, which had, over the six months since Camille had taken on the half-retail half-shop-management role, become informally her own stool.


Vivienne caught her up.



She did it in the careful measured voice she had developed over the past year. She gave Camille the structure of the letter. She did not give Camille every sentence. She described the man in Munich. She described his four years of correspondence with Elena. She described his escalation in March. She described his intention to be in the village by summer. She described Mathilde's five practical points and her own small amendment to the fifth.


Camille listened without interrupting.

At the end, Camille said: "Vivienne. Mathilde." They said: "Yes."



Camille said: "I have  I have one piece of information that may be relevant. I have not, until ten seconds ago, understood that it was. I am going to tell you now, because the moment you described the name Victor Bauer, I remembered."


Vivienne and Mathilde looked at her.



Camille said: "About eighteen months ago  in October of 2025, I think; it was shortly before Vivienne's surgery, at any rate  a man came to the studio. He came on a Thursday afternoon. I was alone. Vivienne was at the clinic in Tours that week. He was very polite. He was in his late fifties, silver-haired, well-dressed. He spoke French with a slight German accent. He said he was a collector of small ceramic objects with family provenance, and he had heard that Clay &amp; Cloud sometimes handled private commissions. He asked whether we had, in our records, any examples of work that had been inspired by or based on older family pieces. I told him no  I told him we mainly threw new work. He thanked me. He took a small business card out of his wallet and set it on the counter. He asked me to contact him if I ever came across any such work. He left. I put the card in the small blue tin on the shelf above the register. I have not, since then, thought of him."


Vivienne said, very quietly: "Camille." Camille said: "Yes."

Vivienne said: "The name on the card."




Camille said: "I do not remember with certainty. I would need to check the tin. But I think  Vivienne  I think it was Bauer. It was a German name. It was a short German name, two syllables, a 'B' and an 'er' and something short in the middle. Bauer is plausible. I will walk back to the studio in five minutes and check the tin and telephone you within ten minutes. But I think  I think it was Bauer, and I think he was in the studio eighteen months ago."


Mathilde set down her coffee bowl.

She said, very quietly: "He has been here already." Camille said: "I think he may have been here already." Vivienne did not, for a moment, speak.



She was thinking, she would later realize, about a Thursday afternoon in October 2025  a specific Thursday she did, in fact, remember  when she had been at the hospital in Tours for the second of her scans, and the radiologist had told her, with the small careful clinical kindness of a woman who had long practice, that the small pearl-colored shape on the film had grown in measurable increments since the first scan, and that an appointment with the surgical team at Lausanne would be made within the week. She had walked out of the hospital into the small October sun. She had gone to the station. She had bought a coffee. She had sat on the bench on platform six. And an elderly woman in a long gray-stone coat had crossed the platform, approached her, and handed her a cream envelope.

That had been the Thursday Victor Bauer  if it had been Victor Bauer  had walked into her studio at Clay &amp; Cloud and had placed a card on Camille's counter.


On the same afternoon. Perhaps within the same hour.

Vivienne said, very quietly: "Mathilde. The old woman." Mathilde said: "Ma chérie."



Vivienne said: "The old woman on the platform. In October 2025. Who gave me the Marie-Louise envelope. Who said the letter was from a man who had been dead for nineteen years. Mathilde  was that the same afternoon that a man came to the studio and gave his card to Camille."


Mathilde was silent for a long moment.

Then she said: "I do not know, ma chérie. We would have to check the dates." Vivienne said: "Camille. Please check the tin. Please telephone."



Camille stood up. She did not, for a moment, move. Then she said, quietly: "Vivienne. I am going to check the tin. I am going to telephone. I will tell you, as soon as I am at the studio, what the card says and when, if I can remember it or if I wrote it down, the man was here. Stay with Mathilde. Drink your coffee. I will be back by nine."

She picked up the small paper twist with the untouched pains au chocolat. She pushed one of them, gently, across the counter to Vivienne. She said: "Eat. Please. You will need it."




She left by the back door.

The back door closed behind her.

The kitchen was, for a moment, silent.



Mathilde reached across the counter and took Vivienne's hand. Not tightly. Not urgently. Only with the small warm firm pressure of a woman at sixty-eight who had decided, in the small particular circumstance of this Friday morning, that the forty-year age gap between her and her friend was the wrong number and that what was required, now, was a smaller distance and a closer grip.


She said: "Ma chérie." Vivienne said: "Mathilde."

Mathilde said: "We will not, I think, be having a quiet weekend after all." Vivienne said: "No, Mathilde. I do not think we will."

They sat at the counter.

The second envelope, face-down on the shelf beneath the counter, sat sealed. Brontë, on the windowsill, had gone back to sleep.



Outside, the first of the morning's delivery vans on the square had come and gone. The bakery had now been open for half an hour. The village of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire, on this particular Friday in April 2027, was going about its ordinary small Friday business  not knowing that, in a kitchen above the bookshop, a letter from a cousin in a village in Romania had, at a little past seven in the morning, introduced into the quiet life of the valley a name from Munich that had, it was now becoming clear, been quietly orbiting the family for longer than any of them had realized.


At nine-oh-seven, the telephone on the kitchen wall rang. It was Camille.



She said: "Vivienne. The card is in the tin. The name is Victor Bauer. There is a small handwritten note on the back, in my own hand, that I had forgotten writing: 'Thursday, 17 October 2025. He came at 2:40 p.m. He asked about family-provenance ceramics. He was polite. He left no other details. He did not buy anything.'"


Vivienne, holding the receiver, closed her eyes. She said, quietly: "Thank you, Camille."

She hung up.

She opened her eyes.

She looked at Mathilde.



She said: "He was in the studio at twenty to three. The old woman gave me the envelope on the platform at Tours at approximately twenty past three. The station is a forty-minute drive from the village, at that hour. He would have had just enough time to leave the studio, drive to the station, ensure the woman was in place, and watch from a distance as she made the handover. He was not, Mathilde  Mathilde  he was not simply aware of the family. He was, on the afternoon

of my diagnosis, physically in our village, ensuring that the document Marie-Louise had left for me was delivered. He was the agent of the delivery. He was  he was, Mathilde, not only watching. He was arranging."


Mathilde looked at her for a very long time.



Then Mathilde said, very quietly: "Vivienne. I think the second envelope needs to be opened today after all."


Vivienne reached down to the shelf beneath the counter. She took out the second envelope.

She set it on the counter between them.

She said: "All right, Mathilde. We open it together." She slid the knife under the flap.

The envelope opened.

Inside was a single small photograph. She took it out.

She turned it over.

She looked at it.

For perhaps five full seconds, she did not move.



Then she said, very quietly, to Mathilde and to the kitchen and to Brontë on the windowsill and to the small silver cup on the shelf above the sink: "Oh. Oh  Mathilde."


Mathilde, leaning forward, saw what she was holding.



It was a photograph of a small family group, taken, by the look of the clothes and the print quality, in approximately 1941 or 1942. Four people stood in a sunlit garden in front of a low stone wall. Three of them  a tall man in his thirties, a woman of about twenty-eight in a light summer dress, and a small boy of perhaps six or seven  were unmistakably a Schwabish-German family of the period. The fourth figure, standing slightly apart on the right-hand edge of the frame, was a woman in her early thirties, in a darker dress, who had chestnut hair swept up in the fashion of the time, and who was looking  not at the camera  but at the little boy, with the small steady attentive expression of a woman watching a child who was about to be lost to her.


Vivienne knew the face instantly.



She knew it with the small clean impossible certainty she had, over the last two years, learned to recognize as her body's particular variety of knowing.


The woman on the right edge of the photograph was her own face.



She was also  by the date of the photograph, by the clothes, by the setting  not anyone Vivienne had ever been.

She was someone else, wearing Vivienne's face, in a Banat garden, in approximately 1942, looking at a small boy she was about to lose.

The small boy, Vivienne understood at once, was the boy who would grow up to be Victor Bauer's father.

The woman holding the boy  by blood  was a woman whose face was Vivienne's and who did not, by any family record the Marchetti or Laurent or Bauer archives had ever produced, officially exist.


On the back of the photograph, in Elena's careful small hand, were four sentences. Vivienne turned the photograph over and read them.



Vivienne. This photograph is from my grandmother's 1941 album, which Andrei and I have been cataloguing. The woman on the right is not identified. My grandmother's handwritten caption on the reverse reads only: &#8220;Sommer 1942. Greta, Johann, little Wilhelm  and the aunt, who would not say her name, who had come from France.&#8221; Vivienne  she is you. Please sit down, if you are not already sitting. I did not know how else to tell you.


Vivienne set the photograph down on the counter. She sat very still for a very long time.

Then she said, quietly: "Mathilde." Mathilde said: "Ma chérie."

Vivienne said: "The family is  the family is larger than any of us has understood. There is



there is a woman in this photograph who has my face and who was in the Banat in 1942 and who was, by the caption, my aunt to Victor Bauer's father when he was a small boy. She does not exist, Mathilde, in any record any of us has ever had. She exists in Elena's grandmother's photograph album. That is all. She was there, in 1942, and she was from France, and she did not say her name."


She looked up.

She said: "Mathilde. Who was she."



Mathilde, who had in her forty-one years as a bookseller seen approximately every kind of photograph, looked at this one for a very long time.

Then Mathilde said, very quietly: "Ma chérie. I do not know. But I would like, this afternoon, to telephone Father Pascal Ollier in La Roquebrussanne. I would like to ask him whether Marie-Louise Moreau's own papers  which he may still have access to, or which may have been kept by the successor priest  contain any reference to a French woman who visited the Banat in 1942 and came home. I have, ma chérie, a small suspicion  which I cannot substantiate yet  that we are looking at a photograph of Marie-Louise's own mother. Your great-grandmother. Who, you may recall from Marie-Louise's letter, lived a fuller life than the brief summary Marie-Louise gave. Marie-Louise wrote only that her mother was 'a farm woman in a village in the eastern Loire.' She did not say, because she may not have known, that her mother had, at one point, crossed a border.


"And Vivienne."






"Yes."



"If your great-grandmother was in the Banat in 1942, at the age of  by my arithmetic, she would have been approximately thirty-one or thirty-two at the time  and if she was, by the caption on this photograph, 'the aunt who had come from France' to the Bauer family  then she was not simply someone who looked like you. She was the sister of Johann Bauer. Or  or she was Johann Bauer's wife's sister. Or  Vivienne  or she was someone connected to the Bauer family by blood closer than the 1890 Ghislaine line alone can account for.

"Which would mean, Vivienne, that the family  our family  has been connected to the Bauer family not at one point, through Ghislaine's 1890 daughter, but at two points, through two separate women, across two separate decades.

"Which would mean, Vivienne, that the fight we are about to have with Victor Bauer is not a fight with a man who is a distant cousin.

"It is a fight with a man who is, by two different branches of the same line, significantly more of a cousin than any of us have yet understood."


Vivienne closed her eyes. She opened them.

She said, quietly: "Mathilde. Telephone Father Ollier." Mathilde said: "Yes, ma chérie."



Vivienne said: "I am going to  I am going to walk down to the studio. I am going to see the card Camille found. I am going to bring it back. Then I am going to telephone Adrien. I know we said we would wait until Monday. I think we have lost that option."


Mathilde said: "I think we have also lost that option, ma chérie." Vivienne stood up.

She looked, for a long moment, at the silver cup on the shelf above the sink.



She said, to the cup, or to herself, or to the woman in the photograph on the counter: "All right. If you have been waiting for this conversation, we are about to have it. Please stay close."


She put on her linen jacket.



She put the photograph, carefully, in the inner pocket, against her left side  where, over the past two years, she had developed the quiet habit of carrying small oblong objects of family significance.


She went down the back stairs.

Mathilde, at the kitchen counter, picked up the telephone on the kitchen wall.



She dialed, from the small green book of numbers she had kept for forty-one years, the direct line for the presbytery of Saint-Roch, La Roquebrussanne, Var.


It rang four times.

It was answered, on the fifth ring, by a voice she did not recognize.

The voice said: "Presbytère de Saint-Roch. Father Ollier's successor. How may I help you."




Mathilde, standing very still in the kitchen with the morning sun now full across the counter and the photograph of a woman with Vivienne's face in 1942 lying face-up beside the cold coffee, said: "Father. Good morning. My name is Mathilde Berger. I am calling from a village in the Loire Valley. I would like  if it is at all possible  I would like to ask you a question about a woman named Marie-Louise Moreau."


On the other end of the line, there was a small careful pause.



Then the priest's successor said, in a voice that had suddenly, at the name, taken on an entirely different quality: "Madame Berger. Yes. I know who you are. Father Ollier left me a file. I have been  I have been wondering, across the eighteen months of my tenure, when you would telephone."


Mathilde did not, for a very long moment, speak.

Then she said, quietly: "Father. I am telephoning now."



The priest said: "Very well, Madame. Please sit down. I am going to tell you some things that Father Ollier left for me to tell you when you called. I have been keeping them for you. They are

Madame  they are more than I expected, when I took this post, to be holding. I will tell them to you carefully. Do you have paper and a pen."

Mathilde reached, with her free hand, for the pad Mathilde kept beside the telephone for exactly such moments.


She uncapped the pen.

She said: "Father. I have paper. I have a pen. Please begin."




Chapter Two
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The Proxy at the Door
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The telephone call to La Roquebrussanne lasted forty-three minutes.

Mathilde sat at the kitchen table throughout. She took four and a half pages of notes, in her careful small hand, on the pad she kept by the telephone for exactly such moments. The priest's successor  whose name turned out to be Father Jean-Marie Fournier, fifty-one years old, in the post since October 2025  did not rush. He read, slowly, from the file Father Ollier had left him, pausing at intervals to allow Mathilde to catch up with her pen.

When Mathilde finally set the receiver back in its cradle at a quarter past ten, she did not, for a moment, move.

The kitchen was quiet. Brontë had, at some point in the fourth quarter-hour of the conversation, relocated from the windowsill to the arm of the wooden chair by the pantry, where she now slept with her tail tucked beneath her chin. The coffee, in Mathilde's bowl on the counter, had gone entirely cold. The photograph of the woman in the 1942 garden  the photograph with Vivienne's face  lay where Vivienne had left it, face-down on the counter, beside the folded letter from Elena.


Mathilde looked at her notes.

She read through them, slowly, from the first page to the last. Then she read through them a second time.

Then she closed the pad.



She stood up, went to the small cupboard above the sink, and took down the bottle of pear brandy she had kept for seventeen years for the specific purpose of small domestic emergencies. She poured herself, at ten-twenty in the morning, a very small amount. She drank it. She set the glass in the sink. She looked, for a long moment, at the silver cup on the shelf above the sink  which Father Fournier had just, across forty-three minutes, told her was only the first of three silver cups that had, across the decades, left the Banat in women's hands.


She sat back down.

She picked up the telephone again.

She dialed the studio at Rue des Tilleuls. Vivienne picked up on the second ring.

Mathilde said: "Ma chérie. Come home. Bring Camille. Bring the card. Come now." Vivienne said: "I am on my way."






• • •
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While Mathilde had been on the telephone with La Roquebrussanne, a small rental car  a gray French-plated Peugeot, newly washed, driven by a woman who had left Paris at six that morning

had been moving southwest through the Loire Valley at a steady pace, taking the slower older roads rather than the autoroute, arriving at the outskirts of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire at approximately five minutes past ten.

The driver was twenty-eight years old, wearing a dark navy suit and a cream silk blouse, with her hair drawn back in a knot at the nape of her neck. She drove with both hands on the wheel, at exactly the posted speed, without the radio on. On the passenger seat beside her sat a black leather portfolio, closed, and a dark green water bottle, and a small gray cardigan folded neatly on top of the portfolio in case the afternoon turned cool. In the back seat, on the floor behind the driver, sat a small overnight bag she did not intend to use  she had booked a room at the small inn by the church for the night, more as a precaution than an intention, and was privately confident she would be on the road back to Paris by five that afternoon.


Her name was Nathalie Marchetti-Voss.



She had been, for four weeks, the Paris lawyer retained by a German client named Victor Bauer.

She had, that morning at the office of her firm, reviewed her notes one last time before leaving. She had checked, as she always did, the spelling of the names on the addressee line of the formal letter. She had verified the citations. She had confirmed with her assistant that the photocopies of the 1944 Munich inventory were properly attached. She had put on her jacket. She had taken the lift to the garage. She had driven south.

She did not, as she turned off the regional road onto the small country lane that led into the village, expect the morning to go badly.

She expected, in fact, the morning to go according to a script she had worked out with her client across three meetings in Munich and Paris. She would arrive at the estate. She would present the letter. She would decline coffee politely. She would announce her intention to return in three weeks to discuss the family's formal response. She would drive back to Paris. She would file the appropriate documents the following Monday.


It was, by the small professional standards of her trade, an entirely routine delivery.



She did not know  she could not have known  that she was driving, at ten past ten on a Friday morning in April, into a village that had, less than three hours earlier, received a letter from a cousin in Romania warning it that she was coming.

She did not know that a priest in the south of France had, at that precise moment, been telling a woman in a kitchen above a bookshop that a man named Victor Bauer had, nineteen months earlier, paid a brief visit to a studio on Rue des Tilleuls.

She did not know, most crucially, that the face of the woman whose cup she had come to claim was  at ten-thirty that morning, walking back toward the bookshop from the studio with her assistant beside her and a small business card in her jacket pocket  a face she herself had, the previous evening at her own kitchen table in Paris, spent perhaps forty-five minutes looking at on a printout of an archival photograph, trying to understand why it looked so persistently, troublingly familiar.


She did not know, in short, anything.



She parked the Peugeot in the small public lot beside the church. She took the portfolio. She did not take the cardigan. She walked, across the village square, toward the gatehouse road.


It was ten-twenty-three.




• • •
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Vivienne and Camille arrived back at the bookshop at ten-twenty.

They came in through the back courtyard, so as not to be visible from the street. Vivienne had, walking back, explained to Camille  quickly, without full detail  the framework of what had come in the post. Camille had listened. Camille had asked only one question: "Do we tell Adrien today." Vivienne had said: "I think we have to, Camille. The morning has moved faster than we planned."

At the kitchen door of the bookshop they found Mathilde standing in her dressing gown, her small leather-bound notepad in her hand, her face composed but visibly pale.

Mathilde said: "Both of you. Sit. I will tell you what Father Fournier said. It is  ma chérie, Camille  it is considerably more than I expected."


They sat at the counter.

Mathilde, still standing, opened the notepad.



She said: "I am going to summarize. If I miss anything, you may read the full notes afterward. Father Ollier, when he retired in October 2025, left his successor a file. The file is labeled  in Father Ollier's own hand  Dossier Marchetti-Laurent-Bauer. Father Fournier has had the file in his desk for eighteen months. He has been, as he told me at the top of the call, waiting for us to telephone. He was instructed by Father Ollier not to contact us first. He was instructed to wait for us to come to him.


"The file contains the following.



"One. A copy of the original protocol signed by Father Cluzet in 1985 for the handover of Marie-Louise Moreau's wooden box  which we have, now, received in La Roquebrussanne last summer. This we knew about.

"Two. A sealed envelope, addressed in Marie-Louise's own hand, containing  Father Fournier has not opened it, but the outside of the envelope describes the contents  a

supplementary account, to be given to Madame Marchetti née Laurent only if she returns to the parish to request further information, or if she is contacted, after my death, by any member of the Bauer family of Munich, Germany. Father Fournier has, at his own initiative, kept this envelope locked in the parish safe for eighteen months. He is willing, with my authorization, to forward it by registered courier to the bookshop immediately. I have, provisionally, authorized it. It will arrive, he estimates, by Tuesday morning.

"Three. A letter from Father Ollier to his successor, dated October 2025, in which Father Ollier explains  at some length  why the file exists. Father Fournier read me the letter in full. I took notes. The letter contains three pieces of information I did not know and one I already suspected. I will give them in order.

"First: Marie-Louise Moreau, in addition to the box we received, maintained a private correspondence for approximately eleven years, from 1995 until her death in 2009, with a woman in Munich named Greta Bauer."


Vivienne looked up.



She said: "Greta Bauer. That is  that is the name of the woman in the 1944 inventory. The one Victor Bauer's great-grandmother. Who was killed  who was, according to Elena's letter, the subject of the property dispute."

Mathilde said: "Yes, ma chérie. That Greta Bauer died in 1944. The Greta Bauer with whom Marie-Louise corresponded from 1995 to 2009 was  Father Ollier was quite clear on this point

the earlier Greta's namesake granddaughter. Born 1938. Died 2009, two months before Marie-Louise. She was, by the small arithmetic of the two deaths, the last woman on the Bauer side who knew the full family story. She and Marie-Louise were, in their last years, the two surviving guardians of the combined history. They corresponded. They never met. They were, by the account Marie-Louise left for Father Ollier, friends. The correspondence  and this is the second piece of information  the correspondence still exists. Father Ollier gave custody of it to the successor priest along with the rest of the file. It is approximately eighty letters. It is in French on Marie-Louise's side and in French on Greta's side, Greta having been, by her grandmother's example, a fluent French-speaker from childhood. Father Fournier has read the whole correspondence. He offered, this morning, to make photocopies and forward them along with the supplementary envelope."


Camille, who had been listening with her hands folded in her lap, said quietly: "Mathilde.



Does Victor Bauer know the correspondence exists."

Mathilde said: "Camille. According to Father Ollier's letter, Victor Bauer almost certainly does not know. His grandmother  the 2009 Greta  was the one who held the correspondence on the Bauer side. She kept it in her own private papers, separately from the family archive. When she died, her papers were not fully inventoried by her family. Father Ollier believes  though he cannot prove  that her grandson Victor, who was at the time fifty-one and had been working on

the family genealogy for several years, overlooked the private correspondence in his grandmother's effects. He built his case, over the subsequent fifteen years, from the Bauer family archive as it was officially transmitted to him. He did not have access, Father Ollier believes, to his own grandmother's private papers. Those papers are, at present, in a storage unit in Munich that no one has opened since 2009."

Vivienne said: "Mathilde. That is  that is enormous. He does not know his own grandmother was in correspondence with the French side of the family. He is building his case on the assumption that his family was wronged in silence. He does not know that the last woman on his side who could have clarified the record was, for fourteen years, writing to the last woman on our side who could have clarified the record from this direction. The two of them were  they were talking."

Mathilde said: "They were talking, ma chérie. For fourteen years. In French. On Sundays, Father Ollier says. That was Greta's one free afternoon a week. Marie-Louise wrote back on Tuesday evenings. The pattern was consistent across the eleven years Marie-Louise was alive for it."


Camille said: "And the third piece of information."



Mathilde said: "The third piece of information, Camille, is this. The correspondence contains, across its eleven years, a recurring discussion of a photograph. A single photograph that Greta Bauer of Munich had, among her grandmother's effects, and that Marie-Louise Moreau in La Roquebrussanne was very interested in. The photograph dates from 1942. It was taken in a garden in Herneacova in the Banat. It depicts a family group  the original Greta Bauer, her husband Johann, and her small son Wilhelm, who was six years old at the time and who would grow up to be Victor Bauer's father. It also depicts, on the right-hand edge of the frame, a fourth figure. A woman in her early thirties. Dark dress, chestnut hair, looking at the child Wilhelm with a particular expression. The caption on the reverse of the photograph reads  Father Fournier read me the exact words from Greta's first letter to Marie-Louise in 1995  Sommer 1942. Greta, Johann, little Wilhelm  and the aunt, who would not say her name, who had come from France."


Vivienne, on her stool at the counter, closed her eyes. She said, quietly: "Mathilde. We have that photograph." Mathilde said: "We have a copy of that photograph."



Vivienne opened her eyes. She reached for the photograph on the counter  face-down where she had left it forty minutes earlier. She turned it over. She laid it on the counter so that all three of them could look at it.

Mathilde said: "Father Fournier, reading Greta Bauer's 1995 letter, told me that the photograph Greta referred to and the photograph Marie-Louise asked after are the same photograph. It is the only one either family has. Elena must have received a copy from Greta's grandson-in-law  that is, from Andrei's research correspondence with Timi■oara. Or Elena's

grandmother Ottilie kept a second copy that found its way into the album Andrei has been cataloguing. Both are possible. What matters, ma chérie, is that this photograph is a known object. It has been, for at least thirty years, the central image in the Bauer-Moreau correspondence. Both sides have been trying, for three decades, to identify the woman on the right edge of the frame. Neither has succeeded."

Camille, leaning over the photograph, said: "They have been trying to identify Vivienne for thirty years."

Mathilde said: "They have been trying to identify the woman who has Vivienne's face for thirty years. Yes."


Vivienne said, very quietly: "Mathilde. Who was she."



Mathilde said: "I do not know yet, ma chérie. Father Fournier does not know. Marie-Louise, in her 1998 letter to Greta  Father Fournier read me the key passage  wrote: Ma chère Greta. I am, as you are, no closer to knowing who she was. My own mother, on her deathbed in 1968, mentioned only that her own mother had &#8220;gone east once&#8221; in the early 1940s and had come back changed. My mother did not say where her mother had gone. My mother did not know the woman's name. My mother said only: &#8220;Your grandmother went, and she came back, and she never discussed it, and she lived another thirty years and died in her bed, and the rest of us have been, for all that time, trying not to ask.&#8221; That is all I have, Greta. I am sorry.

"Greta replied, in 1998: Marie-Louise. I understand. I have only my grandmother's own silence. She lived until 1961. She told my father, once, at the kitchen table when he was about twelve, that the French aunt had saved our family from something none of us needed to know about. My father did not press. My father also did not, later, tell me. I learned the story only when I was cleaning out my father's desk after his death in 1989. There was a small note in his hand: &#8220;The woman in the 1942 photograph is owed more than we can pay.&#8221; That is the only sentence my father ever wrote about her. She saved us from something, Marie-Louise. My grandmother said so. My father believed it. We do not know what. We may never know. I thought you should have the photograph."


The three women at the counter did not, for a long moment, speak.

Brontë, from the wooden chair, opened her eyes briefly and then closed them. Outside, in the square, a delivery van passed.
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