
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


THE MOLDOVAN COUSIN


Praise for the Loire Valley Series

––––––––
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"The South Field expands everything the first two books built, and then it goes further. K. Draven Smith has created, across three novels, one of the most carefully assembled families in contemporary fiction.

The Moldovan Cousin is the book the series has been working toward."

—  Advance Reader Review

––––––––
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"Sofia Andreeva is the arrival this series needed; direct, sardonic, twenty-six years old, and in possession of a grandmother's buried name that turns out to connect to everything. I read the last chapter twice."

A Book a Week Blog

––––––––
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"K. Draven Smith writes about inheritance the way the best novelists write about love: as something that finds you before you know you are looking for it. The Moldovan Cousin is the best book in a remarkable series."

—  The Reading Room, Paris

––––––––
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"What this series understands, better than almost anything published in the past decade, is that family is not a fact. It is a practice. The shelf above Mathilde's sink is one of the great images in recent literary fiction."

Literary Review
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Book Four: The Moldovan Cousin

For those who kept the key.

And for those who finally came to use it.

“The difference between finding alone

and finding with help

is the difference between owning the information

and belonging to it.”

Victor Bauer, Munich, November 2029
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“You have come. I am glad.”

Agathe Laurent-Andreev, Teleseiu, Moldova, written 1978

A NOTE TO THE READER

This is the fourth novel in The Loire Valley Series. It begins where The South Field ends  on a Thursday afternoon in late April 2029, with a young woman named Sofia Andreeva coming through the door of a studio on Rue des Tilleuls with a suitcase, an envelope, and her grandmother's buried name.

If you are reading the series in order, you know the shelf above Mathilde's sink, and you know what it costs to arrive at it. If this is your first book in the series, you need only know this: the shelf holds objects that arrived by routes no one anticipated. Each one is the record of a person received. By the close of this novel, the shelf holds ten.

Sofia is twenty-six years old, from Chisinau, Moldova. She is a primary school teacher. She has chestnut hair, brown eyes, and a jaw that is broader than Vivienne's but built from the same underlying material  the bone structure of a family that has been traveling for a hundred and sixty years and has, at last, found its way back to the same kitchen.


She did not choose this family. The family found her. This novel is about what she does with that.



The house in Teleseiu, seven kilometers northeast of Orhei, Moldova, is fictional. The Codru region and the city of Orhei are real. The Schwabish-German communities of the Romanian Banat are real. Agathe Laurent is fictional but made of real materials: the children carried west in the 1930s, the silence of the displaced, the boxes left in locked houses for whoever came.


K.D.S., Paris, 2027
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PART ONE

The Arrivals

Chapters One through Four

May  June 2029

Chapter One
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The First Week
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In Chisinau, in the winter before she left, Sofia Andreeva had a small habit she had never named.

Every Sunday morning, before her brother telephoned and before her mother called about lunch, she would go to the apartment on Strada Mihai Eminescu where her grandmother had lived until 2015  her mother lived there now, with the small clock on the shelf and the ceramic dish for keys and the pastry tin that no longer produced pastry  and she would sit at the kitchen table and drink coffee in the kitchen where Agathe had sat for sixty-six years and she would not think about anything in particular. She would look at the tin on the high shelf. She would listen to the pigeons in the courtyard. She would drink the coffee, which her mother always made too strong. She would go home.


She had been doing this since she was twelve, since Agathe died, without ever having decided



to.


On the Sunday before she left for France, she sat at the kitchen table for perhaps an hour



longer than usual. Her mother, Irina, was at the window with her own coffee, not talking. The tin was on the shelf. The pigeons were in the courtyard. The February light was the particular pale gray of Chisinau in February, which is not an absence of light so much as a light that has not yet committed to anything.


Sofia said: "Mama. I am going on Thursday." Irina said: "I know, Sofia."

Sofia said: "I will telephone when I arrive." Irina said: "I know, Sofia."

They sat. The pigeons conducted their small investigations in the courtyard below. Then Irina said: "Sofia. When you come home. Tell me what you find."

Sofia said: "Mama. I don't know what I will find." Irina said: "Tell me anyway."




• • •
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She arrived in Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire on a Thursday afternoon in late April 2029 at twenty minutes to four.

She had come by plane from Chisinau to Paris and by train from Paris to Tours and by a second, smaller train from Tours to a station called Langeais, and from Langeais by taxi  a

twenty-minute ride through the Loire Valley's late April landscape, which was nothing like she had expected and everything Herr Meisel's file photographs had suggested. The valley was wide and low and the light moved across it in a particular unhurried way, as if the light, like everything else in this part of France, had been here long enough not to rush.


The taxi driver said: "La Page Bleue? The bookshop on the square?" She said: "Yes."

He said: "You know someone there?" She said: "I think so."



He said nothing else. He drove. She looked out the window at the Loire, which was low and clear and the color of pewter in the afternoon. At the fields. At the small stone walls along the road. At the plane trees, already in their full April leaf, lining the approaches to the village.

She arrived at the square with her suitcase and the envelope in her jacket pocket and the knowledge, recently acquired and not yet fully absorbed, that she was a descendant of a woman named Agathe Laurent who had been carried from the Banat to France as a child of four and who had, in 1949, gone east again and spent the remaining sixty-six years of her life in Moldova without telling anyone where she had come from.


The taxi stopped at the corner of the square. She got out.



The square was small and cobbled and had a café under a plane tree and a church and, on the far side, a bookshop with a blue sign above the door that said: La Page Bleue, livres anciens et neufs.


She stood for a moment with her suitcase.



She thought: I have come from Chisinau with a suitcase and an envelope and a grandmother's name. I do not know this village. I do not know these people. I know only that a man in Munich decided I should come here and that the woman in the studio on Rue des Tilleuls has a face that is, by every account I have received, something very like my own.


She crossed the square.



She went to the studio first, because Herr Meisel's instructions had said: if Madame Marchetti is not at the bookshop, try the studio at Rue des Tilleuls.

She found it. She knocked. A young woman opened the door not Vivienne Marchetti, someone younger, with clay on her hands and the particular calm of a person who had been at a wheel.


The young woman said: "Madame Andreeva?" Sofia said: "Yes."



The young woman said: "Camille Laroche. We've been expecting you. Vivienne is here she's in the back. Come in."




• • •
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Vivienne Marchetti was at her wheel.

She stopped the wheel when Sofia came through the doorway between the front room and the studio.


She stood up.

She looked at Sofia. Sofia looked at Vivienne.



They were not, it turned out, identical. Sofia had known they would not be  the family resemblance worked like that, like a theme played in a different key. The same underlying structure: the forehead, the angle of the cheekbones, the particular way the ears sat against the head. But Vivienne's eyes were hazel and Sofia's were brown. Vivienne's jaw was narrower. Vivienne held herself with the slightly inward quality of a woman who had been, at various points in the recent past, paying careful attention to her own interior. Sofia held herself with the straighter posture of a woman who had, since eighteen, been carrying her own groceries and making her own decisions.


They looked at each other for perhaps six seconds. Then Vivienne said, very quietly: "Oh."

Sofia said: "Madame Marchetti. I am sorry to arrive without warning."



Vivienne said: "You are not without warning. Bauer has been trying to telephone for three months. He apparently could not find the right sentence to begin with. He sent you instead."


Sofia said: "Yes."



Vivienne said: "Come. We will go to the bookshop. Mathilde is at the counter. There will be coffee."

She took off the small apron she wore at the wheel. She picked up a cloth and wiped her hands. She picked up her jacket from the hook by the door.


She said: "Camille. We are going to the bookshop." Camille, at her own wheel, said: "I know. I'll lock up at six." Vivienne said: "Come for supper if you like."

Camille said: "Yes."




• • •

[image: ]




They crossed the square.

Sofia had her suitcase. Vivienne did not offer to carry it and Sofia did not expect her to  she had been carrying her own suitcase since she was old enough to own one.

Vivienne said: "The village is small. Everything you need is within four blocks. The pharmacy is on the north end of the square. The bakery is beside it. The café under the plane tree is Madame Olivet's  her nephew Olivier works there in the summers, he is very pleasant, you can sit at the outdoor tables when the weather allows. The bookshop is at the end of the square, where you can see."


She pointed.

Sofia said: "You are giving me a tour."



Vivienne said: "I am giving you a tour because I do not yet know what else to give you and the tour is available."


They walked.



At the back door of the bookshop  the courtyard entrance, which was the door the household used  Vivienne stopped. She said: "Sofia. Before we go in. One thing."


Sofia said: "Yes."



Vivienne said: "Mathilde has been at that counter for forty-two years. She is seventy. She knew you were coming  we have known since Bauer's February letter to Herr Meisel that a young woman from Moldova would be arriving at some point in the spring. She has been, for the past two months, preparing to receive you. She will not make a scene. She will not weep. She will not ask you questions you are not ready to answer. She will pour coffee and she will sit on her stool and she will be the person she always is, which is to say: the most completely received you have ever felt by a person you have just met. I want you to know this in advance so that it does not alarm you."


Sofia said: "Why would it alarm me."

Vivienne said: "Because it is, the first time, slightly overwhelming." She opened the door.



• • •
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Mathilde Berger was at the kitchen counter.

She was in her reading glasses with the familiar small green notebook and the afternoon post sorted into two piles and a pot of tea that was still warm. She looked up when the door opened.


She looked at Vivienne. She looked at Sofia.

She removed her reading glasses.



She said: "Sofia. Come in. There is tea. The stool on the end is yours if you want it. The cat on the windowsill is Brontë and she will decide for herself whether you are acceptable. I expect she will find you acceptable. She has, in the past year, become less particular."


Sofia set her suitcase inside the door.






She crossed to the counter.

She sat on the stool at the end, nearest the window  the one Mathilde had indicated. She said: "Madame Berger. Thank you for receiving me."

Mathilde said: "Ma chérie. Thank you for coming." She poured the tea.

She set a cup in front of Sofia.

She set a cup in front of Vivienne, who had sat on her own stool across the counter. She sat on her own stool.

For a moment, none of them spoke.



Then Brontë, from the windowsill, extended one front leg in the slow deliberate stretch of a cat who has been asleep and is considering the question of whether to remain so. She opened one eye. She regarded Sofia with the calm assessorial attention of an animal who has been in this kitchen through a considerable amount of family history and is not easily impressed.


Then she closed the eye. Then she went back to sleep.

Mathilde said: "She has decided you are acceptable." Sofia said: "I am relieved."

Vivienne said: "You should be. It took Adrien three visits before she acknowledged him."




• • •
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The first week passed in the small measured way that first weeks in new places pass when the place is quiet and the people in it are careful.

Sofia had the small room at the inn by the church  the same inn, she would later learn, where Nathalie Marchetti-Voss had stayed for two nights in April 2027 and where Victor Bauer had reserved a room he had not used in June of the same year. The room was clean and warm and had a window that faced the square, and from the window she could see, in the mornings, the swallows making their early passes over the plane trees and the baker opening his shutters and, across the square, the blue sign of La Page Bleue catching the first of the day's light.

On the first morning she came down the back stairs of the bookshop at six-fifteen and found the kitchen empty and the kettle not yet on. She made the coffee. She washed the two bowls from the previous evening that had been left to soak. She dried them. She set them on the shelf.


She was sitting at the counter with her coffee when Mathilde came down at six-forty. Mathilde found the clean bowls.

She found Sofia at the counter. She said nothing.

She poured herself coffee from the pot Sofia had made.






She sat on her stool.

She said: "You made the coffee."

Sofia said: "The equipment was visible. I hope I did not presume." Mathilde said: "You did not presume."

She drank her coffee.



They sat for a while in the particular quiet that is not silence but the specific warmth of two people who have, without planning it, found a workable morning arrangement.

• • •
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On the second day she met Adrien.

He came down from the estate at ten for the Tuesday coffee that was, she had been told, a fixed institution. He came in through the back courtyard door with the ease of a man who had been using this entrance for years. He stopped when he saw Sofia at the counter.


He said: "You are Sofia." She said: "Yes."



He said: "I am Adrien Marchetti. Vivienne's former husband. I manage the estate." He extended his hand. "Bauer wrote to me in February. He said you would come."


She shook his hand.

She said: "He seems to have written to everyone."

Adrien said: "He was thorough. He was, across three years, thorough about everything."



He sat on the stool beside Vivienne's  the fourth stool, which had, by the domestic sociology of the kitchen, become definitively his.


He looked at Sofia across the counter. He said: "You have the same forehead." Sofia said: "Yes. Vivienne told me."

He said: "It is  it is a particular forehead. In this family it appears to be persistent." Sofia said: "My grandmother had it also. I have seen the photographs."

He said: "Yes."



Vivienne came down from the attic at ten past ten. She looked at the two of them at the counter and said: "You have met."


Adrien said: "We have met." Vivienne said: "Good."

She poured coffee. She sat. The three of them were at the counter.

Outside, the April square of Saint-Aubin-sur-Loire went about its Tuesday morning business. Sofia looked at the shelf above the sink.




She had been looking at the shelf since the first afternoon. She had not yet asked about it. She had counted the objects  eight, as of that first evening  and had noted their variety and had registered, with the particular attention she brought to things that seemed to require it, that the shelf was not a display but something else. Something she did not yet have a word for.


She said: "Vivienne. The shelf." Vivienne said: "Yes."



Sofia said: "Mathilde told me, last evening, something about each object. She was very precise. She told me how each one arrived."


Vivienne said: "Yes."

Sofia said: "The cup on the left. The silver one."

Vivienne said: "The 1887 cup. Engraved with my great-great-grandmother's name." Sofia said: "Mathilde said it is the origin of everything."

Vivienne said: "Yes."



Sofia said: "And Victor Bauer sent me here. And Bauer arrived in this story because of the cup. And the cup is why I am at this counter."


Vivienne said: "Yes."



Sofia said, very quietly: "My grandmother was carried west by a woman named Camille Laurent in 1935. The same Camille Laurent who is, through lines I am still understanding, related to you through the same line as the cup."


Vivienne said: "Sofia. Yes."
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