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        The Death

      

        

      
        He who binds to himself a joy,

        Does the winged life destroy;

        But he who kisses the joy as it flies

        Lives in eternity’s sunrise.

        William Blake
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      On the day Harold Strachie died New York City struggled to slough off the lingering chill of winter and he struggled with his spare tire. Twenty pounds had crept up on him, without his consent. He gulped down the usual double-double espresso to get the juices flowing. The early morning was dark and echoing, his only company garbage trucks and young people jogging, their feet slapping the sidewalk, oblivious to middle age.

      Getting fit was a bitch. Walking from the train or subway was the extent of his exercise up until now. The extra pounds made Harry feel old at 54, someone who had lost control of his own fate. He refused to let his champagne belly keep him down. He would be muscular, strong, a master of his universe. Confidence was everything.

      He’d spent the night in the City as he often did when his deals were soft. For several hours before the markets opened he would work while the office was quiet, researching trends and companies, so he was ready to pounce. But he didn’t feel too cat-like climbing the seven flights of stairs to his office, his new daily workout. He stopped on each landing to catch his breath.

      In the empty lobby, he fumbled for the light switch and swayed on his feet, woozy. Cold sweat ran into his collar. He blinked, hung up his coat, and sat down. If he’d had a picture of his family on his desk, which he didn’t, he would have picked it up. His boy — so smart and tough and, yes, awkward at 15, but he’d grow out of that and be better for it. And his darling girl who looked so much like him with dark curls and mournful eyes. He wished he’d stolen into her bedroom this morning and ruffled her sweet hair.

      A horrible squeeze of his chest made him grab his shirt. He gasped, waiting. As the tightness eased, he saw his daughter again, ten years from now, in makeup and mini-skirts and all her innocence lost, and he felt the pain again, harder.

      Black spots floated before his eyes. He sat back in his chair, trying to relax. Christ, this wasn’t good. He shouldn’t have had that espresso. If this was heartburn he’d be buying antacids.

      The squeezing lessened. He’d get an appointment with his doctor for later in the week. He could already see the smirk on the doctor’s face when he told him to stop being such a nervous nelly. A moment of calm. The office quiet was soothing. He took a light breath and blew it out.

      Harry clicked on his computer. As the reports streamed in he clicked through prices, checking analysis. The sweat on his forehead began to dry. Just another day, he thought. Then, the last, the worst — the pain seized him again, and the black spots grew and merged into one.
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      When something shatters, when whatever you’re attached to ends, definitely, the moment rises up like it’s been hanging there for years, a lead balloon waiting to drop with a heavy thud into your life. All that living leading to this exact moment in time. Where has fate been hiding? Doesn’t matter. Here it is. Here it is, by God.

      Merle stared at the phone, heavy, institutional beige. She’d arrived at the Legal Aid offices in Harlem a few minutes before. She was still wearing her boots. She hadn’t touched her coffee.

      He was dead. Harry. Husband. Deceased.

      She felt the air move around her, solemnly, gently, as if she was a pile of ash a strong breath might blow away.  Outside her office voices filtered in, the chatting of colleagues, the insistent tone of an angry client evicted from her apartment. The sounds grounded her, the endless litany of troubles to be untangled, emotions to be soothed, hands to be held. Just the name Legal Aid — aid was so basic, so important in this hard world — made her warm.

      Here she was necessary. Here she did good in the world.

      Her little world, so ordered and sane. Her nest, every twig in place. The selfless lawyer, fighting for the homeless and disenfranchised. The charity work on her days off, boring or annoying at times but always fulfilling in the end. Tomorrow there was another  luncheon, a benefit for African orphans organized by her sister. Francie was so excited about the celebrities, a baseball player, a talk show host, that she had lined up.

      No luncheon now. Merle knew she should make a list of what tomorrow would look like but the murmur of the office captivated her, the buzzing like a hive, as if she’d never really listened before, never felt the ordinary blessing of her colleagues and their routine.

      “Merle?” One of the law fellows stood in front of her with a quizzical look on her face.

      The receiver was still in Merle’s hand, making a noise. Laura took the phone and replaced it on the cradle. Merle swallowed, frowned, and stood up.

      “I have to go.”

      “Oh,” Laura said, fluttering the way young people did. When had she started thinking of new graduates that way? “Your appointments? Mrs. Elliot is waiting, then — ” She stopped, seeing Merle’s face. “Sorry. I don’t need to tell you that.”

      “I’m sure you can handle them, ” Merle said, putting her coat back on. It was still damp with morning rain. “I have an emergency. I must go.”

      “Oh,” Laura said again. “Can I help?”

      Not unless you can bring a man back from the dead.
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        * * *

      

      Of her four sisters, the one she wanted at the hospital was Annie. It was sad, really, that Stasia was her second choice because she was so strong and capable.  A magazine editor these days — not the lawyer she’d trained to be but no one blamed her for that — and damn good at it.  An organizer, a do-everything gal. She and Merle lived close together in Connecticut but they were so different. Merle and Annie, her oldest sister, shared an intangible something. In this emergency Merle never thought of Francie or Elise; they were younger and if she had to say so, a bit shallow, despite going to Whitman Law like their older sisters. Someday they would lean on Merle, the middle child. They would need her like she needed Annie. But Annie lived too far, in western Pennsylvania. You had to be practical.

      Stasia came, promptly, and held Merle until she didn’t want to be held. Dried her tears, called everyone. She made the lists that stubbornly jumbled up in Merle’s head. She was so efficient.

      In the end Stasia arranged the funeral, wrote the obituary, talked to everyone for Merle. Arranged flowers, watered flowers, threw away flowers. Arranged meals, heated up meals, threw away meals. And so, when it was time, two weeks later, for the visit to Harry’s lawyers to hear his will, there was no question which sister went with Merle.
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        * * *

      

      Deep rugs, old oak, leather-bound tales of mishaps and bad decisions and the appalling nature of life: The Law Office.  With eyes closed Merle caught the smell of the time crumbling, the fruitlessness of human endeavor, of — mortality. Well, it was on her mind.

      In the law you could change lives, you could make a difference. You learned the rules then you bent them. But justice was a slippery devil. Hard to quantify, impossible to hang on to. She concentrated on the endless rows of dusty books, not justice, searching the shelves for the earliest court records. New York District Court, 1878. Harry’s lawyers, and his father’s before him, were a very old, very white-shoe firm, not unlike Byrne & Loveless, firm of her misguided youth.

      Harry. She couldn’t stop thinking about him, now that he was gone. Trying to remember little things, it was hard. She hadn’t really noticed him recently, besides his dry-cleaning and a cocktail party or two. She stared at his suits in his closet, lined up the oxfords he would never wear. He wasn’t in the best of shape, never had been, with that paunch and double chin. He hadn’t told her but apparently he had a plan to get healthy by exercising, or at least climbing stairs.

      Genius, that Harry.

      She gripped the arms of the chair, trying hard to picture him the first time they met — the day she made partner at Byrne & Loveless, at the bar after the party after the celebration. She tried to remember the feeling of being valued, loved, feted. All she could remember was barfing in the women’s room. And Harry taking her home.

      When he told the story he was the gallant knight, swinging the limp princess over his shoulder. She may have knocked into him coming out of the restroom. Yes, that was it. Almost fell down and he saved her from cracking her head.

      Out of the blue, the question boomed inside her head: What-what. What? What?! It was back, like a disease never quite cured. She hadn’t heard it for weeks, that little voice that plagued her. These last weeks everybody knew what was what: Harry’s dead, that’s what. Shut up. She looked out the window and silenced it.

      Stasia sighed and looked at her watch. The lawyers were keeping them waiting. At the funeral Stasia had surprised everyone by sobbing, loudly. Strange, since she never cared that much for Harry. She thought he didn’t love Merle enough, and told her so one famous Christmas in front of a roaring fire before she knew about the baby on the way. Maybe that’s why she cried at the funeral.

      Merle’s cell phone vibrated in her slacks pocket. Tristan’s school calling. She went into the hallway. Trouble. The Headmaster (unbelievably they still called him that) would put the boy on the bus, if she agreed. She sighed, closed the phone. Back in the office she shook her head at Stasia: not now.

      Harry’s ancient lawyer, who he’d called The Geezer, was shouting in the hallway. The door opened and he shuffled in with a younger man who introduced himself as Troy Lester, a partner. The old man, eighty-five minimum, Landon McGuinness the Third wore neatly-pressed gray flannel almost as ancient as he was.

      His thick glasses perched on a beak no doubt less prominent when his cheeks had flesh. The younger partner, Lester, was close to their age but bald on top like the geezer. He was obviously the old man’s right-hand everything.

      McGuinness peered at them, his eyes magnified behind his glasses. “Which one of you is Mrs. Strachie?”

      “That’s me, sir. Merle Bennett. Strachie,” she added, though she didn’t use Harry’s name. “And this is my sister, Stasia Bennett.”

      McGuinness cleared his throat noisily and began in a sonorous voice to outline her future. Stasia was taking notes, thank god. The house is mine. Paid off thanks to mortgage insurance. Harry only rented his apartment in the city so nothing there but some junky furniture. Life insurance. Good. How could she not know about life insurance? Do you get that in one lump sum? Do you pay income tax on it? She would ask when he finished.

      Silence.  The geezer sat back in his chair and folded his hands.

      “But —?” Had she blacked out and missed a section? Harry was an investment manager. He set up a trust fund for Tristan, he had stock funds, pension plans, all sorts of retirement plans.

      She couldn’t speak.

      Stasia could. “That’s it? Where's the pension fund? And the trust fund for the boy?” Landon McGuinness III blinked at her, mouth agape. Stasia leaned in and shouted: “Where is the boy’s trust fund?!”

      Troy Lester, standing at the old man's shoulder, squirmed then tried to hide it with a smile. “The good news is that Mr. Strachie set this up so it won’t have to go through probate. You’ll have the proceeds of the insurance within thirty days and the deeds will be changed quickly. The joint accounts stay the same, of course — ”

      Merle sat forward. “But he told me he set one up for Tristan years ago. A trust account.”

      “Not at this law firm,” McGuinness said, smacking his lips.

      “Could it be with someone else?” Stasia asked. “At a bank?”

      “Harry did all his legal work here. His father too. ”

      Troy Lester cleared his throat. “The addendum,” he muttered.

      McGuinness blinked. “Oh, yes. A special addendum.” He shuffled papers on his desk and batted off Lester’s help.

      He found the paperwork and held it at arm's length. “I bequeath to my wife, Merle, because of her love of old houses, the property in Malcouziac, France, a house and real estate surrounding.”

      The sisters sat in stunned silence. Stasia looked at her. “Do you know about this?” Merle felt float-y, disconnected from the room.  Her ears buzzed. Who were these people?  I’m watching an old Perry Mason re-run. Harry will be alive at home when I get there. We’ll squabble about dinner. We’ll listen to each other snore.

      She pinched her arm. Nothing changed.

      The old man was saying in his clear and not-very-aged voice, “Harry inherited this house from his parents when they died. You knew his mother was French?” Merle nodded, unable to speak. A house in France?

      “It’s in the Dordogne,” Lester added brightly. “Southwest France.  A small town. Very picturesque, I hear.”

      “A villa? Could it be worth something?” Stasia asked.

      “No acreage, I understand. No vineyard. Sorry.”

      “Is there a photo or map or something?”

      Troy Lester looked at the old man. “We’ll see what we can find. Maybe Harry kept something in his own files. You could check.”

      He called in the secretary and asked for the file on Harry’s father, Weston Strachie. They waited in awkward silence.  Merle worked over her cuticles. She didn’t feel like she would float away anymore, now that she had both ankles wrapped around a chair leg. Be practical. He’s dead. This is what happens when people die.  She was nothing if not practical. Life would go on. Sometimes you just had to remind yourself. Merle felt the hard rock in her chest press against her ribs, making it hard to breathe.

      The secretary returned and handed a slim brown file to Lester. He leafed through the papers before handing it to Merle. “I don’t think we’ll need this anymore. There’s some old paperwork, work Mr. McGuinness did for the elder Mr. Strachie years ago, as well as the obituary. Your husband’s parents died together, in a car accident in —” He glanced again inside — “1954.”

      Harry was four. That was all Merle knew about his parents. He never talked about them, probably didn’t even remember them. She glanced at the faded newspaper clipping, then at the letters behind them: a description of the property in French, and correspondence about Harry’s father’s wine and spirits importing business.

      She thanked the lawyers. She felt a powerful need to get on with things, to make lists, to organize. To silence the what-what?! in her head. At the café down the block she sat with her hands wrapped around a coffee cup. Her mind began to put things in columns. But Stasia looked furious, her color up. “I knew it. I knew it. Where is his pension fund?”

      “He liked to play the markets.”

      “You think he lost it all? No way. He had something stashed away, he must have. Away from the hawk-like eyes of Landon McGuinness the Turd.” They smiled. “You need to go to his office. Maybe that’s where Tristan’s fund is.”

      Merle knew nothing about that part of Harry's life. She’d never wanted to. It reminded her of corporate law, the open greed, the phoniness, the back-stabbing partners. But obviously a little more attention to the financial aspects of their lives would have been, well, practical. Maybe she wasn’t as practical as she thought.

      “Is Blackwood paid for?” Stasia asked.

      Tristan’s prep school. “The first half.” He would be arriving on the bus in an hour. “He got in a fight at school. They’re sending him home.”

      “Poor kid. Maybe he just needs some time with you.” Stasia patted her hand. “Public school isn’t that bad. And there’s Country Day. It’s college I’m worried about. The good schools are ruinous.”

      One of Stasia’s obsessions, getting her children into A-list schools, the Ivies and near-Ivies, and paying for it.

      “Stace, did you know something was going to be funny with the will?”

      She sighed. “He was rich when you married him. Those are the ones to watch.”

      Harry had it all when they met, downtown loft, swank corner office, Fortune 500 clients,  summer lease in the Hamptons. But that was 20 years ago, the boom years when he’d been doing investment banking.  A familiar guilt crept through her: all the money she spent on the Connecticut house, the pool, landscaping, windows, kitchen, carpet — anything to make the house warm and welcoming. All a waste, a failure. And now he mocked her in his will: ‘Because of her love of old houses.’ Had he thought she’d done all that remodeling because she loved crumbling foundations and roof rot?

      Stasia took her hands. “You don’t deserve this. He didn’t. He was good man, an excellent father. You didn’t do anything but love him, Merle.”

      She felt her chest cave in. The words hit her hard: Love him. Love. What was it? The realization came in a flash. She hadn’t loved Harry, not at the end.  It was hard to admit. Her reflection in the window as he must have seen her last — haggard, gray, pale. Did he know? Did he care? She couldn’t remember when it stopped, it had been dying for so long. I didn’t love him. The realization filled her with something not quite like sorrow: a feeling of shame, of neglect.

      And yet. Now you are free.

      Merle shook her head to cancel the words. This was no time for happy thoughts. She’d just buried her husband. Whether he loved her, whether she loved him — it no longer mattered.  He was gone. She could get a new job if necessary. She had marketable skills. She had the house, and the life insurance. Tristan would go to college on that. Her life before he died, the busy-ness, the calendar full of appointments, the new drapes, charity auctions, even jogging, all now seemed like filler in a hollow life. Her life, one she didn’t even recognize.

      Stasia put on a smile. “So what about this house in France?”

      A house in France: it only sounded romantic.  “Thanks for coming, Stace.”
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        * * *

      

      Tristan’s bags lay in a heap in the hallway. A television blared upstairs. Merle turned on lights in the dark house, following the sound to his room. The door was open, which might be construed as a good sign. Still, she knocked before stepping inside.

      His room still had its semblance of order from his months at school except for the giant television he had dragged up from the family room. Harry had forbidden TV in his room so this was no doubt a message. It perched unsteadily on a tiny side table from the living room. Cords criss-crossed the moss green carpet. Last summer he had picked out a new bed and desk, along with the beanbag chair in bright yellow faux suede where he sprawled now. He didn’t look as cheerful as the egg-yolk chair, not with the black eye.

      “I hope the other guy looks worse,” Merle shouted, perching on his desk chair while a scantily-clad blond gyrated on the screen. Music thumped through the furniture.

      A pale but strong boy whose face had hardened into a man’s in the last year, his complexion was never bright. Thin, dark whiskers sprouted at the point of his chin; his Gallic nose was so like Harry’s. His brown hair was hanging in his eyes — he’d lied about a haircut in March and no one cared when he returned for the funeral. At fifteen he was six feet tall, four inches taller than his father and five inches taller than Merle, a strapping lad as his grandfather said. His legs stretched over the beanbag in rumpled khakis and on his size-12 feet, old-school Adidas. His right eye was purple and swollen shut.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” He shot her a one-eyed glare. “Let’s eat first then. Pizza?”

      She made the call from the kitchen then turned on more lights. The house lived in perpetual shadow, surrounded by enormous oak trees and blue spruces, and protected by deep, overhanging eaves. Square and solid with dark wood trim, it sat back on a respectable suburban street that screamed ‘lawn freaks.’  Sixteen years ago, when she was pregnant, it reached out to her, speaking the language of security, family, and roots with its pre-war homeyness. But when winter came it was dark and depressing with thick trees and small windows. She painted the rooms bright colors but it didn’t help. She hated it before a year was out but she never told Harry. He had been against Connecticut. He loved the city, the restaurants, the theaters, the music. The suburbs were sleepy, boring, bourgeois. But he sold the loft for her, downsized to a walk-up apartment he laughingly called a pied-à-terre. A few years ago he'd sold it and rented a small studio near his office for nights he worked late.

      How could she tell him this dreary house had been a mistake? It was impossible. She bought high wattage light bulbs.

      She stepped onto the flagstone patio. April usually filled her with hope, the promise of sunlight and warmth.  Another winter gone. The white dogwoods lit up corners of the yard, the cherry tree on the edge of the patio dropped pink petals. The petals were brown now, rotting in puddles. A chill rose up from low end of the yard, bringing with it the heady sweetness of hyacinths. In April she could forget about the mistakes she’d made, the problems, the silence, the darkness. Except for this year. Tristan had gone back to school three days after the funeral, yes, probably too soon but what he wanted. How could she stop him?

      She took a deep breath of moist evening air. If she could focus on her financial needs, hers and Tristan’s, she could see her way out of this mess. Grief — or guilt? — is a horrible thing. She couldn’t define her emotions any more. Her mother said grief was a ‘me feeling,’ feeling sorry for yourself. Harry is at peace now, Bernadette said, not hurting or sad or missing you. Helpful, Mom.

      Harry had taken a chance, something he felt he was good at, and married her four months after the night in the bar. They just clicked, that’s what everyone said—they just clicked. What did that mean anyway? Click on/click off? It didn’t matter. She kept saying it to herself: It doesn’t matter.

      So now she would gather all the information she could, then make a plan. Grief —  or fear — lodged in her chest like a rock, making it hard to breathe. Information, planning, numbers would lift the rock, and her life. She would attack this problem like a case at work, as if she was homeless, living on the street. She would find shelter and security. She would sort it out, get things back on track. She was a big believer in the power of her will. Plus she was practical, like all of the Bennett girls. Even Elise, just finishing law school after a series of resort-area jobs in Aspen and the Virgin Islands that their mother called “perfectly understandable play time,” was practical. Law was something that fed on that, nuts and bolts, rules and regs, law and order. No sad romantic notions, just the facts. Well, she had no romantic notions, sad or otherwise, not any more.

      The pizza came, thick with cheese and pepperoni, smelling of cardboard box. She took it up to Tristan’s room, with paper plates, napkins, Pepsi. He set the box in his lap, let her take a piece.

      The peculiar loneliness of the only child sometimes broke her heart.  If Tristan had a sibling to share his grief, he would be better off. If she had another child to focus on, he would be better off. But because she couldn’t have any more children — Tristan himself had been a surprise to her doctors — here they were, a twosome  locked in battle, fighting their way out of this blackness together.

      “Did you put anything on your eye?”

      “Bag of gel.”

      “Who was the culprit?” He squinted with his good eye. “The guy who socked you.”

      “Just an asshole. One of millions at Blackwood.”

      “Right. It was in the paper. They’re calling it a public health crisis.”

      He grunted and stuffed another piece in his mouth, washing it down with soda.

      “So they tell me two weeks, is that right?”

      “There’s a letter in my backpack. They want me to see some quack. But I’m not doing it.” A frightened, belligerent look crossed his face.

      “Did this asshole get suspended?”

      “I guess.” He looked at her. “It was Lancaster.”

      “Billy?” Tristan’s best friend. Or had been. “Billy hit you?”

      “I hit him first.”

      “Ah. Good thinking. Catch ‘em unawares.”

      “Ha ha. You aren’t Dad.”

      Merle felt her stomach drop. That was Harry’s line. Catch ‘em unawares, along with other moronic pointers on fighting that he bragged were from his years on the streets. A family joke. None of them believed that Harry had been a bare-knuckle street fighter. Not with being short, pudgy, and better suited to foie gras and martinis.

      “Sorry,” Tristan said. “I mean, I know you’re not.”

      He must have seen her picking at her cuticles, the delightful new habit that made her hands look like a battle zone. A twist of his lips indicated a teenage smile. He laid a hand on the top of her head. A big, warm, greasy hand.

      “It’s okay you’re not Dad. Really. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
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        * * *

      

      The Widow. She read about them in the newspapers,  heard about them at parties: wives of fallen soldiers, firefighters, policemen, executed criminals. Men whose lives had meaning, whose deaths were heroic or justified.  But Harry was no hero. Just a middle-aged man trying to fleece the world.

      The concept of ‘widow’ was semi-romantic, at least in novels. The curse of adolescent reading, dozens of gothic romances she chewed through in her teens where the heroine mucks around in a creepy old mansion, looking for treasure and true love. Annie or Stasia read them then handed them down. They all saw themselves as that brave girl, searching for love. How young they were.

      And now she was the widow. Not the heroine. The widow was usually a crazy old bat. Merle remembered one of the first gothics she read, ‘A String of Pearls.’ The widow was scary for having lived alone for years pining after her dead husband, but generous to the naïve but plucky slip of a heroine. The wild-haired crone gave the girl a string of pearls that helped her survive the storm that battered the mansion and turn the smelly stable boy into a perfumed prince, or some such drivel.

      Merle lay on her bed staring at the ceiling, wishing someone had magic pearls for her.  Instead of being the slip of a girl she was the scary old widow with crow’s feet and bunions. How had it happened? Just yesterday she was sixteen, with dreams. And now, no Harry — but was that so bad? That little voice returned: Now you’re free.  She hadn’t loved him. Why was that so hard to accept?

      If she was honest with herself — and why bother with the truth when it causes wrinkles, constipation, and other joys of adulthood? — she’d stopped loving him a long time ago.  Maybe the week after he’d saved her from a concussion on the restroom floor. Or maybe when he forgot their first anniversary and worked late. This was no gothic romance. There was no magic moment when the spark went out. Maybe it was just a shallow flame after all, not the raging fire they imagined drew them to the altar.

      What had she loved in him, all those years ago? She scrunched up her eyes and tried to think back. He was generous, he’d given her flowers unexpectedly, diamonds from time to time, this house she hated. For a man driven by money he wasn’t stingy, not at all. Except perhaps with his time. The only time they went out together was for business. That had been his way for years. And she had never complained.

      She got up and stared at herself in the bedroom mirror. Her dark hair was streaked with gray, and stringy. The mascara she’d put on for the meeting with the lawyers had smudged. Her lips were thin and cracked. She closed her eyes and tried to take a deep breath. The rock was lodged there, but somehow a tiny bit smaller. For an instant she saw a glimpse of herself when all this was over: attractive, smiling, lovable. And younger: how was that going to happen?  Wake up, Merle.

      The doorbell rang. She rubbed her cheeks, and marched to the door, eager to pounce on another cheesy casserole or gooey dessert. Betsy stood on the porch in her clogs and barn jacket. Faithful friend and cheerer-upper, Betsy had been stopping by each evening, when she knew things grew too quiet.  They had been friends since their kids were in preschool, and still jogged together once in awhile. As Merle made them both herbal tea, Betsy’s eyes turned toward the thumping ceiling.

      “He got in a fight at school.  I probably sent him back too soon.” Merle set down her cup. “I heard the will today.” She summarized the inheritance, such as it was.

      Betsy's eyes widened. “Wait — no trust fund for Tris?”

      “I guess he never got around to it.”

      The word hung in the air: Bastard. “But what about you? Will you stay at Legal Aid?”

      “For the time being. I’ve been trying to think. Do you know anybody else whose husband died young like Harry?”

      “Well. You remember Margo Willoughby. She was about forty-five when Gus died.” Betsy bit off her next sentence as they both remembered Margo had flipped out, treated herself to a bad face-lift then married a guy who owned a strip club in New Jersey.

      Merle drained her tea cup and smiled. “Time to perfect that cannoli recipe?”
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        * * *

      

      She took the file Troy Lester gave her to bed. The obituary for Harry’s parents was something he’d never shared. Despite his material generosity he hadn’t really been the sharing type, always buzzing off to his meetings and reading endless financial newspapers. He’d rarely sat down in the kitchen to chat like she’d just done with Betsy. Had he ever seen this clipping?
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        New York Herald Tribune. March 2, 1954.

        Weston Montgomery Strachie and his French bride, Marie-Emilie, died tragically on a rainy night as they returned to their home on Long Island from a romantic outing in Atlantic City. Their auto skidded off the road on a curve and struck a large oak tree that has claimed the lives of more than a few drivers over the years. Husband and wife were pronounced dead at the scene. They leave behind their four-year-old son, Harold.

        Weston, 37, was a devoted husband and father. He met his bride in France after his Army service during World War II.  His business as a wine and spirits importer brought him frequently to the country. They married in 1947, and their son was born several years later. They moved back to the United States in 1952, settling in Levittown.

        Marie-Emilie, 26, who preferred to be called Emilie, will be remembered as a sunny, lively girl, a devoted wife and mother. She will be sorely missed by all who knew her.

        Weston is survived by his loving sister, Amanda Wilson and her husband, Sylvester, who have opened their hearts and home to little Harold, and by his mother, Louise Strachie, of Buffalo. Marie-Emilie is survived by many relations  in France.

      

      

      

      There was another, smaller announcement in the Times. The only new information was Marie-Emilie’s maiden name, Chevalier. She reread the Herald Tribune obit; it had the touch of Aunt Amanda, last seen in a dinner plate hat at Harry’s funeral. After Sylvester died she traveled the world with friends from her days as a dress buyer at Macy’s.

      “Marie-Emilie Chevalier,” Merle whispered aloud. Was she really sunny and lively, or was that just Amanda’s drama? Merle closed her eyes. She’d missed having a mother-in-law, all these years. Amanda had played the part but not exactly, not being the maternal type. Merle tried to imagine Harry as a little child, round and smiling, playing in the fields of lavender — the way she imagined the French countryside, bucolic and fragrant.

      The bass and drums of music videos thumped through the ceiling, bringing her back to the present. She put the obituary aside. Like so much in the past, it didn’t matter. Not any more.
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      “Complaining will not keep you alive.”

      She backs through the gate with the chicken held by its legs as it flaps and squawks. Pausing inside the garden she looks up at the window. Cigarette smoke curls out, which means Weston is working at his typewriter. No tapping sounds so he isn’t actually typing. She wonders if that is good or bad. He believes, like the chicken, that complaining will change his fate. He truly thinks that sour thoughts, and words, about his writing not selling will magically make it sell, when it made sense to accept defeat.

      Marie-Emilie sets down the vegetables and the bread on a spot of shade behind the outhouse. She has been lucky at the market, the first real piece of good luck they’d had in weeks. There had been potatoes and leeks, and some asparagus for the first time. The chicken is scrawny but will provide a week’s worth of soup. The bread was cheap because it is last week’s, hard and dry but she has a method to make it right again. Normally the farmers are hard on her at market, raising their prices out of spite. They are suspicious of strangers, from the war, she imagines, but why they take it out on her, a real Frenchwoman, is beyond her. The villagers’ coldness hurts her. She would move back to her own village in a moment, but there is no house to live in there.

      The chicken scratches her leg with its beak, causing her to cry out. Weston comes to the window, frowns, and disappears. Jaw clenched she grabs the neck of the bird and gives it a violent twist. With the axe she dispatches its head. Basket between her legs she plucks its feathers, then cleans it. Inside she lays a fire, filling the kettle with water and hooking it onto the iron arm. Weston hollers down from upstairs.

      “What the blazes are you doing now? It’s so hot my fingernails are sweating and you build a fucking fire.”

      He appears on the stairs, cigarette hanging from his mouth, in his undershirt. She dislikes seeing him this way, half-dressed in suspenders and wrinkled trousers. Sometimes he goes out on the streets, walking in the evening, like this. Is it any wonder no one likes them?

      “Fresh chicken,” she says. “For soup.”

      “It’s too fucking hot for soup,” he growls. “Where’d you get the money?”

      “Barter,” she says, smiling. “No money.”

      “What did you barter then, cherie?” His eyes are hateful and black. Money is his biggest worry since things went bad in Nice. They had come with such hopes, with money in their pockets. All gone now. Between the wine business and the writing, they haven’t seen any money for a month. But he finds wine to drink. His fingers are stained with it.

      “Old clothes,” she says, smoothing her cotton skirt. He would never know if she had sold clothes or not. He hates all her clothes.

      He takes a long drag on his cigarette. “What clothes?”

      “Some old ones I do not wear.” In Nice he bought her the satin dress, fancy shoes, the lovely soft jacket. She sold them months ago.

      He looks her over with his hard eyes, not lingering, as she hoped he wouldn’t, on the faded blue scarf she wears on her head. Planning this day she wore the scarf for a week, hiding her long, black hair until this morning when she sold it for sixteen francs to a woman from Bordeaux who makes wigs for whores.

      He frowns at the kettle, now bubbling. “I’m going out.” In the garden he washes himself in the American way, she supposes, of splashing a few handfuls of water on one’s neck, and slams the gate behind him.

      Sitting on the stool in front of the hot fire, she thinks she will write to her aunt. Ask her why she gave up this house, if there is some curse on it. Maybe there is a way to find happiness here that she is too blind to see. With the curse lifted, Weston will be happy and they will have a baby.

      She chops leeks and tears flow from her eyes. As she throws the vegetables into the kettle she prays once more for a child. Then they will both be so happy they will love each other forever.
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      It was late morning by the time they arrived in the financial district. Fifteen days since Harry died, a Wednesday. Merle was missing a staff meeting at ten-thirty, a lunch meeting in Queens, and six afternoon appointments with clients, one of whom was an old black man named Elmer she’d been helping for years.

      She sighed and tried not to think about Elmer and his problems. She was a walking appointment book, her mind fixated on the calendar the way others memorized football scores and bird lists. It was a curse to be so obsessed with days, hours, appointments. Calendar Girl, Harry used to call her, teasing her as he asked on what day of the week the Fourth of July fell three years from now, as if she were a parlor game. And she knew, she always knew.

      Tristan sulked in the train. Merle forced herself to look at the scenery and feel joy — or something, anything — whenever she saw a redbud or crabapple in bloom.

      Why was she so obsessed with time? Now the future looked fuzzy, and it scared her. She had no idea what was going to happen, and felt herself clinging to her old life, unwilling to let it go even though the reality was that it was gone already. And shame, that was a big one. Her failure to love her husband hovered at the edges of everything. She was deficient. That was obvious. She hadn’t admitted it to her sisters yet but she would. She couldn’t keep something so big, so emotional, from Annie especially.

      She watched Tristan, his black eye and sad face full of boredom and pain. She loved her son deeply, but that was organic, wasn’t it? She reached out for his hand on the train. He allowed the touch for exactly ten seconds. She didn’t have to consult her watch.

      Don’t think: of pain or regret, love or hate, past or future. Just be in the world. She breathed out, slowly. Relax, this is your life. Why is that so hard? Her mind spun, torturing her. The past was a minefield. The future refused to show itself, as murky as the puddles in the streets.

      Hanford Welsh was on the ill-fated seventh floor of the  building, not far from the Stock Exchange. They took the elevator.

      “Whoa, buddy,” said one of the traders in the lobby, Mike, or Ike, or Mickey. “I hope the other guy looks worse.”

      Tristan put up his fists. “You want some?! Come on!” The trader laughed and edged away.

      Dragging the boy into Harry’s corner office Merle shut the door. “This is hard enough without you acting like a child.” He stalked to the corner windows. Everyone had stared at him on the train. She could kick that trader except she’d said the same dumb thing.

      Harry’s secretary poked her head in. “Hi, Merle. Do you need anything?”

      Merle tried to smile. People were scared enough around the Widow. “Thanks, June. A box maybe?”

      She returned with two paper boxes with lids. June was a tiny, young thing, just Harry’s type, with wispy light brown hair and big gray eyes. “I’m working for Mr. Marshall now. He said to help you, if you need me.”

      “I want to look at Harry’s computer files before I leave. I need his password.”

      June frowned. “I’ll check.”

      Merle looked over Harry’s desk, the death site. There was no sign of his last breath, of the ambulance workers who pushed him to the carpet and pounded on his chest, shocked him with paddles, gave him mouth-to-mouth. Everything was tidy, as if he’d be back tomorrow. There was his nameplate, which she dropped in the box. On a spindle a stack of pink “While You Were Out” messages sat skewered.

      “You want all these pens and stuff?” Tristan was staring at the open pencil drawer.

      “Why not.” He grabbed two handfuls. “Do you see any passwords?” The boy pushed the mess of papers around and said no. “Keep an eye peeled.”

      The message slips were old, from people who must have given up weeks ago. Should she call them? She owed Harry a little dignity. She dropped them into the box. His gray overcoat still hung behind the door. She folded it and set it in the second box.

      There was a solid wall of file cabinets across one wall. Last night when she couldn’t sleep she’d spent a couple hours poking aimlessly around in Harry’s den. She didn’t have passwords at home either.  What was she looking for? His life, in a thousand manila folders. It was depressing.

      She was fingering files when Steve Hanford burst in and enveloped her in designer cologne. If there was a fine grooming class at business school, Harry’s manager had aced it. Steve oozed success, from his tasseled Italian loafers to his dyed brown coif that swirled elaborately over his forehead.

      “How are you? You look great, Merle. But you shouldn’t have to do this. I'm so sorry. It can’t be fun.”

      Tristan was making a face behind Steve’s back. Merle said, “Life goes on.”

      “That’s what they say.” He put an arm around her shoulders, easing her away from the file cabinets. “What can we do to make things easier?”

      “There’s a steep learning curve here. I let Harry do all the financial stuff — ” Steve winced dramatically. She felt a jolt: What-what?! “What — is it?”

      “Dee Dee was just saying that. She wanted me to explain everything to her. And it’s taken me years to get things balanced —  Oh, listen to me. Please, go on.”

      “I need to see Harry’s personal accounts. I have to know everything that went on here with our money.”

      He flinched again and stepped back, hands deep in fine gabardine. “Of course, Merle. That’s your privilege. Let’s — can you follow me out here?”

      In the hallway he stopped, lowering his voice. “Merle, did Harry tell you about his trading account? What he did?”

      “I assume he traded stocks.”

      Steve rubbed his forehead. “Right before — you know — he ran some options, you know, futures? Trying to predict if prices of stocks and commodities will go up or down. He was selling short because he thought prices were going to fall. He would have cashed them the next day, probably, because prices did go down a little. But he didn’t, because, well.”  Because he was face down on his desk. “Nobody looked at them until the end of the week. By then it was too late. The options were called.”

      Merle felt bile rise in her throat. Called options meant you had lost your bet. You had gambled and lost. And you had to pay up.

      “His clients’ money?”

      Steve shook his head.

      She felt her breath catch. “How much?”

      “He never did anything halfway, you know that. He loved rolling the dice. ”

      “How much did he lose, Steve?”

      “Six-hundred.”  She squinted at him. “Thousand. And change.”
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        * * *

      

      After a microwaved casserole that night Merle spread the day’s booty across the kitchen counter to commence a stare-down. Almost immediately her parents called. They were “in the neighborhood.” They lived about an hour away and had only returned from Florida a few days before Harry died.

      Although moved by their concern, what she really needed was some quiet time.  After Steve Hanford’s little revelation that her husband had lost over half a million dollars and she could be sued for even more lost dollars from his chancy option trading, she had gone to the bank. When she tried to clean out the joint account, she found out Harry had taken almost thirty-thousand dollars out of their checking account the day before he died. While she was fuming about that she emptied out the contents of his safe deposit box into a McDonald’s sack still warm with grease from Tristan’s lunch.

      Then, after the bank, back to the lawyers.

      “Anything I can do to help,” the younger partner boomed. They must love him in court. Troy Lester was the Brooks Brothers version of Steve Hanford, but bald and smelling of spearmint chewing gum.

      “At Harry’s office,” she said slowly, trying to breathe. “He was trading options when he died, and they were called. He lost whatever he was trading, our money, and a lot more. I won’t be liable for that, will I?”

      “Normally, no.”

      She stared at him, willing him to speak. “Normally?”

      “The house is safe, since he put the mortgage insurance in your name. And the French property is too complicated to touch. That leaves the life insurance policy — ” He paused, frowning, as if life insurance was nauseating.

      “Do you mean — can they garnish that?”

      “I think we can avoid that. But there’s a problem Mr. McGuinness wasn’t aware of.”

      The other shoe hovered, preparing to drop. She felt it deep in her guts, the looseness, the hollow sense of doom. You thought that was bad, eh? Well, let me tell ya.

      She swallowed hard and looked him in the eye. “Tell me.”

      “Creditors would have to sue the estate, which if the debts were large enough — and from what you’re telling me maybe they are —  they definitely would. Even I would sue.”

      “And litigation isn’t your bag. What are you saying?”

      He grimaced. “Lawsuits are potential problems, if there are creditors. But the immediate problem is that he borrowed against the life insurance.”

      She stared at Troy’s oversized forehead. She had already decided how much she would set aside from the insurance for Tristan’s prep school, then college, and the funeral expenses. But this was what Harry had used to play the options market. This was how much he cared about the security of his family. Damn him. It was gone, all of it.  Harry had borrowed against it and lost it all.

      She may have swatted Troy Lester with her purse. Lawyers! Who could trust them?

      In the kitchen Merle stared again at the meager list of sums on her notepad. Her parents would want to help if they thought she was in trouble. She swept up the checks and statements into her address book and put them on the shelf over the kitchen desk. The last thing she wanted was their pity. They had their own problems, everybody did. One thing she’d learned already since Harry’s death — there was only so much sympathy in the world, then people turned back to their own woes. And who could blame them? The world was a hard, unfair place. She would lie and tell her parents Harry left them secure and well-off.

      They stood under her father’s big golf umbrella then shook themselves in the front hall. Her mother was still an elegant woman, not as straight and tall as she used to be but always finely coiffed, her gray hair pinned up in a twist. Tonight she wore a simple black dress and pearls. They were at the age when funerals were unfortunately common. Maybe they’d come from one. Merle glanced down at her sweatpants and Harry’s old Penn t-shirt. Making an effort was, well, such an effort.

      “Someone here?” her father said, fixing his blue eyes on her as if she was hiding a boyfriend upstairs. Jack Bennett never lost that protective feeling toward his five daughters. He looked tired though, the bags under his eyes tinged with blue. He was dressed in a dark suit from his attorney days, a blue shirt with no tie. He missed the law, he told her at Christmas, missed the action, hated being old and put out to pasture. She would tell him about old McGuinness the Turd one day, whose retirement plan was to keel over at the water fountain.

      “Tristan’s home. He was having trouble studying. Maybe he went back too soon.”

      Bernie — her mother Bernadette — insisted on going upstairs, exclaiming over his black eye, and swearing to keep it secret from Grandpa Jack. She loved having secrets with her grandchildren and could be trusted for six or seven minutes. In the hallway outside Tristan’s room, she took Merle’s hand.

      “Everything is all right then,” she said in her firm schoolmarm tone.  “You’re strong and young. It seems hard now but you’ll be all right, both of you. Tristan’s had some trouble but he should go back next week. ”

      “He’s supposed to see a counselor.”

      “Oh, rubbish. I knew a thousand boys like Tristan.” Bernie taught junior high school algebra for twenty-five years but always sent the bad boys home to their parents. “Good boys who are picked on by bullies. It’s been going on for centuries. You just have to put on a face and go back.”

      Bernie’s advice for most everything was to ‘put on a face.’ If they didn’t think you cared they couldn’t hurt you, and the piddling little concern, whatever it was, went away. It worked wonders in the courtroom and the schoolroom. But in your family it let you hurt in silence and fester in privacy. Merle was an excellent pupil; she’d been putting on a face to Harry — and maybe to herself — for years.

      “And what about you?” her mother said. “You’re thinner, not that it doesn’t look good on you. But you have dark circles under your eyes like when you were in law school.”

      “Sleeping's not so good.”

      “Do you have pills? Dr. Farouk gives everyone pills.”

      They left a half hour later, after two cups of milky coffee and a full rundown on their Florida neighbors who had cooked a giant octopus on a charcoal grill and made such a stink they got cited for a public nuisance. Her parents came from the pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps era, when everything bad could be pushed down and hidden, when to get by you pretended you didn’t care. You carried on, until carrying on — and not caring — became your life, robotic shell of existence that it was.

      Merle poured herself a large glass of red wine and set Dr. Farouk’s pills next it, spreading out the financials again. They meant well, her parents. They tried to distract her with coffee and octopus. She’d just have to figure out how to help herself. Maybe that actually was the old bootstrap approach. Maybe it would work if she applied herself. On a new sheet of paper she made lists: Connecticut. France.  IRA statement, bank statement, Legal Aid salary. Potential lawsuits. Lists would keep her sane. Well, as sane as she ever was.

      She drank wine, poured more. The financials didn’t change. They didn’t grow zeros. The lists grew longer but not in the plus column. There was no money for college. No money for prep school. Her salary would barely pay the utilities and train fares. Property taxes were out of the question. The sleeping pills stared at her until she dumped them in the toilet. The swirling black capsules stayed in her mind as she poured more wine.  Don’t need no stinkin’ pills. She felt stronger then, like she might find an answer to the rest of her life, somewhere, somehow.

      Tristan bounded down the stairs, waving his English book. He read her a poem by Dylan Thomas; he was trying to write a short paper on it. He stood in the middle of the kitchen, one eye swollen shut, and read it theatrically, arms waving, one toe pointed just so. He was so adorable, hair uncombed and shirttail out, she had trouble focusing on the words, let alone their meanings. When he finished he reread certain passages.

      “'A weather in the flesh and bone/ Is damp and dry.’ What do you think that means? How can something be both damp and dry?”

      “Well,” she began. She had struggled in English, at least the interpretation of metaphor that was the heart of poetry. She was too literal. “Um. Let’s see. Flesh and bone. So the flesh is damp and the other is, like, bone dry?”

      “Yeah, but.” He frowned at her. She apparently wasn’t helpful. “What about this line: ‘the quick and dead move like two ghosts before the eye.’”

      She knew this! “Quick means alive, so dead and alive.”

      He squinted at her and slammed the book. “Dylan Thomas liked to think about death. Mr. James thinks he was obsessed.”

      Merle bit her lip. Was this Tristan’s way of telling her she was thinking about death too much, that she was obsessed? If anything she thought too little about Harry. She didn’t miss him, not really. Was this Tris’s point? Did he know she didn’t love Harry? She glanced up at her son. He was getting out the popcorn popper and looking for oil. Life went on. It was just poetry. Strange, pretty words that she couldn’t figure out, just like when she was in school.

      She put on a smile. “Oh, those poets.”

      Tristan made a huge bowlful of white kernels. Before he took it upstairs she enlisted him in breaking-and-entering on Harry’s home computer, a job that had more appeal than Dylan Thomas. Then the Widow, numbed with wine and poetry and parental advice on culinary octopi, slept in her sweatpants, disturbed only once, “in the darkest hours when the mansion lay still in the icy moonlight and the silent hand of the future held all in its clammy fist,” [String of Pearls] by a victorious squeal from the young prince down the hall.
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      The telephone rang on Harry’s desk, buried under towering piles of files that Merle had pulled from cabinets. She’d decided to go back to work on Monday, even though Tristan had another week at home. The calendar in her head was on overload, screaming in the night about the things she had left undone, responsibilities untended, duties ignored. The calendar didn’t care about dead husbands or traumatized youths. It demanded her presence.

      Anyway she had to get out of the gloom and back to what she loved. So with only the weekend ahead, she’d plowed through her dead husband’s computer files, printing out obscure stuff, rifling his cabinets for investments he didn’t tell her about (no luck there), and generally making a mess in the room that was always off-limits while he was alive. Betsy had come by in the afternoon to help sort through the debris of a lifetime, drink tea, and once again cheer her up.

      A dusty account book she couldn’t understand fell to the floor as she answered the phone. There was a lag, and the echoing sound of faraway. “Harold Strachie, if you please.” A British accent.

      “He’s not — in. May I ask who’s calling?”

      “The name is Rogers. Atlantic Investments. Mr. Strachie is a client. I’ve been trying to reach him at his office for several weeks.”

      Merle remembered the name from the pink call slips. One of many unreturned calls. “Well, there’s a reason for that. Harold is — dead.” It was odd to say. It stabbed like a nail in the heart.

      “Sorry?”

      “Passed away.” People liked that better. “No longer with us. He had a heart attack three weeks ago. ”

      “I see. Oh dear. And you are?”

      “His wife. Widow.”

      “Yes, well, my condolences." He cleared his throat. "Mrs. Strachie, your husband had promised a sizable investment in Bordeaux futures, some fifty-thousand pounds. We were to receive a wire on the 15th.”

      “Bordeaux futures?”

      “Yes, for this year's wine. We simply cannot wait any longer.”

      “That’s impossible, Mr. Rogers.” Did she owe him an explanation? “There is very little cash in the estate.”

      “How odd. He was a wealthy man, was he not?”

      “Well. I hope you can sell the futures elsewhere.”

      There was a pause, and Rogers’s voice smoothed out.  “I’m sorry for your loss. I’m shocked that Mr. Strachie, as a man of financial brilliance, did so little to protect you — and your children? You have children?”

      “We — I have one child. Thank you. It was all pretty shocking.”

      “He left you a house, I hope, your home there in — is it New York?”

      “Close by. And another property. Which is nice, but it doesn’t pay the bills.”

      Rogers sighed. “Poor man, so young. He had a brilliant nose and an instinct for investment. He bought futures from me for several years. This year’s were special to both of us, it being such a fine year for French wine. Do you know France, Mrs. Strachie?”

      “Not really. No.”

      “Did he never take you there?”

      “I have to go.”
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      Rogers set down the phone and called his assistant in. “Strachie’s dead. Get Marseille on the line.”

      Who to trust, and how much, was a constant juggle but one he enjoyed. He didn’t think of it as a problem, just a sort of masked ball. A bit of theater, actors playing their parts. He almost liked it better before the curtain went up, and definitely a lot more when it fell. It had taken so long to set up, to find the right sort of sap who would play along. He had been worried that Strachie had caught on and was stonewalling him. But he’d only died, that’s all.

      Rogers’s eyes went to his father’s photograph, framed in a battered wood trim. The old man was young then, wearing a poncy suit and full of himself. His niece, pretty and delicate, sat on the grass at his feet. The black-and-white photo didn’t show his father’s determination to live large in his world. But the brittle slip of paper tucked in the corner of the frame did. His last dinner at his club, on account and never paid so Hugh had kept it as a reminder of how to live, as if death were around every corner. Might as well have oysters and champagne because tomorrow you might die.

      Like Strachie. Dead at what — fifty? Not much more. And now Hugh would never get his father’s full revenge. It was disappointing. His father would have been proud of him sticking it to the Strachie’s after all these years.  Prouder than he’d ever been while alive. But the game would still be played, and won. And it would still be sweet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Merle leaned back in the leather chair, feeling the sway it had cradled Harry’s back. French wine, of all the asinine ideas. He probably bought all sorts of crack-pot investments, if the state of his file cabinets was any clue. Swamp in Florida, Internet porn, penny stocks: nothing was too mundane or ridiculous.

      She pulled open the heavy drapes that covered the window overlooking the pool. Harry never swam, never had time for such a frivolous activity. He worked all summer, preferring air conditioning to cool water. Soon Stasia’s kids would come over every day to swim. Tristan loved his cousins. He was spending the night over there.

      The words of the man on the phone: Did he never take you there?  Of course not. They hadn’t had a vacation together in years, not since the three of them went to Disney World when Tristan was seven. She took Tristan on trips, once to the Grand Canyon with Stasia and Rick, another time to Vermont. Why hadn’t she insisted Harry come? She couldn’t even remember trying to convince him. There was no point. He was a workaholic.

      He never talked about going to France, or mentioned this house where his parents had lived. She’d found nothing in his files about it, nothing about France at all. It was the one place he'd made no investments. It was clear: he didn’t care. Probably why he foisted it on her in death.

      Suddenly she had to see what that part of France looked like. Logging onto the internet from his computer she did a search for the little town, la petite ville, Malcouziac.
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      The first time she sees the village she’s riding in a dusty autobus, holding Weston’s hand. The dry wind blows back Marie-Emilie's hair and settles a fine dust on their clothes. She wears her last good pair of stockings, and the new shoes he bought her, delicate Italian leather with small heels, so soft they feel like slippers. He wears a linen suit and has taken the jacket off and folded it over the seat. The weather is warm, much warmer than Nice where the breeze off the Med cools the city, and in the evening the pine-scented air drifts down from the hills.

      There are pine trees here, and hills, yet the Dordogne seems like a foreign land. Weston’s business dealings in Nice had gone well for almost a year and they had been able to save a little. He spent too much on clothes for her, she scolded him even as she adored the things he gave her. He wanted to get away, he said, to see another part of France, do some writing. But she had also heard a man talking loudly to him, grabbing his lapels.  They left the next day.

      The rolling hills, dotted with sheep and goats, are brown already. Along the creek bottoms the trees are lush, a tangle of green. Pretty country, but hard, very hard during the war. Her uncle had been gone for years during the fighting, her aunt told her, and she didn’t know if he was alive or dead. The women had persevered alone, even as the Nazis came through, vanishing those they considered traitors or conspirators or Resistance. Aunt Josephine likes to say she helped in the Resistance, but Marie-Emilie thinks it unlikely, an old woman, almost thirty then. What could she have done? Besides the Nazis would have shot her.

      No, Aunt Josephine is just a sweet woman who moved away after the war and left the house she inherited from her mother vacant. She thought she might come back someday. She lives on some rich man’s estate now, helping with the animals and working in a produce market, selling fruit. Times are hard, she can’t afford the taxes any more. So she gave Marie-Emilie the house with the stipulation that she keep the garden alive, water the lime tree and the wisteria, and keep the birds out of the attic.

      The village is quiet in mid-afternoon as the autobus stops near the place. The walls of the city are tall, sloping down to the green sward and bushes in the ditches. She hadn’t realized it is an old bastide town, walled to keep out the nasty English. At the top of a hill, surrounded by thick stone, she feels safe, as the ancient French must have felt. The plaza in the middle of town is ringed by arched market stalls where Marie-Emilie will soon be browsing, basket over her arm, smiling at the farmers as she, only nineteen but so, so happily married, picks discriminatingly through their produce.

      Marie-Emilie helps Weston open the shutters and let out the stifling air inside the house. It is quite large, five rooms, bigger than any apartment in Nice she’s ever seen. The back garden takes her breath away: walled with a pretty arched gate, bursting with flowers she has yet to learn the names of, anchored by a sturdy stone pissoir and a large cistern to catch water. Big enough for outdoor meals all year, for intimate candle-lit parties, for tomatoes. She stands in the middle of it, turning slowly round and round, mouth agape in wonder, until Wes calls to her to help with the mattress.

      Here, she thinks, beating a rug in the garden, here we will be happy. Here we will make babies and fill the house with love. Here, she thinks, looking at her handsome American husband, we will be a family.
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      Annie Bennett, antithesis of regimented time, arrived too early and without an appointment. Merle was doing laundry and avoiding her face in the mirror. Sunday morning, the most depressing hours of the week. She opened the front door, stunned for a moment by sunshine and lilacs. She had forgotten about their power. The oldest Bennett sister — and the shortest — stood under the oak tree, pulling a string of colored fabric squares along low branches.

      “Are we having a yard sale?”

      “Great idea. Get loose of excess. Free the mind and body of clutter.”

      In a pink leather motorcycle jacket Annie wore her wiry hair in a tangle of gray and brown tamed by combs and clips. She consulted for environmental groups and governments, about landfills and recycling and generally keeping the land and water and air as clean as humanly possible. Merle’s hero, the activist lawyer fighting the corrupt corporations to save the planet. She took Merle’s hand, dragging her to the curb to admire the handiwork. “Tibetan prayer flags.”

      “Ah, so you’re a Recycling Buddhist.”

      “Hey, good karma is where you find it. They bring you happiness.” She explained the colors of earth, water, sun, sky: white, blue, green, yellow, red. The neighbor across the street peered suspiciously out of her tidy saltbox colonial. Merle gave her a wave.  She’d either be calling the neighborhood association or dropping by for a great deal on a good used car.

      Inside Annie settled herself at the kitchen table. Their faces had similarities, the same nose with a bump on the end, same widow’s peak, now too apt. Annie’s eyes were hazel, lighter than Merle’s, and sparkled as she told her sister about the convention in Manhattan for mayors of all stripes. “Where are you staying?” Merle asked.

      “At the Rabid Capitalist Repressive Inn. Unless I get a better offer.”

      “Ah, well, there are ground rules—no jumping on the beds or playing ‘Eleanor Rigby.’” They had strict ideas about Beatles songs, from a childhood full of them.

      “What about ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’?”

      Merle snorted. “Absolutely not.”

      “’Dear Prudence?’”

      “Oh, all right.”

      Annie disappeared in her environmentally-friendly car to find the nearest organic market. Rick, Stasia’s husband, dropped off Tristan. In the kitchen Merle made him a tuna sandwich.  “I made an appointment with this Dr. Murray. Betsy says he’s a very nice guy.”

      His eyes flew open — at least one did. “I’m not going. You can’t make me.”

      “No, but the school can. You can’t go back until you talk to Dr. Murray. It doesn’t have to be all touchy-feely.”

      “Right. We're going to talk about the Yankees.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you talk about. He knows what’s going on. He’ll be nice. The sooner you go, the less behind you’ll get.”

      Tristan had inherited her compulsive time gene so he agreed. Anything but getting behind in studies. She just hoped he didn’t develop the full-fledged calendar in his head.

      That night Annie cooked mushroom-filled crepes, two colors of asparagus, and strawberry sundaes for dessert. She made Tristan laugh and help with the dishes while Merle forgot about the future, and the past, for an hour. Afterwards, curled up on the sofa in the cold living room, Merle told her sister about the will and the life insurance, about her chat with Harry’s lawyer.

      Annie cocked her head. “Hold on. Troy Lester? Yalie with fat sideburns?”

      “He’s bald now. You know him?”

      “We spent one ill-fated year together. Met at a mixer. Remember those?” She shuddered. “He wore full Yale regalia, right down to his regimental socks.”

      “What a turn-on. He was your boyfriend?” Gad.

      She laughed. “We wrote to each other. We pretended faithfulness.  Then he met some chick from Smith or Vassar and that was that.”

      “You must have been crushed.”

      “Devastated. Now. You and Tris. No starvation in the immediate future?”

      “There are debts, his debts, and I won’t pay them. I can’t pay them.” She sighed.

      “You’ll figure something out, Merle. You always do.”

      Merle looked at her sister across the room. She wrapped a wool shawl around her shoulders. It was a struggle to bring the words into the air, but she made herself do it. “What if I told you he was — you know, dead to me. For a long time.” She was whispering.

      Annie crossed her arms. “Are you saying that?”

      Merle frowned. “I should have told you. I just — I hardly noticed.”

      “You didn’t notice?”

      Merle cringed, shrinking into the shawl. It sounded, it was, so lame. There were so many ways to fail in life, but she hadn’t had that much experience with failure until now. She’d always been buoyed by her family, her sisters, her choices. She’d never let herself fail. But now — she stared into her wine glass, horrified at the mess she’d made.

      “I haven’t told anyone. But I —" She gulped a breath. “I didn’t love him. There’s some — something wrong with me.”

      Her sister moved to the sofa and put her arm around her. Merle felt the tears rise in her throat. “Now listen, Merdle. There’s nothing wrong with you. It’s just the shock of all this. You’ve got some of the most productive years of your life ahead of you. You could get married again — god forbid. Or get an incredible new job doing something you love.” Annie got her a tissue and Merle wiped her eyes. “You have to open yourself to possibility.”

      “Possibility? Now that worries me.”

      “Because you can’t schedule it into your Day-Timer?” Annie smiled. “It’s the stuff that’s not on the calendar that’s most interesting.”

      It seemed too late to change her internal workings. She was 49. Life inside the brain was fixed. Even if she wanted to change, which she wasn't really sure she did, how did you do that? How did you change who, and what, you were? She would just have to live with her calendar.

      “I should have paid more attention. To him, or at the very least, to myself, to my lack of feelings for him. I’ve already forgotten what he smelled like. I can’t remember the last meal we ate together.”

      “You had a good life together. You have a wonderful son. No regrets now.”

      “Yes. I guess. I mean, I know. But — was I sleepwalking all those years? Why didn’t I wake up one day and say, this isn’t how I want to live my life? I mean, I’m fairly smart, aren’t I? Why didn’t I notice?”

      “Let’s see. Skipped two grades, graduated from law school at twenty-one — ”

      Merle smiled. “In the top quarter, as Mother always says."

      Annie grinned. “ — In the top fucking quarter, partner by thirty. Wife, mother, housing rights crusader. You are an embarrassing overachiever.”

      Their usual shtick. They buoyed each other. When one was down, the other sister lifted her up. No small matter, and she never forgot that, even if she didn't believe the shtick anymore. Annie’s opinion mattered, it always would. She cared, that was the important thing. Now more than ever.

      “But why did I let him handle all the money?”

      “You were too busy saving the poor from slum-lords? It’s not a crime. Millions of women do it.” Annie cocked her head. “You know what you’ve got, don’t you?”

      “A financial nightmare? Acid reflux? An AARP subscription?”

      “Come on, Merle. Repeat after me. Case of courage —”

      The Bennett girls’ code, first a joke from the summer they took golf lessons, an experiment that didn’t stick, then a solidarity hand-smack between sisters. When all else failed, they had each other. Even when they didn’t get along, even when they didn’t talk for months, if disaster struck there was a shoulder to cry on. When they had a fight with a husband or got divorced or somebody died or got expelled or lost a job, or any other crap that life threw your way from time to time, the sisters had each other. Sometimes Merle forgot, but it was only a matter of time before one of her sisters reminded her.

      “Come on now. We’re together. Case of courage,” Annie repeated. Merle held out her fist. Annie whacked it, then they reversed.

      “Bucket of balls,” they crowed.
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      When she tried to sleep that night, Merle had too many thoughts. She reminisced about Dr. Farouk’s pills, swirling in the toilet. She got up and went back to Harry’s office. Dumping all the files into a corner, she cleared the desk. Behind the chair was the McDonald’s bag full of stuff from the safe deposit box. She'd been putting off looking at it, afraid there might be some grim secret about Harry, something that would make her feel even worse about her loveless marriage.

      Documents, photographs, passports. The usual stuff. She relaxed, pawing through it. Harry's passport had expired three years before. He never traveled, why bother. A stack of folded papers, the deed to the house, the marriage license. Also, a large, yellow, brittle envelope.  She looked at the documents and set them aside.

      Inside the manila envelope were old photographs and more papers. She’d never seen these photos.  Harry’s parents, Marie-Emilie, small and fair, Weston, dark-haired, squinting into the sun. Harry looked so much like his father: thick, wavy hair, sturdy chin, barrel chest. Only names on the back: ‘Wes and Emilie.’ The house in the background had brick walls, hollyhocks, mullioned windows. Could this be Long Island? No, she'd seen that house, it was clapboard. This must be the house in France. It looked peaceful and sunny, a cottage from long ago when things were simple.

      In the photograph Weston wore a wide-collared shirt, Emilie a flowered dress, her hair in a quaint sausage roll above her forehead.  Gone for so long: fifty years. It would have amazing to have known them. Maybe she would have understood Harry more, loved him more. Things couldn’t really have been simple then. Not right after the war.

      A photo of Harry at three or four, sitting on a tricycle in front of a ranch house. Probably after they moved back here. Maybe the last one his mother took of him. Dark curls, fat cheeks, the vacant toddler stare. Then, a school portrait from the late fifties, Harry in a school uniform, a serious expression, eyes glassy, his hair slicked down. He looked, well, not very happy.

      In crackling old envelopes she pulled out two death certificates, for Weston and Marie-Emilie. So they were actually gone, there wouldn’t be any surprise visits.  What a silly thought.

      Merle opened a sheet of paper. The blank, engraved letterhead with Weston Strachie’s address in Levittown had a large, rusty skeleton key taped to it with stiff old cellophane tape. Now this was mysterious. Maybe Weston had a sense of humor beyond the grave. No writing, nothing to identify the lock the key would open. A trunk in the attic? A grandfather clock? The house in France? The thought kept coming to her, that house, what it might be like. She would never see it. Why was she imagining what color the shutters were, whether there were flowers like in a Monet painting? She’d been to France once, a college trip in the summer, and never forgot the sunshine.

      The amazing light. As opposed to this dark, depressing house. She put her chin in her palm and sighed. Oh well. With the new revelations about Harry's financial genius she had to be even more practical than usual. Her sister Francie had found somebody who did international property law. Merle had an appointment with him to start the process for selling it.

      Also in the big envelope was a battered gray menu from a restaurant with three curled, dry wine labels hooked to it with a rusty paperclip. Souvenirs of their life in France, she supposed. The menu was in English while the labels were from French wineries.

      Two packets of envelopes remained. The first were yellowed, thin envelopes with faded, spidery script, surrounded by brown string. The tiny stamps were peeling, and French. They were addressed to Marie-Emilie at the house in Levittown. Pulling out the letter from one torn envelope, she tried to read the script, faint as it was. The blue ink was barely legible. The postmark was December 1954. The other two envelopes were similar, postmarked 1955, all of them after Marie-Emilie and Weston were dead. She held one up to the lamplight. French, it seemed. She could make out a few words but her French was mediocre at best. She would get it translated, one of these days.

      The last small packet of papers was wrapped in a rubber band which broke as she slipped it off.  The deed to the apartment on Twelfth Street: she stared at it for a minute before she realized what it was. Harry said he’d sold the apartment five years before, so this was just an old copy — or was it? He moved on, to that crappy little studio near the Exchange for when he stayed in the city. She remembered him being vague about the price of the Twelfth Street apartment, and who he’d sold it to. Or maybe her memory was just vague. She stared at the deed a long time.

      He told her he sold it, she was sure of that. Five or six years ago. But where had the money gone? Down his options rabbit hole with all the rest, no doubt.
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      Monday morning. The Legal Aid Society offices at 128th & Madison. The list of appointments ran through her mind. She felt a jump in her step. It was good to be back.

      Noisy, chaotic, piles of papers everywhere, the smell of unwashed clothes and hope: a little bit of heaven.  Merle was immediately swallowed up in correspondence, filings, briefs, arguments, disputes, and rulings. By the time she looked up staffers were back from lunch. She kept working, making one pile to take home, another to give the new fellow starting next month, another for cases that needed attention this week.

      Most of the critical cases had been taken over, rather too ably, by Laura Crandall, the current law fellow. She’d taken to tenant rights like she was born to it. Her hard work made it possible for Merle to take two and a half weeks off without feeling single mothers, disabled veterans, and the illiterate would be living on the streets. Laura reminded Merle of herself, twenty-five years ago, energetic, idealistic, full of crusading fervor — not to mention attractive, articulate, smart, and her whole life ahead of her.

      “I’ve set up a workshop with the Tenants Council, on improving communication with your landlord,” Laura said, checking things off on a pad. “The new fellow starts Monday so she can help with that. Also I’ve started inter-borough lunches with  Brooklyn, Lower Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx. Once a month, brown bag thing, no big deal but we kick around ideas. The first one is Friday.”

      Filing away those details in her head, Merle scanned email correspondence, trying to get rid of a backlog the size of the Britney Spears Fan Club. “Who is the new fellow?” she asked.

      “Oh, she’s fantastic, from Harvard Law. She’s been clerking in Brooklyn and before that for the Second Circuit. Her name is Nina Cortez.”

      “Latina? Good.” Merle frowned over Laura's shoulder at the receptionist, standing in the doorway.

      “Someone to see you. She said it was personal. Should I send her back?”

      Laura got up. “I’ll come back later.”

      Merle turned off her monitor. Probably a courtesy call from someone she’d helped over the years. Mabel Siddons, maybe, who had been evicted and sued for back rent because she couldn’t read the notices for renewing her Section 8 certificate — or anything else. Or, Tanya, living on the street with her baby until they found her an apartment and government assistance. Every so often someone would come by and tell her they had found a job, graduated from trade school — or needed money.

      The visitor stepped into the open doorway, glancing at the nameplate. Merle didn’t recognize her. She was thirty-ish, with blond hair to her shoulders. She wore a black suit with a blue blouse and heels, and could have passed for a thousand other professional women in the city.

      In other words, not a client. Merle stood. “Can I help you?”

      The woman smiled slightly, her eyes darting around the office, but didn’t speak.

      Merle said, “Sorry. Do I — have we —?”

      The woman clutched a black briefcase on a long strap over her shoulder. “My name is Courtney Duncan. I am — was — a friend of Harry’s.”

      “Oh. Sit down.”

      “I just wanted to say how sorry I am. That he — ” Her face flushed. “I couldn’t make it to the funeral.” She half-turned to the door. “My — my condolences to your family.” And she was gone. Merle stared at the spot she had vacated, blinking.

      Laura returned. “Who was that?”

      “A friend of Harry’s. Or so she says.”
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      Tristan had his counselor appointment Monday afternoon but didn’t go back to school. He pecked away on a paper for his history class and the Dylan Thomas essay, and watched a lot of television. Annie went home on Tuesday. Merle worked long, satisfying days to clear the backlog of cases and slept soundly, from exhaustion, every night. She looked at the old photos once, and the obituary, then put everything into the manila envelope. On Thursday afternoon she took the subway to Brooklyn to meet the property lawyer Francie had recommended.

      Hoffmann Suisse International’s brownstone sat mid-block among residences in various phases of renovation and decay. As she pushed through into their reception area the smell of bread baking made her smile.

      The receptionist’s desk sat empty so she lowered herself into a hard, modern chair padded in purple velvet. She picked up a copy of the International Herald Tribune as a stylish woman with a European up-do returned and ushered her into the lawyer’s office.

      Ramon Sauvageau stood, smoothed his tie, and shook her hand. He wore a gray suit with a white shirt setting off his tan and black hair slicked back in an outdated Wall Street look. His accent was soft, indefinable. On the corner of his desk sat a small vase with three perfect pink roses. The receptionist returned with coffee and a plate of warm pastries. Merle chose a square cookie. The buttery crumbs melted in her mouth.

      “Now. The inheritance,” he said, looking at her under his thick eyebrows. “Under French law all children of the deceased, as well as the spouse, inherit equal shares of property, no matter what the will says. Am I correct that you have just one child, a son?”

      “Yes.”

      “So you and your son will each inherit half of the house and land. Then there is the issue of inheritance tax. It is probable that because the house was held for so long by your late husband that the tax will be lowered substantially. We will work with the French government on that on your behalf.”

      “But there will still be inheritance tax?”

      “It is the way.”

      “Has someone been to the village?”

      “My contact in Toulouse.” He moved his coffee aside. “This village, Malcouziac, is small, with some services, a small grocery and tabac, that sort of thing. Medieval with some of the old walls.”

      “How small?”

      “Three hundred. More in the summer when people go to their vacation homes. Not an unpopular area for summer people.”

      “Good. I’ve decided to sell it.”

      “Very good. We can help you with all the details. I should warn you, it may not be quick.”

      “I heard these small cottages were sought after. Lots of British in the Dordogne, right?”

      “But yours has had no one in it for many years —”

      “Fifty.”

      He frowned. “If you will indulge me, I’ll read you what Monsieur Rancard reports.” He put on wire-rimmed glasses. “‘House sits on the street, approximately twenty feet of frontage. Wooden shutters, paint gone but solid, on all windows and door on the front. House is constructed of local yellow stone in fair condition. A seven-foot wall of stone surrounds the building, including a large rear yard. An alley provides access. Some signs of water damage and mortar in need of repair on both house and wall. Tile roof needs work, tiles missing, birds flying in and out. Possible interior damage from the hole.’”

      “He couldn’t get in?”

      “One moment. He continues: ‘Location at edge of village, adjacent to destroyed fortress wall, is desirable except for wall debris along the street, with excellent southern exposure and windows which face the many vineyards and hills.’”

      “That shouldn’t be difficult to sell.”

      He held up a finger. “'Shutters on the street padlocked from inside, on first and second floors. Attempt to open door shutter with bolt cutter brought gendarme and neighbors. A Madame Suchet across the street informed me that someone lives in the house. The local gendarme confirmed this. Said occupant has paid the ‘taux occupier’ — this is the tax a renter must pay to the state each year — they paid ‘the taux occupier’ dutifully and on time for ten years.’”

      “Someone’s been in the house for ten years?”

      “But not legally, madame. ”

      “A squatter.”

      “Who has made all believe that the house belongs to her, even to lawfully paying her tax.”

      “The house isn’t recorded in her name, is it?”

      “It appears, no. She has no legal claim to the property.”

      “Did Harry pay taxes on the property?”

      Sauvageau handed her the sheet with tax figures for the last twenty years. “When he was 21 and came into his trust he paid the back taxes. He kept up the payments.  That will strengthen your claim. With a house unoccupied for so long, it is not unusual to have a squatter.”

      Homeless, and French. The squatter was probably like one of her clients in Harlem, destitute, toothless, and clueless. Of course there was a squatter. But one could always hope for an unscrupulous opportunist with bad intentions. Much easier to toss into the street.

      “Monsieur Rancard will find out who the woman is. We pay the tax. We record the property for sale with the real estate company.”

      “Can we sell it if the ownership is in question?”

      “Technically we wait until we have access to the property. But Monsieur Rancard knows many people.”

      “How much is the tax?”

      “About two thousand euros.”

      More money out the door. “We don’t know anything about the squatter then?”

      “The gendarme indicated that she was a known person in the village. The people in the village are likely to take a elderly Frenchwoman’s case over yours, you being a stranger to them and so far away.”
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      The return letter from her aunt is several weeks old by the time Marie-Emilie receives it. The postman must have refused to give it to Weston. By the time she is answering the door again he appears with it.

      Her bruises have faded; her face is no longer swollen. Her arm only hurts when she raises it over her head. Several nights after she made her soup he had thrown her drunkenly onto the bed and her head scarf had come loose, revealing her chopped, ugly hair. He was always rough in bed but she supposed all Americans were. She had only one boyfriend in France when she worked in the pharmacy, sweeping floors and washing windows. He was the son of the druggist, a brute himself. Weston is no different, except when he drinks.

      He had beaten her then made love. It seemed wrong to her. It is wrong. But she wanted a child so she received him on whatever terms he offered. But she has not been able to go out of the house for two weeks.

      According to her aunt’s letter, there is no curse on the house. Marie-Emilie had hoped for a simple cure to her unhappiness, something she could say or do that would break the spell. The letter is long and reassuring, except for one part:
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        There was much love in that house, cherie. The pain of war too. So many souls lost. I kept their pictures on the wall, clipped from newspapers, to remember them.  How I tried to keep house for your dear uncle so that when he returned he would find flowers blooming in the yard, the grapes ready to pick, the shutters painted and secure. But I was only one, I could not do it. You cannot do it alone either. You must insist that your husband help you with the house. He is young, he can fix the roof, plant a rose bush, build a fire. Make him be a man. You are not a slave to him.

      

      

      Tante is wrong. Marie-Emilie sits next to the garden wall in a slice of shade. She is so tired. Weston goes out every night and rarely comes to bed before she gets up. He sleeps during the day and goes out again.  He no longer even makes a pretense of trying to write. She suspects he sold his typewriter. Her only reprieve from his dis-approval is now, these last days, when he has gone on the train to Paris for business.

      She is so hungry. There is no food, no money. If by some chance she carries a child now he would surely die from hunger.

      She washes herself under the cistern, the warm water rinsing away her tears. She is fortunate that she no longer owns a mirror to see her butchered hair. Dressing again she finds one of Wes’s handkerchiefs to cover her head and goes to the market.

      One of the old widows gives her two eggs; another woman grudgingly offers her some cream. It won’t go far but she is grateful. The men will have nothing to do with her, call her ‘gypsy blood.’ The priest won’t even speak to her. On her walk home she wonders what she’s done to offend them all. And thanks the Lord for kind old ladies with good hearts.

      Weston arrives home that evening in a singing mood. He swings into the house, takes her into his arms, and gives her a green scarf and nylon stockings from Paris. He had made a deal with someone abroad. They fronted him money for a big delivery of wine, many cases, he says. She is happy but afraid he’s already spent the money and the businessmen will be angry. He laughs when she tells him that, saying he’s already paid for the wine, and has plenty left over. “Although you’ll never know where, my pretty,” he laughs again, tweaking her still-sore chin.

      Just as quickly, he is gone again.  American husbands didn’t have to say where they were going, she thinks bitterly. He hasn’t touched her since the beating, much too long for him to be without. She imagines the perfumed whores he’s been with in Paris, the trinkets he bought them, the wine they drank, the beef they ate, until she curls up in her bed and cries.
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      Friday came, like every week. Merle walked into the Legal Aid building, five stories of reassuring brick, utilitarian and unfussy, and ran through the day in her head as always. She’d come in early, hoping to actually take a lunch break today. Then, at ten o’clock her boss, the head of the Harlem Neighborhood Office, called her into his office. She was on her second cup of coffee.

      Jeff O’Donald, once a campus radical at Columbia, was now balding and plump with an unruly beard and wire rim glasses. On his window sill white orchids bloomed.

      “How are you, Merle? Things okay at home?”

      “Sure. The bed’s a little cold, Jeff. You looking for some action?”

      He cringed. “Sorry. I said that wrong. Are you coping all right?”

      She was sounding more and more like the scary widow. Ready to bite off the head of anyone who dared to be nice. She tried to smile.  “Thanks for asking.”

      He let her sip her coffee then leaned forward. “I’ve got something on my mind.” He was an intense guy, and this was his intense way of preparing you for his pronouncements.  “This Skadden fellow, Cortez. Crackerjack, according to her rec’s. Her proposal is a new intake system that could really shake things up for us. We’re very excited.”

      “I’m excited too.”

      “Super. I’d like you to train her to take over your job.”

      Merle set down her cup and stared at him. He squirmed and explained. “She’ll be full-time, you’re still part-time. She’s fully funded by this fellowship. Then we use you in Development. Get us more fellows, and all that.”

      “You want to send me to Development. After all these years. Just what I need right now in my life, Jeff. Because I don’t have enough changes.”

      “It’s called a promotion, Merle. They can really use help liaising with the big firms in Development. You know those corporate boys from your Byrne & Loveless days, right? Lillian thinks the world of you.”

      She knew ‘those boys’ all too well, and never wanted to break bread with them again. She and her coffee steamed for a full thirty seconds. Lillian Wachowski, who Merle had met once or twice at social events, was rumored to be a bitch-on-wheels.

      Jeff blurted, “Can I set up a meeting with Lillian this afternoon? And of course it’ll take at least a week to train Cortez.”

      A week to learn what she’d been doing for almost fifteen years. She felt old, useless, unwanted. And tired. She hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in weeks. She didn’t have it in her to fight. What would she say? She couldn’t leave because she had the next two months blocked out in her mind? That she needed to work to stay sane, to conquer the calendar in her head? To deal with financial ruin and the fact that the only man she ever loved turned out to be somebody she didn't love at all? Plus he was dead?

      She looked at Jeff, twisting his beard. Calm yourself. He had his own issues, no doubt. He must have gotten the word to trim the budget, to transfer out the high-salary veterans, to get more cheap fellows, to serve more law to the poor for less. Or else.

      She sighed. “Sure, Jeff, give the old gal a call.”

      

      Merle sat on a bench in Central Park and stared at the yellow tulips instead of attending the inter borough brown bag lunch. She should have gone, but Laura would be fine, better no doubt, without her. Tristan had settled down, doing his homework without nagging, and talking about going back to school in a hopeful, even eager voice.

      She dreaded this new job. She didn’t want to schmooze corporate lawyers, ask them for pro bono time and fellowship dollars. She hated asking for favors. She disliked most of the lawyers she'd worked with, at least the partners and old-timers she'd be begging for dollars. Most had a rich sense of entitlement, and a nose for where the money was buried. From a personal standpoint she’d have to get new clothes and the thought of shopping made her feet ache. She’d have to start getting manicures and dyeing her hair and wearing makeup. She smiled at a dog who sniffed her. He eyed her suspiciously and moved on. Even stray dogs rejected her.

      Who would she be if she changed everything about herself, put on a fancy new face to the world?

      A Lawyer, of course.  Someone in touch with her emotions but able to totally compartmentalize, to understand the motivations and emotions that are part of being a human yet stand apart from them, use them, use others' emotions to get what you want. Analytical, suspicious, duplicitous, ruthless. The perfect lawyer: your worst nightmare.

      Merle sighed. That wasn’t who she was, not any more. She graduated from high school early so she could be a lawyer sooner. Maybe it was just a goal she could see, a clear choice, a set future. It was on her list, Annie would say, something to be checked off, a goal met. Her father was proud, she knew that. Maybe she’d done it for him. Annie, four years older than Merle, graduated law school just a year ahead of her. Merle and Stasia ended up in the same class. Annie, so brilliant, and Stasia, so everything. How could eager, precocious, gung-ho little Merdle be as wonderful as they were? By being a lawyer too, of course.

      The lawyer, the attorney, the counselor. The choices we make. She sighed again and pulled at her bangs.

      What-what?!  Damn. The bugger was back, asking too many questions. It had been silent, she realized now, for weeks. Then, in the the geezer's office, listening to Harry’s will, it flared up like hemorrhoids or a bad enchilada.

      The voice was familiar, her old friend after all these years. How had it begun? Maybe a line in a movie, maybe overheard from the noisy reception area at work: What? What?!

      She had said it just once out loud, in the car after a tedious dinner party at the home of a partner of Harry’s. The partner's wife had irritated her with nonsense theories about the cause of homelessness (laziness, a taste for narcotics, bad choices, prostitution: take your pick) and the rest of the women had abandoned her to the hyena. The men were no help, sequestered with whiskey and cigars, conspiratorial and secretive, as if letting anyone overhear their strategies would derail their rocket ride to riches. On top of it all she had a headache, a doozy, and the red wine hadn’t helped. So when Harry had asked as they drove home in that mock-meek way he had, what was the matter, she had exploded. “What! What?!”

      He had reflexively braked, as if she’d seen a deer or a raccoon in the headlights. She turned to him, almost screaming. “What do you want from me? What? What?!”

      He lapsed into silence. His typical reaction to female hysterics, with which he had little experience. She was usually calm, rational, practical, sitting back at these awful business dinners, reflecting on her virtue, her dutiful nature, her patience at putting up with idiots.

      After that the What? What?! came back — silently, in her head — when confronted with ridiculous questions or inane people. That happened just a few times, but enough to stick. It began to haunt her thoughts, as if questioning what she was doing, what she wanted, what the hell was going on with her life. She tried not to wonder what it was really asking. Mostly it was just there: the what-what, like a tic she sometimes managed to ignore, but mostly tolerated.

      Maybe it had been her subconscious trying to get her to realize she didn’t love Harry and what the hell was she still doing married to him. It was a theory. Then why had it returned after Harry was dead? What did her subconscious want now? She’d had her chance to ask Dr. Murray, the tweedy, soft-spoken counselor who had examined Tristan on Monday. He would have listened, even if he’d looked askance at her. But she couldn’t bring herself to mention it. Like a scary relation never visited, the what-what was best left in the dark, unexamined and un-poked.

      She stood up and stretched her arms at the pink tulips. She wouldn’t go back to the office today. No, she had a life of uncertainty to get on with, a meeting with her new people. Her old people could start learning how to cope by themselves.

      

      The apartment building in Greenwich Village was nothing to get excited about — dark red brick, five floors with the fire escape hanging on the front. Harry had paid a pretty price for his pied-à-terre despite its ugliness, although Merle still couldn’t remember how much. Or how much it'd sold for. His New York real estate adventures had been out of her league. When they moved to Connecticut he bought this second-floor unit lacking anything special besides its location a block or two from the Gotham Bar and Grill, one of his favorite restaurants.

      She’d had lunch at the Gotham, a wild indulgence considering the state of her finances, sitting at their elegant bar. Lovely over-priced food and bright, almost sunny interiors bursting with huge flower arrangements. The bartender had been kind and a little flirty. She felt raw in the face of handsome, too-friendly men, something she’d had no trouble with in the past. She had smiled at him, drunk a glass of wine, then a strong cup of coffee. Still she had fifteen minutes before she was to meet her new boss.

      So she'd wandered over to the old Twelfth Street building. She had just enough time to get the name of the current owner of Harry’s old apartment. With luck she’d also satisfy her curiosity that Harry had indeed sold it five years before, and if the stars aligned, for how much. Last night in Harry’s home office she’d come up with zero about the apartment. Wouldn’t he have had to claim capital gains the year he sold it? Maybe he lied on his tax return. He’d lied about the trust fund and spent the life insurance on his crazy schemes. At this point everything was on the table.

      Pushing into the cramped lobby she eyed the mailboxes. On Harry’s old box was simply the number — 202. Merle pressed the doorbell and was surprised when the buzzer to the door opened without a word. Maybe this would be easy.

      The door to the apartment was freshly painted in spring green. A young woman opened the door the width of the chain and peered out. Hanging on her leg was a small girl, dark-haired and barefoot.

      “I’m looking for the owner of the apartment,” Merle said, smiling. “Would that be you?”

      The woman, with long black hair and heavy eye makeup, brushed crumbs off her fingers onto her tight jeans. She looked to be in her early twenties, chewing gum as she looked over Merle. She undid the chain and opened the door.  “I’m the nanny. She’s not here.”

      “Oh, well, she bought this apartment from — someone I know. I have some papers for her.” Merle patted her purse where nothing more official than her Metro card was stashed. The room beyond them looked cozy and warm, strewn with toys. The television trilled with the sounds of Sesame Street.

      “She’ll be back in a hour. If we’re lucky. Can I take them for her?”

      “Uh, it’s one of those legal things.” Merle looked down at the little girl, dressed in pink sweatpants and a t-shirt with spangles, and wondered why she’d lied. She hadn’t planned on lying. She looked over the girl’s head, focusing on the living room. There was Harry’s brown chair that she’d made him replace in his office at home. And the red velvet footstool, with gold fringe, from the family room. The little blue rug from Tristan’s room. And the painting, that small one of sailboats she’d never liked.

      Merle swallowed, her throat tight. Maybe Harry sold the woman some things with the place. But it was only last year when she'd gotten rid of the footstool, and Tristan's rug.

      “What’s your name, sweetie?” she asked the girl.

      The child hid behind the nanny’s leg. The woman patted her head. “This is Sophie. She’s having a bad day.”

      Merle felt her heart clattering. She took a deep breath then squatted down to the child’s level. “Hi, Sophie. My name is Merle. Can you shake hands?”

      Sophie peeked out from behind the nanny’s leg, then slapped Merle’s hand.  “How old are you, Sophie?” She held up four fingers. “Do you go to preschool?”

      The nanny said in bored voice, “Normally.”

      “Sophie is a pretty name,” Merle said. “Do you have more names?”

      The girl stepped forward, holding onto her nanny’s jeans. “Sophie Lou — ” She took a breath. “Sophie Louisa Duncan.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Merle stood up. "I’ll stop back later. Thanks.” She headed for the stairs. A woman was making her way up, struggling with grocery sacks. A blonde, in a dark suit with a black briefcase. Merle blinked. She held the handrail and felt the cogs click into place.

      “Courtney? Courtney Duncan?”

      The woman looked up the stairs. Her mouth dropped open as the grocery bags slipped from her hands, spilling oranges, milk, bagels.

      

      The weather had turned mild and humid.  Merle rushed blindly down the sidewalk, late now to her meeting with Lillian Wachowski. Her mind raced and her blood pressure was probably through the roof.

      With a pointed glance at her watch Lillian ushered her into the office.  Spare as law offices go, it was sumptuous compared to the windowless cave in Harlem. An exposed brick wall gave it a downtown look, and the fern. Lillian was a small woman with fine features, wearing a turquoise silk suit with a white shell, her gray- blond hair cut severe and short. Her intense blue eyes and dagger-like wit scared the crap out of everyone. Merle found herself trembling.

      She sat without being asked, crossed her legs, and leaned back. Techniques to calm herself and show outward assurance, long-ingrained lawyer tricks. Never let ‘em see you sweat. Lillian spoke about the weather and Merle admired her view of the river.

      Something — black curls, pink sweatpants? — was preventing her from concentrating on Lillian. The conversation with the lawyer in France, Monsieur Rancard, last night, rattled in her brain too. She couldn’t focus. Her life was no longer predictable. Everything had been tossed into the air.

      Rancard was making some progress with the squatter. It was cheaper to have him wrangle with the mayor and the old woman even at 200 Euros per hour. A nun was helping the squatter now, making matters worse. Maybe Merle and Tristan could go see the house, just once, if it didn’t cost too much. The property lawyer said it would help the situation if she was there, help press her case for ownership. But now, there was a new job to contend with.

      Courtney Duncan. Sophie. Their existence slammed against the defenses of her mind. Harry’s lover, Harry’s daughter. Courtney’s tears, her sobbing explanation, her pleas for understanding. Her pitiful voice echoed in Merle’s ears, making it hard to hear Lillian and her small talk.

      Merle pushed the voices aside. No matter what sort of messes Harry left behind, she had to support herself and her son. Lillian represented the stable, secure future, for which Merle had just enough concentration to play the game. Stability, security: that was all she could ask for now. Now that she’d screwed up her own life.

      The older woman crossed her legs.  “How is it going with you and your son — since your husband’s death?”

      Had she been talking to Jeff about her? Everyone was always hoping they could stop pussyfooting around you. That you will bounce back, smile, carry on.  So they can forget that people die. Even you, Lillian, so in charge of your life, will give up the ghost, buy the ranch, sleep the big sleep. Even me.

      “We’re, well — we’re coping.”

      Lillian's eyes blazed. “You look tired.”

      “That’s a frequent observation.” Merle straightened, pulling herself together. “Look, Ms. Wachowski, this isn’t an assignment I asked for. I was told you wanted me here, that you could use me, and that’s very flattering. But I’d rather be on the front lines. I don’t mean to be rude. I am grateful,” she added.

      Lillian's face hardened — further — and she walked around her desk.  “Would you like to go back to Harlem? Or the Bronx maybe?”

      Merle may have flinched. “Ah. Is that an option?”

      Lillian squinted. “I’ll be blunt. You need a lot of energy to do fundraising. And a very positive, balls-to-the-wall mentality. You’re our cheerleader, our frontline. You can’t have bad days in development. You can’t rather be somewhere else.”

      A shiver made her twitch. Was there a job in the Bronx? She couldn’t go back to Harlem now, no matter what Lillian said. Jeff had cast her off without a backward glance. Did she want to go to the Bronx, start over in another office? Or was this some kind of test?

      Merle sat taller.  She wasn’t going to get fired because of bags under her eyes. “I'm sorry, Lillian. May I call you Lillian?" The older woman gave a curt nod. "The job sounded good to me when Jeff described it. It still does. I didn’t mean to give the impression that I wanted to go back.”

      “Yes, well. It’s a struggle raising money. It's never easy. It’s like getting blood from a stone. You have to pound, pound, pound, until finally somebody cracks.”

      She tried to look bright and eager. “I love the sound of cracking.”

      Lillian looked her over with sharp eyes. “So you’re taking a couple weeks off? Rest and recover from all your changes?”

      “I — I could. Sure.”

      Lillian flipped through her desk calendar. “Most of the big firms have mass holidays in July and August. Partners come and go like lemmings. Not to mention this building’s air conditioning is ancient and the caterers are all busy with weddings. So, what do you say — September one?”

      The afternoon sun blinded her on the sidewalk. Merle’s arms ached, her head hurt, her stomach had clenched into a ball. All this new information was too much:  rejection by Jeff, Harry’s daughter and mistress, scary Lillian, the summer off with no income, and the obvious glee her new boss took in employing her.  She felt like a punching bag. Could she take a few more body blows please?

      She stumbled down the steps of the Legal Aid Society, straightened her shoulders, and headed west into the sun. The Hudson River lay ahead, wide and gray all the way to Jersey but sparkling in the light. Where was that river going? Where did any river go? She’d never thought about going anywhere. She stayed and persevered, that was who she was. She took the safe path. Kept the calendar full. No sudden moves. It had always seemed the sensible way to live. She wasn’t interested in glamour or excitement, just doing the right thing.

      An Irish bar had its glass-paned red door propped open next to a blackboard listing today’s specials: corned beef, cheese omelet, steak and fries. The smell of fried food, ever comforting, beckoned her in. Doyle’s Public House was dark and cool, the wood floors dusty. Besides grease, it smelled of brewer’s yeast, cigarettes, Lysol. The bartender brought silverware and a cloth napkin and a dry white wine.

      Courtney Duncan. It all made sense now, these last years. The woman had been honest at least. Courtney and Harry worked together at the brokerage, before Harry joined Steve Hanford. She was just out of NYU. She had loved him, that was clear, something Merle hadn’t managed to do for a long time. Maybe Harry should have left her for Courtney. Merle tried to decide which was worse, a divorce or a dead husband. Dead was definitely worse. Or what about this? A dead father-of-your-toddler.

      She took a deep breath and a gulp of wine then called Stasia and left a message with her secretary. Grinding her teeth, she dialed McGuinness and Lester, Esq., and held while Troy Lester was rounded up. She ordered another wine before the secretary informed her he was out of the office.

      “Give me his cell number.” She wouldn’t. “Then give him my number. Tell him it’s an emergency.”

      All very well about Courtney then. Just the shock of discovery, being blindsided. She should have guessed something like this — years ago. But what about Sophie? How was she going to tell Tristan that his father had another family, that he had a half-sister? That Harry hadn't been all the father Tristan had wanted him to be, because he was father to another?

      Suddenly tears leaked out of her eyes — oh God why now — then as the bartender brought the wine, sobs erupted, blubbering noises. Probably not the first heard in an Irish bar but the bartender looked appropriately shaken. He returned with a stack of napkins.

      Merle dabbed her cheeks. Very thoughtful. Love that bartender.  “Is that your phone, miss?”

      Of course it was. “Merle? Troy Lester.” Traffic noise, heavy breathing.

      “Mr. Lester. When were you going to tell me about Courtney Duncan?”

      He stammered and spit. His discomfort made her happy. It was good to have someone repulsive like Troy Lester to be angry at. She couldn’t be mad at Harry any more. He was gone, and philanderer that he was, cheat and betray as he did, she deserved it. She had let him go, from her heart, a long time ago.

      Reluctantly, Lester spilled the beans. Harry had left Courtney and Sophie the apartment, and the slender remains of his pension fund, also plundered. A second, secret will. Merle threw the phone down on the table.

      Stasia arrived fifteen minutes later and, with the help of the bartender, forced coffee down her throat. They were out on the street, walking to the subway, before Merle could tell her.

      “He never sold the apartment,” Merle said, stopping for a light.

      “What apartment?”

      “Twelfth Street. He gave it to his blond thing, and their daughter.”

      “You’re drunk.” Stasia glared at her. “Are you serious?”

      “The lawyers did it in secret. The bastards. He has a four-year-old daughter. Her name is Sophie. She’s four, Stace.”

      Stasia turned instantly crimson, a specialty of hers. “Filthy, lowdown son of a bitch  —” She stamped her foot on the pavement.

      Merle felt calm now that her sister was mad. “Do you think it was because I couldn’t —" She felt hollow, the way she felt after the hysterectomy. Not her old self, never would be again. Something gone and gone forever.  “Did you know? Do Mother and Daddy know?”

      “Nobody knows. If he was good at one thing, it was keeping secrets.” Stasia took her arm and led her toward the subway stairs. “Move, now. We’ll talk about it later.”

      A picture of Harry came into her head, an outing to somewhere, when Tristan was three or four — Sophie’s age. Mystic Seaport, that was it. Tristan high up on Harry’s shoulders, pointing at the big sailing ships, their tall masts, a clump of daddy’s hair in his little fist. Harry holding his feet, smiling. They were a family that weekend, a strong yearning in her satisfied for at least one weekend.  They jumped on the motel beds, sang songs in the car.

      Had she loved him then, or just the idea of a family? Was her heart a stone? He had left her, years ago.

      Merle stopped. “I don’t blame him. Or her. He deserved love — everyone does — and she loved him. I didn’t. I didn't love him. Not for a long time. I — ” She shrugged. “I just didn’t.”

      They were next to a flower stand overflowing with color and petals. Buckets of tulips vied for attention.  Which one is the prettiest, the red, the yellow, the pink, the white? Daffodils, pussy willows.  Lilacs on woody stems, their smell enticing.

      Stasia was talking. Merle could see her lips move. Taxis were honking, an old woman pulled her shopping wheelie down the curb. Merle sucked the air on the sidewalk. Her chest felt like it was in a vise. Why can’t I breathe?

      An open palm crossed Merle’s face. The sting felt hot. She didn’t blame her sister. What is family for if you can’t count on them to set you straight when you need it most, even in the middle of Greenwich Village? Her own sister smacked her hard across the cheek, bringing her back,  holding her upright, making her grab onto the scraps of her rag-tag life.

      “You didn’t love him. It’s fine. It doesn't matter.”

      Merle held onto her shoulder. “Okay. Thanks,” she croaked.

      Stasia pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “Breathe. And repeat after me: Case of courage. Bucket of balls.”

      

      Poor Elise. She had no idea.

      Merle looked over the orderly crowd on folding chairs on the lawn at Whitman and slumped lower in her seat. Her mother gave her a little frown and she straightened again. Must be respectful. A solemn and joyous occasion as the last Bennett girl takes the harness.

      Elise clutched her diploma to her chest, flushed, her dark hair pulled back and red lipstick on her baby doll lips. Merle was distracted, sweating in a sleeveless navy shift. She’d had to tell Sauvageau about the new wrinkle, that Harry had another child who would inherit. But only if Courtney found out. And how would she? She didn’t seem the suspicious type. On the contrary, she seemed naïve, crushed and pathetic. Another ethical conundrum raised its ugly head. Ah, but to a lawyer, that was nothing. Just a thought to be compartmentalized.

      The speeches were mercifully short, the May heat rising from the damp earth to surround the well-wishers in the steamy scents of spring. Finally they rose and gathered around the graduate on the lawn. After an interminable, clammy hugging session they decamped for a cool restaurant.

      The Bennett clan was tricked out in understated prep-wear. Her father had gone with the red bowtie, always a winner. Bernie wore a navy blue suit with a collarless white blouse that dated from the sixties, somehow surviving a thousand washings.

      Her father had insisted on Merle sitting next to him. Jack Bennett had given her shoulder a pinch of affection and sat silently through the toasts. His hearing wasn’t great so he liked to just smile  at these big gatherings. The salad came and he dug in.

      On her other side Francie wore a low-cut flowered dress that showed off cleavage and tan. Francie was the knock-out sister, with auburn highlights and turned up nose, a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and bright blue eyes. Merle had invited Betsy, who knew all the sisters and got along especially well with Elise, but her daughter Lynnie had a soccer game. Just as well, Merle thought. No point in the friends suffering.

      At the kids’ end of the table, Tristan wore his black blazer and a half-pressed blue oxford cloth shirt with a wonky collar, both last seen at his father’s funeral. Francie had picked him up at school — she lived near Blackwood. She worked in Greenwich but couldn’t afford to live there. Her clients had a different set of problems than Merle’s, lawsuits between neighbors over dogs and parking, bankruptcy, prenups. Francie waffled between loving it and hating it on a weekly basis.

      There were sixteen of them around the table, the sisters, one spouse, Stasia’s three kids plus Tristan, a couple boyfriends (Francie’s was chiseled and very young), Aunt Gloria, Bernie’s sister, a cousin or three. Stasia and Annie talked across the table, heads together. They couldn’t look more different: Stace in red polka dots and bangles, Annie in something tie-dyed and a big, furry scarf around her neck. Merle wished she were over there instead of by her father and Francie. She wanted to hear their gossip, laugh a little.

      Stasia and Rick’s oldest, Willow, had brought her boyfriend down from college. Willow lived up to her name: tall and slender with gold waterfall hair. Her boyfriend was scruffy, with dirty brown hair and a black t-shirt, but hung on Willow’s every word. Would the children be happy, Merle suddenly worried, examining their expressions. Tristan frowned at her then elbowed Oliver and laughed.

      Stasia caught her eye and winked. Annie, who was told the sordid story of Harry’s other life just last night, gave her a ‘buck-up’ smile. After the salad and a polite inquiry into Merle’s state of mind, Francie, not as yet clued into the latest revelations, launched into a lament about her job, social life, and lawyering.

      “I can see the appeal of Legal Aid, I really can. At least you get to do some good.”

      “There’s that,” Merle said, chewing lettuce.

      “If I have one more sixty-year-old chief executive marrying his twenty-something bimbo and wanting to keep all his cash from her, I’m going to kill myself. Why does he even bother? I mean, marriage isn’t all that great. I should know.” Francie had tried it once, briefly. The airline pilot she married was hardly ever home. Her boyfriend gave her a lascivious smile. He was home free.

      “I’m taking the summer off,” Merle said. It had a nice ring to it.

      Francie smiled. “Sure. What would you do, Merle, paint your toenails every day? No, wait, you’re going to a Buddhist retreat. Yeah, that’s it. Ommmm.” She laughed and her boyfriend, Willie or Dick or somebody, laughed along.

      “I'm done in Harlem. I got packed off to Development. They don't need me until fall, or until I get my attitude adjusted.”

      “They said that? Come on.” She squeezed Merle’s hand, suddenly serious. “You’re really taking summer off? Are you all right?” Despite her stunning beauty and a bright, easy charm unknown to the other sisters, Francie could be a loving sister. Merle squeezed back, thinking she should call her more often. Tell her about the nasty family secrets. One of these days.

      Merle raised her glass. “To attitude adjustment — it’s not just alcohol anymore.”

      Francie giggled. “I’ll go drinking with you any time!”

      Someone called: “To Elise!”

      As they clinked crystal Merle stood up. “Excuse me, Elise, for using your graduation day for this.” Elise smiled, dipping her head in gratitude. She was a little tipsy, draining her glass as if another toast in her honor was in the offing. She turned for a refill to her boyfriend, a pudgy classmate who wouldn’t last, they all could tell.

      “As you know in his will Harry left me — and Tristan — a house in France. His family home. Sort of a surprise but what the heck, right? Who are we to look a gift-horse in the mouth? Let’s just hope it’s not a Trojan gift-horse. Anyway, at the end of the term we will be traveling to the small village of Malcouziac, somewhere in France, to throw out the freeloaders and see if we can sell it.”

      After a shocked pause Annie said loudly, “Hey. You mean, no work? A vacation? An honest-to-God summer holiday?”

      Her father turned to her frowning: “You’re going where?”

      “To France,” Bernie shouted in his ear.

      A holiday. Mystic Seaport popped into her head. That was a holiday. Those days, whatever they were, were over. Long over, if they only knew.

      Put a face on it, Merdle. Vacation sounded a whole lot better than the drudgery, legal wrangling, and endless spending ahead. Harry would have liked that.  He goes his own way and she gets stuck with his dirty work.

      Oh, yeah, let's see that smiling face.

      She raised her glass.  “To vacations. What a concept.”
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      After all these weeks, from a wet April morning to a hot June day, not so long in time but emotionally an obstacle course of peaks and valleys, she was here. Across the sea, over the deep blue ocean. Exactly ten weeks and three days, nine Sundays, a Memorial Day. Over the miles and the hours, after packing and arranging and explaining, here she was, in France where Harry was born. Where he lived. Where not a trace of him remained.

      They stared at the house. Monsieur Rancard — ‘Arnaud’ after four hours together in his perfumed Benz — rolled down the window, letting in hot, dry air.  The lawyer, although handsome in that suave Mediterranean way, was business-like, even blunt. No passes, no intimate taps on the knee. She had sweated through her safari shirt and stuck to the seat. They talked nonstop and she was exhausted. Yet, a flutter of anticipation rose in her as they turned the last corner, pulled up to the curb.

      No cottage, the house rose two stories of washed-yellow stone with a tile roof at various angles. Four windows, one extra-wide, faced the street. Only a narrow cement sidewalk with a granite curb separated the living quarters from the cobblestones. The shutters were devoid of paint, a weathered gray,  an upstairs one hanging on one hinge. A high wall circled the place, starting at both front corners. The only house on the block with side yards, it was slightly grander than most yet looked abandoned.

      The house sat adjacent to the crumbling city wall, six feet high here, eight there. Across most of the street it was lower, knee-high, as if a Nazi Panzer tank had crashed through. Beyond the broken wall the slope fell away into rows of staked vines. Across the swale stone-and-tile houses nestled close to the earth, thick forests darkened the hilltops, more grapes undulated with the curves of the hillsides, marching relentlessly toward wine.

      They got out of the car and stretched. Merle had seen a lot of country with Arnaud between Toulouse and Malcouziac, villages along streams and on hilltops, bigger towns with gas stations, supermarkets, and modern buildings, but this land of vineyards and buttery stone was as pretty as it got. Maybe she was already biased toward the village, proprietary in a way. Maybe she was just tired.

      “It’s big,” she said, taking off her sunglasses to look at the house. The day was sunny and warm in a way a Connecticut summer so rarely was. Heat reflected off the stone house opposite hers, a tidy, plain house with geraniums in pots. Next door to her house the shutters and door were freshly painted in a glossy royal burgundy. Upstairs music and a lace curtain blew out the open window while at the Strachie’s all was closed and silent.

      “So you see, all these shutters are locked,” Arnaud said. He rattled the door shutter, its curved top matching the rock framework. “I can see the padlock there, through the crack.”

      As Merle peered through the half-inch space between the shutters the shouting began inside. Through the inner glass she caught a glimpse of movement, a shadow. She looked at Arnaud and raised an eyebrow.

      “That is the lady,” he said, sighing. He yelled back at her in French.

      “What is she saying?”

      “Babble. This is her house. Leave her alone.” He took Merle’s arm and led her back toward the middle of the village. “Perhaps best not to provoke her too much,” he said, though he obviously had. “She has the ear of the village now, some of the old people especially. They had no good to say of her when I first came but now? Suddenly, pfft! She is the poor old lady, the martyr.”
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        * * *

      

      She heard them again, outside the shutters. Devils, trying to enter her sanctuary. Evil ones.

      Sister Evangeline said God would smite them, but He was taking His sweet time. Justine called out with her own curse. Satisfied they had gone, she turned from the dark room back into the sunshine of the garden. Eden, she sometimes called it, it was so lovely. She lived out here in the summer. With the hammock stretched into the corner, the only reason she had to go into the house was to store her meager ration of food and to curse the Devils.

      The batteries on the radio seemed to be going out. The music sounded faint. She must ask Sister Evangeline for more batteries. Carefully she picked at the plastic cover on the back of the pink box radio, trying to ease it off with a fingernail. She knew how things worked, she’d been around. This radio had been with her for years, a reliable friend.

      The sun beat down on her head. Her grip turned moist with sweat. Her finger slipped, slipped again, and suddenly the radio lay in pieces at the bottom of the wall. No sound came from it — no music — no Piaf — nothing. She stared at the pieces. It was the Devils’ fault.

      Evangeline came through the back gate, locking it quickly behind her. Justine became aware of the tears on her face from Evangeline’s shocked look.

      “Qu’est-ce que tu fait?”

      Justine let the sun dry her cheeks. “Batteries,” she mumbled.

      Evangeline frowned at the broken radio. “It’ll need a whole lot more than that.” She took Justine’s hand. “Did you have trouble with it? Don’t worry, dear. Sister will get you another. Sister takes care of her flock.”

      The woman’s hand on Justine’s bony shoulder was warm and sticky. Justine didn’t like to be touched. She frowned at the old nun. Sister E was to be tolerated. She was kind, she brought food, and a pretty rose-colored blouse just yesterday. And she kept the Devils away, those who would take Eden away from Justine.

      Still, she couldn’t help but step back, away from Sister’s humid grasp. What did the old nun really want, her mind shouted. Why had she showed up here? Who had told her to come, that Justine needed help? Did she hear it directly from above?

      “I’ve brought you something,” Sister E said, smiling, holding a paper bag. Her hair made her look like a man, Justine thought, a friar really, with the short, bowl shape. And so gray, very sad. Nuns disliked their hair — why was that? Hair was meant to be adored by all, even God loved hair or he wouldn’t have put so much on the angels. Justine patted her own locks, once famous for blocks and blocks, all the way to the Gironde. She felt pity for Sister’s plainness, her ugly shoes and baggy trousers.

      “What?” Justine said.

      Sister reached into the bag and pulled out a small bottle of pills from the pharmacy. “Some pills to help you sleep. See? One before bedtime,” the nun said.

      “I sleep fine,” Justine said. She eyed the small bottle warily. The Sister was trying to poison her now?

      Sister E looked at her, making her squirm. Justine felt like she was under a microscope. “The American is in town. I know how that upsets you,” the nun said. “Just take one at bedtime.”

      Justine hesitated then took it.

      Sister E smiled. “I’ll clean up the radio. Okay?”

      “They were here.”

      “Who, dear?”

      “The American. I saw her and her trained dog of Hell.”

      “Did you speak to them?”

      “I called on St. Joseph to curse them for their greed.”

      Sister Evangeline paused, a piece of broken pink plastic in her hands. “We use the church for good, Justine. It is up to God to judge, not we humans.”

      “But I prayed to St. Joseph to find me a home and he brought me here. So he must curse them.” Justine sat down on the low terrace beside the hydrangea bush. “He must.”

      Sister Evangeline laid her hand on Justine’s shoulder again. “You must have faith.”

      Justine looked at the bottle of pills in her hand. She wanted to have faith, really she did. But everyone wanted something from her, that was too obvious. Even Sister E. She wanted her to sleep. Why? So she could ransack Eden, steal her belongings? Was she in league with the dogs of Hell?

      While Sister E was bent over the pink plastic shards, Justine poured the pills into the watering can. She smiled sweetly at the old nun.

      So plain. Such a plain woman. Poor old thing.
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        * * *

      

      Arnaud stood an inch taller than Merle, with longish dark hair. His olive green summer suit and starched white shirt, immaculate yet casual, set off his deep tan. His Mercedes sedan was equally well-groomed; he had carefully wiped out the leather passenger seat for her. He was well-versed in the twists and tangles of French estate law, and had given her a tutorial on the drive from Toulouse.

      Outside the café under an umbrella they drank iced coffee while he smoked and made phone calls. They had an appointment with the mayor in an hour. The stone plaza was large and square, empty except for café tables. Curved arcades ringed three sides for covered market stalls in medieval days and perhaps today. A few tourists rested on benches in midday shade. The village was sleepy, almost deserted at this hour. As they drove up from the south she could see it perched on the side of the hill, surrounded by vineyards, looking like Cinderella’s ruined castle with its crenellated towers and sloping defensive walls.

      Merle looked over the notes she’d made in the car. French law was confusing and yet precise. Interesting too, as it reflected a completely different set of values than American law. She'd always thought of the French libertine ways, the keeping of mistresses, the lack of matrimonial rites, as a little too loose and leaning toward men's rights over women's. But now she wasn't sure. Marriage or not, the law was clear. Maybe that was why the ceremonial was deemed unnecessary. Keeping property in the family was valued — one couldn’t cut one’s children out of a will here — it was also excruciatingly complicated. And therefore, expensive. Lawyers like Arnaud did not lack for work.

      He would only be here today. She couldn’t expect him to stay and hold her hand. He had found her a small hotel that was stuffy and cramped but would do for the week she planned to stay. Tristan, Stasia, and Oliver would be enjoying their first day in Paris. They'd gone to the airport together but Merle flew alone to Toulouse. By Saturday she hoped to have her business wrapped up and join them. She had debated about bringing Tristan here, showing him his grandparents’ home, giving him a little history. But Paris beckoned. The countryside had no chance.

      Arnaud set his phone on the table. “Pardon, madame. Business never stops. You should feel lucky you are not that woman I am speaking with. Her husband had two mistresses over the years, and three other children besides their own. Now that he is dead she must share the family villa with five children.” He held up all fingers of his manicured hand. “And the kids don’t even know each other. Can you imagine the troubles?”

      “Will she buy out the children?”

      “Possibly. She will try. But as you know, money in hand is not the same as stone walls.”

      “Yes, well, there is one more child, as Ramon must have told you.”

      He nodded and had the grace not to comment. Merle had tossed the subject around in her mind. She had to tell Courtney, for Sophie's sake. It would be dishonest not to. She would tell her when they sold the house for lots of money. Courtney, who had called once and been given ten minutes to complain, had enough on her plate. She didn’t need these headaches now.

      “American law is much different,” Merle said. “You can leave whatever you want to anyone you want. Even leave your house to your cat.”

      He laughed and stubbed out his Gauloise. “A cat would be easier to deal with than Justine LaBelle.”

      The hotel de ville, city hall, was an unpretentious, tidy stone building, recently scrubbed, with geraniums blooming on the windowsills. The French flag flew over the door.

      As Monsieur Rancard introduced them and the clerk went to fetch the mayor, he took Merle aside. “I will speak for you. ”

      “But I can speak for myself. I’m prepared,” Merle protested. She had taken several years of French. Awhile back.

      “In French?” Now he raised an eyebrow. He said something fast and complicated in his native tongue.

      “All right,” she said. “But you must tell me exactly what he says.”

      The mayor came through the swinging gate. He was a tall, thin man, with thick gray hair and an imperial manner. His eyebrows were large and wiry, his clothes timeless and elegant. His slender hand was cool to the touch and he did not smile at her. He invited them back into his office, holding the gate for them both. His office was large and sunny with flowering plants on the sills and maps everywhere.

      The mayor's name was Michel Redier. He and Arnaud talked in clipped tones to each other, with Arnaud gesturing to Merle passionately. The lawyer’s voice rose as he got shakes of the head from the mayor. Suddenly Arnaud stood and leaned against the desk to get closer to the stony-faced mayor. Merle was impressed but wondered if this was for her benefit alone. The mayor didn’t seem to care. He sat back and crossed his arms.

      After ten minutes of this, Arnaud returned to his chair and was silent. Was this a cue for her to speak? The mayor leaned forward and spoke in low tones.

      Arnaud listened silently, his eyes narrowed. When the mayor finished Arnaud jumped to his feet, shouted, and stomped out of the office. Merle looked at M. Redier who finally was beginning to smile. She shook his hand and said goodbye.

      Outside, Arnaud paced back and forth on the sidewalk, flinging his arms around, talking to himself. Merle waited in a spot of shade by a rose bush that grew out of an impossibly small square of earth by a downspout. Eventually Arnaud ran out of steam and looked at her. “Pauvre con! If he thinks that is common behavior — ” He threw his hands up, disgusted.

      “What did he say?”

      “Stupid peasant. He thinks you should pay him to evict your squatter!”

      Merle thought about that. “How much?”

      Arnaud’s face was red. He stuck his neck out. “You will not pay him! It is your house, legally. And that means he is your mayor. The gendarme is your gendarme. What have you been paying taxes for all these years?”

      “My husband, you mean.”

      “You, your husband — it is your money already paying their salaries. It is bribery, plain and simple. And there are principles at stake. You will not pay him one centime, Madame. Not one franc!” He held up one finger.

      “Not one Euro?” she said, smiling.

      He waved his hands again. “If he thinks I am so low, so ineffective as to have to bribe village mayors, he does not know who I am — Vous ne savez pas qui je sais, monsieur!”

      People looked at him curiously, waving and mumbling to himself, this well-dressed man so obviously from out of town. But they looked at her the same way, with bright-eyed curiosity and whispering. It was a small village; they had probably all heard about the dispute over the house. She smiled at a few old women who looked stunned and scurried away. Across the street she saw a man staring openly at them. As Arnaud calmed down, the man, an elderly fellow in a blue jumpsuit and black beret, came toward them.

      “Monsieur Rancard, bonjour encore!”

      The attorney looked up, still frowning. He gave the old man a nod. “Pére Albert.” The old man looked at Merle expectantly. “Oh, yes, this is one of your neighbors. Father Albert from across the alley.”

      The old man had a round face and a double chin, with black eyes and a near-constant smile. He asked her to call him Albert as he was no longer a priest. She smiled at his jowly, pleasant face. After all she had heard about French formality these two men didn’t fit that mold.

      “How did it go with the mayor?” he said in heavily-accented English.

      “Not well, I take it,” Merle said. “You speak English.”

      “He is a buffoon, this mayor,” Arnaud grumbled. He shot Merle a look as if to say, don’t repeat that. “Are elections due soon?” He laughed nervously.

      “I’m afraid he was reelected in the autumn,” Albert said. “And you know the gendarme too? His nephew?”

      Arnaud burst into another string of expletives. “Conspiracy of dunces! Idiots!” He suddenly looked at his watch and said in a normal voice, “I must go, Madame. I have business in Cahors very soon. You will excuse me?”

      “I’ll speak to you tomorrow?”

      “Mais oui. I will call your hotel in the morning.” He hurried off toward his car. Merle suddenly felt the weight of the trip, all the plans and airplanes and time zones, crash in on her. Without Arnaud the likelihood of getting anything accomplished here seemed hopeless. Maybe even with Arnaud.

      The old man was still at her side. “A coffee, madame?” he said, indicating tables outside a tobacco store, le tabac. A ten-hour nap was what she really wanted but a chat with the old priest might glean some information. Besides, it couldn’t hurt to have friends here, especially English-speaking ones. She sat in a small wooden chair while he went inside to order. He bounced back across the terrace and sat at the round table graced with a dirty ashtray.

      “You have a long trip, madame,” he said, seeing her stifle a yawn.

      “Yes, sorry. A very long day.”

      A young woman brought out two small espressos on saucers with lumps of sugar on the side. She took a long look at Merle then went inside.

      “Does everyone know who I am?” Merle asked.

      The priest shrugged. “It is a small town.”

      “And they’re all related, like the mayor and policeman?”

      “Oh, no,” he laughed. “But they all talk. There is not much else to do.”

      “Have you lived here long?”

      “As a child, yes, then I went away to school, to the church. I only moved back two years ago, when I retired. I live behind your house,” he added.

      “And what do you see going on over at my house?”

      He leaned in, over his coffee. “I only see a little from my upper window. The old woman with the orange hair, she lives on the grounds, inside and in the garden.”

      “Who is she, this Justine LaBelle?”

      “Ah, you know her name. She was living there when I arrived. I see in the village sometimes. Not often.”

      “She’s not friendly?”

      He shook his head. “I do not believe she has friends in the village.”

      “Arnaud told me that she was being protected by a nun, and some of the older people in town.”

      “The nun, yes. She arrives last week. Calls herself Sister Evangeline but she does not dress like a member of an order.”

      “What does she want?”

      “To help Madame LaBelle. Who plainly needs help, poor woman.”

      “Is she unbalanced?”

      Albert sighed. “She is old, and clearly had a difficult life.”

      “What did she do?”

      Another shrug. “I think she has no family. So I am glad that the nun has come to help her because Madame LaBelle seems to accept her. She has given her the key to the gate so she can come and go. She comes bringing the food and the clothing.”

      “Maybe the sister will take her back to the convent.”

      “Peut-être. Maybe.”

      “Do you think this Sister Evangeline will talk to me?”

      “Perhaps. If you can catch her.”

      “Would you help me set up a meeting with her? I would be so grateful, Père Albert.”

      “Just Albert, please.” He drained his cup. “I will try, madame. I will try.”

      A group of young men burst out of the tabac in soccer shirts and baggy pants. They smoked cigarettes; one had a beer bottle. They stopped laughing and stared at Albert and Merle. Albert looked away, ignoring them. A cocky, short-haired one called, “Vous êtes le Merle?”

      The other boys began to crow like roosters and flap their arms like wings. They danced raucously around the table then nearly collapsed in laughter before Albert stood and shouted at them. “Allez! Allez!”

      They ran down the side street laughing. Albert shook his head. “Pardon, madame. Boys.”

      “I’m staying at the Hotel Quimet. Please call if you have any news about the house or Sister Evangeline.”
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        Cher Marie-Emilie,

        What you are telling me in your last letter is — if true — a grievous sin. You must be sure, absolutely positive, before you say anything to anyone in the village. Think of the family — of both families. Your own reputation, at the very least.

        Have you spoken to your husband about this? Please do not be so timid as to hide from him, hide your knowledge, your feelings. This is too important. He must be ashamed. Accept his forgiveness. That is your duty as a wife.

        How I wish I could come to you. Your dear mother, may she rest in peace, would have wanted it so. But things are not easy here either. Jacques and I must be present for the birth of the lambs belonging to the Grand-Duc as well as preparing the fields for spring crops. You are surprised I call M. LeGrand such? His family was stripped of their title centuries ago but to himself he remains the Grand-Duc. He keeps us in many ways.

        So, you see, we all have our troubles. We all struggle to live after the horrible war. Be glad you are married and settled. It will get better. Already I see signs.

        Be brave, my darling niece—

        Josephine.

      

      

      

      She folds the letter and tucks it into her bodice. Be brave, yes, she needs those words. Wiping her tears she ties the scarf around her head and picks up the basket. She will walk to the next town, maybe find something growing along the creek. Anything to leave this village.
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      Arnaud Rancard called before Merle had gotten out of bed the next morning. She woke up at three a.m. then coaxed herself back to sleep on the lumpy mattress.

      “I cannot come to the village today, or even tomorrow, it appears. Too much driving, and now that you are there you should be able to have some success with the locals.”

      “Like who, for instance?”

      “The gendarme, for one. It appears Pére Albert is correct. He is the nephew of the mayor. But he is sworn to uphold the law and the law says that the house is yours. Show him your papers, the registry. And take Albert with you, for the translating. Á bientôt, madame.”

      After a breakfast in the outside terrace with the other guests — croissants, yogurt, orange juice, and coffee — Merle put on her running shoes and a pair of loose pants. She soon found the light sweater too warm and tied it around her waist as she walked through the streets of the village. Exercise, she told herself, and god knew she needed it both mentally and physically. She tried not to think much. That is what walking did for her. She stared at the houses and cobblestones, their jeweled shutters and tidy stoops, the rich golden stone of their walls traced with centuries of war, children, heartache, joy, death, and rain showers. The stones had a thousand stories. She headed through a massive arched gate into the countryside, down a hill to a creek overgrown with wild shrubs. Past a farm, some cows, more vineyards.

      When she returned to Hotel Quimet, a staid, yellow-trimmed building a bit out of character with the medieval village with its greasy brass fixtures and excess bric-a-brac, a message from Albert waited at the front desk.  He had written out his address and told her to come by in the morning if she wanted to try to talk to Sister Evangeline today. He had seen her early, going to the grocery. “Often,” he wrote, “she is gone for most of the afternoon.”

      Not that he is spying on his neighbors, Merle mused as she stuffed her wallet, a bottle of water, and the manila envelope with papers, documents, and photos from the deposit box into her backpack. The plaza was a little busier here this morning with a few farmers selling eggs and jars of preserves even though it wasn’t market day. That, she’d discovered, was Thursday. By then she would have this house secured — or not. She would not be bullied into doing something insensitive to the strange and elderly, orange-haired  Justine LaBelle.
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        * * *

      

      Albert’s house was like many others in the village, an ancient stone  village house among a block of similar townhouses. His front door was wider and a little more ornate than most, with his green shutters pushed open. Over his door an iron scroll held up a fan of clear plastic as an awning. He came to the door, smiling, in what she would find his usual cheerful mood.

      Inside the rooms were small and tidy as befitting a priest, full of books and little pretense, the old paint faded and gray. Before she sat down she told him about Arnaud’s early phone call. Albert promised to talk to the gendarme with her then insisted she sit in the garden for a moment first for coffee and something called quatre quart, a pound cake.

      He said he had rarely seen Justine LaBelle, but with her orange hair and odd dress she was easy to spot. They sat in the morning sun in his small back garden, dominated by a large plum tree and a tomato patch.

      “Odd dress?”

      He grimaced. “I should not say.”

      “She dresses differently than other women? How?”

      “Well, like a younger woman.”

      Scantily, she guessed. Was she hawking her wares on the streets of Malcouziac? That might make her unpopular. “What do you do here, then, Albert? For fun.”

      “I have my plums,” he said, bright eyes looking for the developing fruit. “I will make the eau de vie from them. And the fencing.”

      “Like the musketeers?”

      He laughed. “Nothing so fancy. No feather in the big hat! I teach some local boys, a few girls but mostly boys. At one time I was the fencing, how do you say — teacher?”

      “Coach?”

      “Yes, fencing coach at a boys’ school in the Savoie. It is good skill, very ancient. It teaches quickness in mind and body, to be light on your feet.”

      Merle felt the weight of her legs. Ah, to be light of foot. The bed at her hotel was calling. But this third cup of coffee was keeping her going. She only had four days to get this thing done. She thought about what Annie would say: why not have a real vacation?  She wanted to be in Paris with Tristan and Stasia. Not mucking around here with weird old women. She sighed.

      “We should go see if we can catch the gendarme,” she said, wiping her mouth with the tiny embroidered napkin.

      “But what about Sister Evangeline?”

      “First, the gendarme.”
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        * * *

      

      The village of Malcouziac, with its thick defensive walls and narrow streets, was like a miniature New York, an island barely connected to the outside world where walking was the preferred mode of transportation. There was nowhere to park a car. Either you had a garage or you parked outside the city walls. She liked that. Everything you needed was a seven-minute walk away.

      At one of the arched gates into the city a small bus was loading a line of tourists. Albert explained. “They go to the shrine. Many tourists, and pilgrims, come for miles.”

      “Where is it?”

      Albert turned back in the direction they’d come. He pointed to a rocky cliff across the narrow valley to the east. “There, on top of the rocks. See the chapel?”

      The domed rooftop stuck out from the forest surrounding it. “How do they get up there?”

      “The road goes in that direction.” He pointed north. “Then back again, like a snake. But you can walk up the steps. You can see just the top of them.”

      A flight of steps was carved directly into the stone face of the cliff. Bushes and the tops of trees obscured their lower reaches at least a hundred feet below.

      “They look dangerous. And tiring,” she said.

      “Oh, yes. Take the bus,” he laughed.

      “What is the shrine called? I’ll look it up in my guidebook.”

      “The Shrine of Lucrezia. Not a saint but revered by the faithful. A beautiful little chapel there.” He stopped in front of the building where the mayor officiated. “Here we are. Around the back.”

      The office of the gendarme was small and gray, a post-war addition to the traditional stone hotel de ville in front. Utilitarian would be the kind term. She had hopes that meant the gendarme would be a logical, literal man who would see the justice of her claim.

      A gray counter ran across the room, with two desks behind it. At one desk sat a woman, plump-faced with dyed blond hair. She stood as they entered but stayed behind her desk.

      “Bonjour, Madame Cluzet,” Albert said, pulling off his beret politely. He spoke rapidly. She replied in clipped tones.

      “The gendarme is away,  having his coffee,” Albert explained.

      “Let’s go see him there then,” Merle proposed. Albert held up a hand as the clerk spoke again. “She will call him to return. That is her job.”

      They sat on the hard chairs beside the counter. Albert was quiet, and with the woman obviously listening at her desk, Merle sat silently too. The clock ticked. Forty-five minutes later, the gendarme, who from his expression had forgotten about them completely, stepped in the door.

      Hatless, he wore the dark blue uniform well with his broad chest. He was younger than she expected,  around thirty, tall with thick light brown hair parted carefully on one side, olive skin, and an air of authority that she’d seen on policeman before. Before they were introduced she disliked him. Be nice, she told herself as she shook his hand.

      His name was Jean-Pierre Redier, but Albert called him Monsieur le Gendarme. Redier stepped around the counter and leaned on his elbows, waiting for their pitch. Albert translated.

      “These papers show I have full claim to the property. Here is the original registry from 1949, and the transfer upon death of his parents. Here is the new transfer registry, the certificate of inheritance tax paid. . ..” She pointed out each document that proved her claim. “The woman living in the house has no right to live there. However, I wish to be fair. I do not want to make anyone homeless. So I would like to speak to you, or whoever is the social welfare authority here, about finding a residence for Madame LaBelle.”

      The gendarme listened then shot a look at Madame Cluzet, his lip curled in a half-sneer.

      “You will buy a house for Madame LaBelle, he asks,” Albert said.

      “No. Non,” she said to Redier. “I want to help find her a place to live. There must be some place for the elderly who have no homes.”

      “Not here, he says.”

      “How about in a larger city, Bergerac or Toulouse or Bordeaux?”

      “You would send her away to Toulouse, he says.” Albert frowned at her. “There is the general perception that Toulouse — and Bordeaux — are, um, full of the vices.”

      “Tell him I just want her to have a safe old age somewhere. Besides my house.”

      “This is where she comes from, he says.”

      What the hell did that have to do with anything? She could see why French lawyers got angry. Everything went in circles. “What about my house?”

      “He says, there is another claim on the property, from Madame LaBelle. You can sue her, then the courts will decide who is right.”

      “I don’t want to sue her. I want Monsieur le Gendarme to do his duty. Protect my property rights.”

      “He says you are not a citizen of the Republic so you have no rights here.”

      In dizzying circles, the gendarme wore her down with his glib, nonsensical answers to every parry she made. He could have been a lawyer, she thought, for all his dissembling. He never broke a sweat. Supreme confidence could be very aggravating, especially from someone in uniform. She felt like taking Harry’s old advice and throttling him while he wasn’t expecting it.

      She gathered up her papers, stuffed them into the envelope and backpack, and stepped away from the counter before she lost her temper.

      “Merci beaucoup, Monsieur Redier. We will meet again.” He gave her a little bow as they turned away. “Isn’t there someone else here, like a welfare officer, who can help Madame LaBelle?” Merle asked outside, walking so fast through the square that Albert had to jump a little to keep up. “Is there a state office here?”

      “Just the hotel de ville. Everything goes through the mayor.”

      “How convenient.”

      “You will come to see Sister Evangeline now?” Albert asked, taking her arm at the corner to halt her. “Pardon, Madame.” He was out of breath and red in the face.

      “I’m sorry, Albert. Are you all right?” He was struggling with his breath but nodding. “I’ll get you some water.”

      At the grocery she bought him a bottle of water and made him sit in the shade while they both cooled off. “Are you all right?” she asked him again.

      “Yes. Thank you for the water.”

      “Thank you for the translating. What a jerk that policeman is.”

      Albert smiled weakly. “But he is the gendarme. You must respect that.”

      “I know. I was just angry with the way he never gave me a straight answer. Or the answer I wanted to hear.”

      “I do not think he will help you.”

      Stymied by authority, abandoned by her lawyer: she had to get into that house, make nice with the squatter, and figure out a suitable housing arrangement for her. She’d hoped to get the house cleaned out, at least, and workmen hired to repair the roof, to secure it from the elements. Her lists so dutifully made before she came lay unused.

      Her only hope was Sister Evangeline.

      “It is her custom to leave between noon and one in the afternoon,” Albert said as he stepped up the tall ladder into the arms of his plum tree. They sat in his garden again, this time with his gate to the alley propped open with a large rock. Opposite was the gate to the Strachie house where, with luck, they would intercept Sister Evangeline.

      Merle had gone back to the hotel after the meeting with the gendarme, to take a quick shower and gather some lunch items for the vigil. On the dusty iron table she’d laid out grapes of two colors, red and green, cheese of two kinds: known and unknown, and a sliced baguette. One thing she could get used to, the food of France.

      “I will just check from up here,” Albert called from the plum tree.

      “Be careful,” Merle said, watching him disappear into the leaves. She steadied the ladder. “What do you see?”

      “Plums,” he whispered back. “Wait, someone left the back door. I think the Sister. Wearing a hat, it’s hard to tell. I wouldn’t know Madame LaBelle without her orange hair.”

      Her hair must be an amazing color for everyone to keep commenting on it. “Anything now?”

      “Can’t tell.”

      With a creak the gate to the Strachie garden opened and quickly closed again behind a short woman wearing gray cotton pants, hiking boots, and small-brimmed sun hat. She had a walking stick and a small backpack as if she was ready for a hike. Gray hair, not orange. Merle jumped up.  “Madame! Soeur Evangeline!”

      The woman paused, looking over her shoulder.  “Oui?”

      Albert was halfway down the ladder. She asked the sister to wait. But she had taken a few more steps toward the street.  “Pére Albert, il est ici!” As she hoped the invocation of Father Albert’s name made her stop.

      He appeared with a leaf in his hair, smiling. “Ah, Soeur Evangeline.” He spoke to her quickly, asking for a moment to chat in his garden. He pleaded, it was very important. Five minutes was all she had, she declared.

      Despite the gray hair she was a fit woman, energetic with those well-used hiking boots. Her face was round under the hat, with a sunburned nose and large teeth. She wore no makeup and her hair was cut like a young boy’s, all one length mid-ear. Her chambray shirt was clean but frayed, and the same could be said for her hands and nails.

      Albert sat opposite Evangeline in the shade and offered her food which she declined. He spoke to her with a slight irritation for that. She replied with the same tone.

      “She says Madame LaBelle has no intention of moving out of the house. That it is legally her home from an inheritance.”

      “An inheritance? Who gave it to her?”

      More words flew. “She says a relative years ago, Marie-Emilie Chevalier, who was her mother. C’est vrai, Madame?” he asked the nun again.

      Sister Evangeline shot a look at Merle and mumbled more French.

      “Not her true birth mother, she admits. At first the sister thought it was a blood relation. But Madame LaBelle says she was her spiritual mother, her godmother as you say.”

      “Does she have proof of any of this?”

      “A letter from Madame Chevalier that proves their strong feeling, their close relationship.”

      Letters. “Her name was Strachie. Marie-Emilie was married to my husband’s father. Can we see this letter?”

      The sister disappeared back into her garden and returned, giving Albert strict instructions before she would hand over the letter.

      “She says she has the original in a safe place.” With that the sister turned on her heel, swinging her walking stick.

      “Just a second, Albert.” Merle trotted to the street and looked in the direction the nun had gone. She was a block away, walking purposefully, swinging her stick and taking un-elderly strides. At the far corner she turned right and went through the city gate into the countryside. Merle returned to the garden where Albert was reading the letter.

      “What does it say?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.

      “It appears to be a letter to the convent — I shall read it? ‘There is so much I wish to say to her, so much I wish I could say. Someday I will return and make my feelings known. But for now let her know she will always have a home with me, wherever I am. She will never be without someone looking over her, someone who cares. I have not abandoned her. I never will.’ It’s signed: Marie-Emilie Chevalier.”

      “Can I see it?” He handed her the Xeroxed page. There was no mention of Justine LaBelle. It was meaningless, legally. “Where did this come from?”

      “I assumed from Justine, but now reading it, I wonder. It doesn’t mention her and is addressed to the prioress. The Mother Superior.”

      “Why would Marie-Emilie use her maiden name? She was married before she came to the village,” Merle said. “I have some other letters, ones my husband kept. To Marie-Emilie from someone. They’re in French. Do you think you could take a look at them?”

      “If you wish.”

      She pulled the small packet from the manila envelope in her backpack. “They’re hard to read, they’re so faded.” He took them, peering closely at the old, brittle envelopes. “Take your time. I think I’ll knock on her garden door.”

      They stood in the alley. Merle was determined to speak for herself this time, woman to woman. She rapped on the solid wood with peeling blue paint. “Madame LaBelle?”

      No answer. She put her ear to the gate.  “Je m’appelle Merle Bennett. Je suis Americaine.” In French she continued: “I want to help you find a new home.”

      “Allez! Fiche le camp!”

      “S’il vous plait, madame. Can we talk?”

      The first rock sailed over the wall and hit Albert’s wall with a thud. They turned, startled, watched it roll down the alley. The second caused them to duck then dropped onto the mossy alley floor.

      Albert called out, “Madame! Arretez!”

      Merle backed away from the gate. This wasn’t going well, she was thinking, as the third stone hit her square on the forehead. She staggered, stunned.

      “Oooh la la, you bleed, Madame!” Albert cried as two more rocks arced over the wall, one barely missing him. He yelled again at Madame LaBelle to stop then insisted they take cover behind his wall. He made Merle come into the house for examination, where, it was true, she was bleeding a little. The goose egg would be a fascinating addition to her forehead.

      She held ice in a dishcloth to her forehead. Things were going badly. Maybe she should just wait for the lawyer to get back. She closed her eyes and was back at her desk at Legal Aid, filling out a Section 8 form for an illiterate client. It seemed so safe, so orderly, so normal. She opened her eyes. This was the new normal: strange country, strange people, strange laws. For a moment she wished herself back in the dark, rainy suburbs, changing light bulbs.

      Ice water trickled down her nose. On Albert’s dark wood table was an open bottle of wine, a bouquet of pink wildflowers in a cracked crystal vase, a small dish of black olives. The sun shone through his lace curtain at the front of the house, landing on a purple orchid. On the breeze, the smell of lavender.

      The odor of France went into her brain. Was she crazy? Did it take a hard knock to the skull to make her wake up? Did she want to be back in the shadows of Connecticut, or in a windowless cubicle in Manhattan? Here she had sunshine, fresh fruit, warmth.

      This is France, stupid. Here, now.

      When Albert stepped into the room with his first aid kit she stood up. “I’ll go lie down at my hotel.”

      “I have medicines, no?” Albert’s face creased with concern. “Perhaps we should tell the gendarme that she is dangerous?”

      “He doesn’t care, Albert.”

      “They like to know, these gendarmes,” he said. “Leave it to me.”
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      Stefan whispers, “Leave it to me.”

      How has it come to this — hiding, whispering, touching, like some common peasant who doesn’t know the meaning of time, of commitment, of consequence. Marie-Emilie doesn’t know, doesn’t want to know. He brings her food, for her mind and her body, that is all she knows.

      Maybe she is careless now that Weston has gone. Maybe she doesn’t care what her husband feels or thinks, what any of them thinks. The village turned its back on her and it isn’t in her to fight any more. Yes, she is careless. She knows it is wrong, this thing, whatever it is, with Stefan. But there it is and she can’t fight it. He is her friend, her only friend. When she so needs a friend.

      “Leave it to me and all will be well.” He kisses her hand, like a gentleman, looking into her eyes. That is as far as she lets him go; she is no whore. She has felt his lips on hers, just once. She closes the door and watches him run with his long legs and floppy blond hair, around the corner. A Dutchman by birth, he moved here as a boy. Who would think, a Dutchman?

      On the table are the books. This is how it began, at church, over a discussion of a book. She had not read the one he mentioned although she was quick to tell him she could read, that she had passed all her tests. He didn’t make her feel stupid; he listened. This book is just a story, nothing particular, about a young man in the first war who meets a woman, fights and kills, then comes back to her. She knows the type, she had read them. Fantasies of what war meant, as if every man came back to love again, as if nothing had changed. As if hearts didn’t need to be mended, as if men were not shattered and children starved, as if the land hadn’t gone to rot.

      That Stefan had liked the story was what mattered. That he had given her the book mattered.

      Weston has been gone for months. She hasn’t heard from him.  She is glad. Things have been very bad in town. No one will sell her even an egg at market, not a potato. She rides a farmer’s cart to outlying villages where no one knows her and spends what little money she earns helping at harvest and at planting. The farmers use her then, they have no choice. Men with strong backs are scarce, women too. She was the youngest woman bent over the grapevines last fall, the youngest to plant seeds in rows this spring.

      For the first weeks he was gone she worried, keeping the house the way he liked it, making sure she looked decent. He might come home unexpectedly, just waltz in the way he’d done. But when he doesn’t write or return, something changes in her. She feels loose from him, as if a terrible burden has been lifted. As if he had died in the war and she was a widow who was destitute but could go on without worry now. She crossed herself and begged forgiveness for her evil thoughts.

      But he is dead to her. Now she could see he used her, for this house, his carnal ways, whatever he wanted. He no longer cares for her, if ever he had. From the moment Stefan walked her home from church and she told him her name was Marie-Emilie Chevalier, she was free. Her mother’s name, the good knight, the avenger of sins.

      Now to right the wrongs. She has no illusions about changing the villagers’ minds. They will always hate her for Weston. Doors will always slam. Children will be sent indoors to avoid contamination. It doesn’t matter. She has a plan and Stefan, who has a bicycle and a job at the boulangerie, will help her.

      She walks out into the garden and feels the sun heal her spirit. She will not live like this forever, hungry and alone. Things will change. With all her power she will erase his wrongs from this earth. Then she will be a free woman.
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      As she unlocked the hotel room Merle smelled the air change of someone strange, their sweat. Every dresser drawer was pulled and dumped, the closet thrown, suitcase upended. She stood in the doorway, stunned, grateful she’d taken her wallet, passport, documents with her. There was very little else she cared about. The mattress had been searched, lying at an angle on the frame. She backed out of the room and went to find the manager.

      “A thief, madame? Zut alors.” Guy Framboise was young, a tall man who spoke several languages. Together they walked up the stairs to the second floor rear guest room. “Oh, madame!” The manager apologized, mortified. He insisted she return with him while he called the police.

      As he sat her down in the empty dining room, he noticed the bump on her forehead. “Did he hurt you?”

      Her hand flew to her head. “No. Un petit accident. Could I get some ice for it?”

      In a moment the chef brought out a glass of red wine and a bowl of ice, pausing to listen to the commotion in the lobby as the gendarme arrived.  Monsieur Framboise cleared his throat as he approached. Merle pulled the ice off her face.

      “Monsieur le Gendarme would like you to accompany us back to the room so you can identify any things that may be missing.”

      Jean-Pierre Redier, the gendarme, seemed a lot friendlier to the hotel manager than he had this morning, although his manner was still a mixture of arrogance, laziness, and too much wine with lunch. The manager translated, so she didn’t have to actually speak to the policeman.

      “He would like you to carefully enter the room,” the manager said, “and see what is missing.”

      As she stepped inside, moving around a mound of underpants in their perpetually frayed state, she vowed to buy French lingerie for the next viewing. All the undies were unfortunately accounted for, as well as the stretched-out bras.

      “He asks if you left your passport in the room,” Framboise called from the hall.

      “No, I had everything with me. In here.” She patted her backpack. She pointed to a pile of clothes. “Can I fold these?”

      She picked up her slacks and t-shirts, folding them onto the top of the dresser. She looked around, poked her head inside the lavatory. “My watch is missing. I left it in the bathroom.” Not like her to forget her watch but she’d had that quick shower. “And a pair of gold earrings worth about fifty dollars American.”

      “How much is the watch?” Framboise asked.

      Harry had given it to her years ago.  Time has run out, King Harold. A birthday, or something. Had they even celebrated her birthday together last year? No, she’d gone into the city and had dinner with her sisters.

      “Maybe five-hundred dollars. It had a few little diamonds on it.”

      The room seemed even smaller with the mess. The thief had ignored a pair of earrings worth more and amazingly had left a packet of traveler’s checks she’d stuck in the desk drawer.  The manager sighed dramatically.

      Redier shrugged. The thief had been careless, that was all. Or maybe disturbed before finishing. He turned his dark gaze on her. “Qu’est-ce que c’est?” What is that, he asked, pointing to his own forehead.

      “Rien,” she said. Nothing. He asked her something else and she waited for the manager’s translation.

      “He asks if that is from Madame LaBelle’s garden.”

      Albert wasted no time calling him about crazy Justine. “Oui. Un pierre à la tête.” A stone to the head. She mimed an overhand toss.

      “He says, are you going to press charges against her.”

      “No. Non. C’est okay.”

      Redier looked at her for a long, silent minute. He was just creepy, she decided, giving him an equal stare. He left with the manager to question the housekeeping staff. Merle straightened the mattress back on the bed and lay down. The smell of the room’s violation made her uneasy, and her head hurt from the rock. She got up to find her aspirin, scattered on the cracked tile of the bathroom floor. She picked up two, blew them off, and washed them down with water.

      Just a quick nap.
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      At five in the morning the birdsong woke her. She’d slept through dinner and somewhere around midnight managed to get under the covers. Behind the hotel the sun hadn’t yet risen over the chateau on the hill. She put on running shorts and shoes, pulled back her hair. In the bathroom she examined the bump over her eye: purple but not too terrible, she dabbed a little makeup on it and went downstairs. In the kitchen the chef slumped sleepily over a cup of coffee. Now that they were friends he waved her on to help herself. She drank a glass of orange juice then walked outside.

      The cobblestone streets were silent. A rooster crowed somewhere on the edge of town. Yesterday had been a disaster. Maybe she had been too aggressive with Justine. And not enough with the gendarme. Step back, make some new calculations. Turning right she decided to make a pass by the house in case someone was up early. Albert said Evangeline often went out first thing in the morning, possibly to church.

      A block away from Rue de Poitiers Merle saw them. Orange hair, short skirt, and baggy pants, hiking boots. Evangeline and Justine walked arm-in-arm out the alley onto the street. Merle jumped into a doorway. Where to hide? She crouched into a ball behind a large flowerpot, tucking her head down. Their shoes squeaked against the cobbles as they passed, quickly, silently.

      When they were well past Merle peeked out. Hiding behind a flower pot, really. Why hadn’t she just spoken to them? If she could just talk to Justine, get her to understand she meant no harm. But she needed a new strategy, something to break down the defenses, get them to listen. Hopefully the old woman wasn’t armed with rocks today.

      They turned at the city gate as Evangeline had done yesterday, so they weren’t going to church. The medieval cathedral was in the other direction, in the middle of the village. At the corner Merle peered around the stone wall of a house.

      The bus to the shrine, squat and blue, stood idling in the parking lot, loading passengers. As Merle hugged herself in the morning chill, tourists materialized on the streets, each holding a sprig of green leaves. Was it some sort of ritual? She’d forgotten to read up on the site. The old women smiled politely as they passed. Old men ogled her bare legs. Groups of middle-aged women huddled together, talking, laughing quietly, all clutching the branches as they passed under the gate and boarded the bus.

      She’d lost sight of the two women. Had they gotten on the bus? She waited until the bus started moving, turning laboriously in the parking lot. As it pulled out onto the deserted road Merle walked to the gate. Justine and Evangeline were nowhere to be seen.

      The sun popped up over the eastern hillside, sending a beam of light directly on the Shrine of Lucrezia on the cliff above. It was beautiful in this light. No wonder the faithful wanted to see it at dawn. The steps in the rock were also illuminated.

      “It’s a sign,” she muttered, jogging down the path toward the creek at the bottom of the cliff.

      Tall grass, a cloud of gnats, and a riffle of fog made the going tough until she came into a small grove of trees. Under them she could see the path, worn in the leaves and pine needles, leading to the cliff and the stairs. She paused at the bottom of the limestone wall and looked up. The treads were worn, slick with dew. No railing — and quite a lot of steps.

      The things I do for you, Harry Strachie.

      No, make that Tristan Strachie. She was doing it for the future, Tristan’s future, not for anyone’s memory.

      It was a whole new world. The past was done.

      When Merle reached the top of the stairs, out of breath, legs screaming, the bus was already parked in the gravel lot behind the building. She let herself look down finally, now that she was safe. The view was dizzying. The village looked toy-like from here, the morning sun glancing off its honey walls.

      The Shrine of Lucrezia was a classical building with block walls and a carved portico and columns. It was small and windowless like a crypt. People were lined up outside waiting their turn to enter. Merle watched from behind a pine tree. A car pulled into the lot, then another. More faithful emerged, clutching sprigs, milling with the others. The crowd grew outside the Shrine, quiet and reverential. Mostly women, the crowd increased when another bus arrived, this one full of nuns in long brown habits, complete with blinding white wimples.

      Tearing a small branch from a tree to simulate their devotional sprigs she walked around the buses to emerge from the parking lot. As one person left the shrine another was admitted. Merle skirted the edge of the crowd, looking for Justine.

      There she was, her orange hair glowing, third in line to enter the shrine. She was tall in platform shoes. There were three other orange-haired women, all short. In front of her was Sister Evangeline. A woman in a red crocheted hat opened the door to the shrine and walked to her right, away from the crowd. To intercept Justine Merle would have to be on the other side of the crowd.

      Back around the bus she bumped into a middle-aged man with a bad toupee climbing down its steps. “Pardon,” he said with a British accent.  Merle picked up the sprig she’d dropped and went around the other end of the bus. Evangeline was leaving the shrine in her uniform of gray pants and hiking shirt.

      Justine disappeared into the shrine only to burst out again almost immediately. Jerking slightly she held the door for the next woman, then stepped away and stopped, her head down. Merle moved closer.

      “Justine? Madame LaBelle?” She asked softly if they could talk.

      The old woman’s head jerked up. Her eyes were unfocused. She seemed older today, more fragile. Up close Merle could see the lines of age on her face, the heavy eye makeup that gave her a clown-like appearance, especially with the orange hair that stuck out in all directions.

      Merle tried to catch her eye. She smiled, trying to look friendly, and told her that she was the American, that she meant no harm. That she wanted to help. Justine’s eyes grew wide.

      “Vous!” You!

      Her shrieks attracted the attention of the crowd. Merle put her hands up and backed away. Another blunder. The woman was not sane. Sister Evangeline trotted to Justine’s side and joined in the harangue. Several of the nuns walked over and tried to ask Merle — well, something, but she could only shrug and say, “Je ne parle pas Francais.” She thought she spoke French, but not like this, thank you very much. “Pardon, pardon, je suis desolé,” she apologized as she backed away.

      Evangeline put her arm around Justine’s narrow shoulders. The old woman wore what looked like a dress from the ‘50s, yellow and tight against her bony chest and short enough to expose her sagging knees, bare of stockings. Albert’s version of odd dress. A habited nun approached Justine, stroking her narrow shoulder as she began to cry. Poor, crazy old woman. How could she expect anyone to help her evict the woman?
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        * * *

      

      At lunch in the hotel dining room, Merle sipped a glass of white wine between courses and read about the Shrine. Lucrezia was an Italian nun in the Renaissance era. She suffered at the hands of local authorities who believed she practiced witchcraft. She was banished to France where her following grew. She established a convent and set up her own order of nuns.

      The pamphlet described the inside of the shrine as “damp.” Today, June 19, was the day she was buried, a traditional time for the faithful to honor her.

      Monsieur Rancard had been out of the office when she called earlier, but would return her call later from the road. He was in Cahors again, his secretary said. The waiter brought her main course, chicken with a light sauce. As she looked up to thank him she saw the gendarme in the lobby. He was starting to get on her nerves: always present, never helpful.

      The food was heavenly, sweet and tender. She finished her main course and sipped her wine. Then, in front of her table stood the manager and the gendarme. “Madame, pardon,” Framboise stammered. He tipped his head toward the door. “If you please come?”

      Redier had his usual insolent look on. She wiped her mouth and followed them into the manager’s small office.

      “Have you found my watch?” she asked.

      Framboise blinked nervously, listening to the gendarme. “There has been an accident. Madame LaBelle,” he whispered. The gendarme growled some more. “She fell from the Shrine, down the cliff. She is dead.”

      “What?” Rancard’s prediction that she would have to battle Justine’s descendants for the house was looking prescient. Merle frowned. “I’m sorry.”

      “He wants to know your whereabouts early today. This morning.”

      “Well, I saw her. I got up early. Jet lag.” Framboise translated. “I went out to go for a walk about six and saw Sister Evangeline and Justine get on the bus to the Shrine, so I walked up the steps. I wanted to talk to Madame LaBelle about the house.”

      “The house?” Framboise asked.

      “The one that is legally mine,” Merle said. “The gendarme knows which one.” Perhaps she shouldn’t be quite so forceful, she thought, watching the gendarme’s face. Getting the drift, finally. She could almost hear his thoughts: Greedy American tries to steal house from the poor, lonely Frenchwoman, by hook or by crook.  “I tried to speak to Madame LaBelle yesterday. As you know. I thought with the crowd there I would have a better chance. I wanted to tell her I meant her no harm, that I would try to help her.”

      “And did you speak to her?”

      “Very briefly.”

      The gendarme waved her to stand. Framboise said, “You must go with him and make a statement.”

      She examined the cold, black eyes of the gendarme. The embodiment of authority. He, who smelled like cigarettes and garlic. Albert’s words: Must show respect. She stood up. “With pleasure.”
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        * * *

      

      The small gray interview room in the small gray gendarmerie still had a photograph of Charles de Gaulle on the wall. There was a tiny window at chin-height that dropped a square of sunshine on the wooden table. The gendarme and a new man, someone she understood was from out of town, sat firing questions at her. So far she’d managed to say, “Je ne parle pas francais,” at least a dozen times.

      “I want a translator, um — pour parler les mots entré anglais et francais.” How did two tribes ever communicate?

      The out-of-town officer, introduced as Capitan Montrose, barked at Redier. They both left the room, locking her in, cigarette-free when she really wanted one. She had brought one pack of Slims with her and vowed to stop when they were gone. So far she’d only smoked one, out the window of the hotel after returning from the shrine.

      Cigarettes. The telltale sign of nerves. It was only a statement. She had spoken to the deceased. She was accustomed to working with cops in Harlem, they didn’t intimidate her. So what were these nerves?

      Having your attorney present during questioning was possibly not a right in France, but she wanted one. It was the language barrier.  Capitan Montrose returned and sat down, his notepad on his knee. He was one of those indeterminate-age Europeans, somewhere between thirty and fifty, a bit jowly, hair still dark but a few strands of gray over his temples. His head was flat on the sides, his mouth small. Thick eyebrows looked crayoned onto his face. His skin was office-work pale and he wore a rumpled gray suit with an ill-fitting shirt.

      Expressionless, he offered her a cigarette.  Brown Gauloise, strong and bitter: after one puff she put it out. Redier returned, ushering in an older woman with a patrician air and blond hair she fashioned after Catherine Deneuve.  The Capitan offered his chair.

      “My name is Jacqueline Armansett. I am the head teacher at the school. These men — the inspector — have asked for my services in translating your statement.”

      Merle smiled at her, hoping for some sisterly bond but feeling only a chill.

      “The inspector asks for you to take him through all of your meetings with Madame LaBelle.”

      “Today?”

      “All.”

      Merle began with the death of Harry and the inheritance of the house. She told of hearing about the squatter and her own work helping the homeless find shelter. Of coming to France and trying to speak to Madame LaBelle with her lawyer, and through the garden gate. She pointed out the bruise on her forehead.

      “He says, do you have a witness to the rock-throwing?”

      “Albert Tailliard. He lives across the alley.”

      Merle repeated what had happened that morning, taking care not to gloss over witnesses, people who saw her come and go. She mentioned the man getting off the bus. The nuns in their robes, Sister Evangeline.

      “Have you spoken to Sister Evangeline?” Merle asked them.

      “Who is this please?”

      “According to Albert she showed up last week to help Madame LaBelle with the legal battle over the house.”

      “Legal battle?”

      “Madame LaBelle thinks — thought — that she owned the house. My documents show that my late husband owned it, for fifty years. I inherited it when he died.”

      “How did your husband die, Madame Bennett?”

      “A heart attack.” They stared at her through the smoke. “Oh, come on.” Merle rolled her eyes. Now she was a serial killer? “I had nothing to do with my husband’s death, nor with the death of Madame LaBelle. I walked down the road from the Shrine. Several people saw me as they drove up.”

      “Can you give us names or descriptions?”

      “A white van. I didn’t see the driver, I was too busy jumping behind a tree to avoid being killed. A green — one of those little cars. A woman was driving.” That should narrow things down. “I had a croissant and a coffee at the patisserie about eight o’clock. I bought a paper at the tabac, the International Herald Tribune. The agriculture strike is on the front page. I went back to my room and straightened it up. Monsieur le Gendarme can confirm that it was broken into yesterday and several things were stolen.”

      The gendarme spoke to the captain. “What are they saying?” Merle asked the teacher.

      “He says you reported a burglary.” The teacher listened to the captain. “What does your watch look like?”

      “A gold link band, small with a pearl face with four tiny diamond chips. A Tag Heuer, old, scratched.”

      The captain spoke to Redier who left the room. In a moment he was back with a small plastic bag with black writing on it. Inside was her watch.

      Merle pushed the plastic down around the face of the watch; the scratch on the crystal, just as it’d been for years. “Where did you find it?”

      The teacher blinked.  “On the arm of the dead woman.”
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        * * *

      

      Arnaud Rancard roared into town in late afternoon, just as Jacqueline Armansett tired of the translation game and said she had her own work to do. Merle had told and retold the details of her meetings with Madame LaBelle to the point she had nothing left to say. Capitan Montrose seemed to be satisfied, although the connection between her watch and the arm of Justine LaBelle was troubling. Redier seemed to think this constituted a smoking gun. His reasoning was classic: Since the American wanted the house she had to eliminate the squatter. Americans take what they want by force. Americans bribe people with expensive watches. Montrose, clearly the brains and her new best friend, shook his head at each of his proclamations.

      Arnaud had called the hotel for Merle and received the news she had been arrested, true enough to get him to race his Benz over the roads to Malcouziac. Merle heard him shouting at Redier outside the interview room. The calmer voice of Montrose intruded and finally Arnaud was allowed to see her.

      He kissed her on both cheeks. His color was high, and he spit out his words. “What the hell is going on in this little ville? They are crazy, all of them! I wouldn’t be surprised if the mayor was behind all this, that idiot!”

      Merle felt confused, and a little frightened by what was going on, but she didn’t need to get as riled up as Rancard. Stay calm. “What are they going to do with me? Have they told you?”

      “It is all a terrible mistake. I will call the Embassy for you. There is an American consul in Nice.”

      “What can they do?” Nice was far away.

      “Make sure your rights are not violated by these peasants.” He gestured wildly then sighed. “I will help you too, Madame. Whatever I can do, although of course I am not a criminal lawyer. Capitan Montrose, he is from Bergerac, from the courts. He will take over the investigation. In France we do not let the crazy gendarmes do investigation. They are too close to the population.”

      “He seems reasonable,” she said.

      “The Capitan will do you well.” He stood up suddenly. “I must talk to him.”

      “Am I being charged with something?”

      “Not yet. Do you have with you all the documents about the house?”

      “In my backpack. They have it out there.”

      She thought of Tristan in Paris again. His father dead and his mother in the Bastille. Merle hadn’t spoken to any of them since she left the U.S. Now she would have to call. She didn’t want Stasia to come, to get excited about all this. They didn’t need an international incident.

      She put her head down on the table and felt the sun from the tiny window on her neck as if saying: See— France can be gentle and lovely.

      No need to go back to the ‘burbs. No need to go home at all.
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      Merle sat on the tumbledown wall looking out over the vineyards. A bird flew to one of the stakes, perched there, singing. It made her forget about her headache for a moment. High on the tops of the hills, where the old forest still grew tall, wind tugged at the treetops. The sky was so blue it made her eyes hurt.

      Harry never wanted to go to France. He lived for work. He would have missed out on great opportunities to make money, his most compelling desire. That single-mindedness defined him. She saw now, in a flash, that he could never have cared as much for her as he did about his money. Maybe he loved Courtney. Maybe he was incapable of that sort of love.

      He did love Tristan. They had him in common. She would see her son tomorrow, either here or in Paris. Arnaud had been arguing her case relentlessly for the last twenty-four hours. For an estate lawyer he did like to argue. She smiled, thinking of him waving his arms in front of the stony-faced inspector. They would smoke Gauloises and decide her fate.

      They had kept her overnight at the tiny gendarmerie, giving her a cot with fresh sheets and a cold dinner of chicken and salad and a glass of wine. She hadn’t slept well. The wine took the edge off her tension but she woke again at midnight, smelling their cigarettes outside the room. They talked on and on. The French have a great capacity for debate.

      Early this morning she was served coffee and a croissant. An hour later, the inspector released her. Arnaud Rancard was not there. The inspector told her slowly: do not leave the village. Absolument, he said gravely. Then handed her a note.

      ‘Meet me at the house at 11:00. A.R.’

      Now, on the wall, Merle checked her watch but it wasn’t there. She had left the hotel at ten, after a shower and change of clothes. Who had ransacked her room? How had her watch gotten on the arm of Justine LaBelle?

      Strange that they didn’t even know who Sister Evangeline was. She must have been at the Shrine when it happened. Maybe she was even the guilty party, although Merle didn’t think so. A nun? Well, was she really a nun? Either way she didn’t come off as an evil person. Could someone have merely frightened Justine by the edge of the cliff, causing her to lose her balance?

      Merle checked her backpack again. Everything she owned of importance was in there, except her passport. They had confiscated it. She had tried to call the American Embassy this morning about it, but hadn’t gotten through. She’d catalogued the contents of her backpack in a notebook. The documents about the house were there, the photographs, the mementos from the deposit box. They had rifled through it all then put it back except for the passport.

      The stones of the wall were uncomfortable. She stood up and stared at the house. So silent, closed, absent. Was Sister Evangeline inside? What life had gone on there? She closed her eyes and imagined all the shutters painted —  Sky blue? Grass green? Apple red? — and open to the breeze. The glass washed, the air changed. It would be a revival, a resurrection. Would anyone ever do it?

      She hadn’t called Stasia yet. One more day and she might have some answers. Let it ride, Harry would say. Commit yourself, then let it ride. All you have to do is hang on.

      Could it be the ride of my life, thanks to you, Harry Strachie?

      He was dead, gone, buried. But he remained a force, a consciousness, a way to look at life. Not her way, but she had learned from him. To trust her instincts, to not be so rigid, to play the occasional hunch. She couldn’t deny the years they’d had. As much as she wanted to erase them from memory.

      What would he say now — what the hell do you want that old wreck of a house for? She sighed. He didn’t care about houses, but he thought she did. Was he wrong?

      The tires of the Benz squealed on the cobblestones as it turned the corner and came to a stop in front of the house. Arnaud wore the same clothes as yesterday, except for a clean shirt. He looked tired but immaculate, as always.

      He kissed her on both cheeks. “How did they treat you? Okay?”

      “I’m fine. How did you get them to release me?”

      The old woman from across the street (Arnaud said her name was Madame Suchet) appeared on her stoop with her broom. She wore a scarf and high heels, watching and listening as she took tiny strokes with her broom.

      “Through logic, of course,” Arnaud said as he opened his trunk. “Why would you, an American, come over here and murder an old woman? You are a lawyer yourself, one who helps poor people find housing in the United States. An officer of the court, a good citizen, an exceptional citizen. Not a greedy person but one who works for the state just like he does. Several times you spoke about wanting to find housing for Madame LaBelle. That is not someone who has villainy in their heart.”

      He pulled a pair of long-handled bolt cutters out of his trunk. “And now, the house is yours.”

      “Wait,” Merle said as he walked to the door and wedged the tool through the crack in the shutters.  “Have you discussed this with the inspector?”

      “Oh, yes. It makes the most sense of any alternative. He wants you to stay in the village, yes? Then return the house to you. And so — ” He positioned the cutters around the padlock and with a grunt pulled them together. A second try, with a grimace on his close-shaven face, and a clunk as the lock fell to the doorstep. Madame Suchet dropped her broom and disappeared into her house, presumably to call the gendarme. “Voila!”

      “Did the inspector look at the papers?”

      “Oh, yes, he looks over them all, and agrees that the house belongs to you. You pay the taxes all these years. That is evidence. The taxes are accepted because the state recognizes you — your husband — as the owner of the house. The inspector speaks to the mayor who has nothing to say. There is no argument, unless you are an insane gendarme who has your head up your arse.”

      He set down the bolt cutters and pulled on the door shutters. The rusty hinges creaked. The left one refused to move. The open one revealed the front door with its multi-paned window and pretty, carved wood with faint traces of blue paint.

      “And now, madame?” Arnaud said. “Your French home.”

      Merle stared at the door. “You have a key?”

      “You did not bring it?”

      She unzipped her backpack and found the big skeleton key loosely taped to the letterhead .

      “This is not for the door, madame.” He handed it back. “One moment.” He went back to his trunk, throwing in the bolt cutters and returning with a small tool kit. “We will change the locks anyway.” He stuck a small screwdriver into the lock, twisted it around, and gave the door his shoulder. On the third push Merle could see it was about to go and offered her own shoulder. They tumbled into the dark, moldy room.

      Arnaud paused to brush his shirt clean as he looked around the room. Merle stood blinking, letting her eyes adjust. The front room was large, with a head-high mantel over a blackened fireplace complete with iron tools and a large pot. The air was dank and foul. A large table with thick legs, scarred with knife wounds, dominated the room.

      The lawyer ran a fingertip across the windowsill on the side wall. “Not much of a housekeeper, was she?”

      Merle took small breaths through her mouth. “Have the police been here?”

      “Yesterday. There was so little, the inspector said, he wasn’t sure she even lived here.”

      “So it’s all right to move in? It seems — disrespectful.”

      “He took her things, what little there was. Some clothes, some food.”

      “What about Sister Evangeline?”

      “She was renting a room over the bistro. But now she has gone, I hear. Her self-proclaimed duty was to help Madame LaBelle. When the woman died, her responsibilities ended. So she told the owner of the bistro.”

      Arnaud disappeared into another room. Merle walked to the side of the large room, near a side window. There were stains on the wooden ceiling as if water had come through the roof. Spider webs and dust everywhere. The smell of mouse droppings and mildew. A staircase rose from the far corner into the dark. She looked up the stairs and saw a door at the top was closed.

      “Mon Dieu, quel boue.”

      Arnaud stood in the back room holding his nose, staring at burlap sacks of grain piled in the corner. Corners of them had been gnawed by rodents, with corn and wheat spilling onto the floor. The smell of rot hung thickly. The floor in this room was different, stone versus the dark-stained wood of the front. Arnaud opened the back door, letting in fresh air.

      She stepped back into the parlor. On either side of the room sat a moth-eaten armchair and a tall, battered cabinet nearly six feet wide. Dozens of jars of ancient preserves in shades of gray, covered with dust, on the open shelves. She kicked the chair. Squeaks of vermin confirmed her fears.

      “Merle! Come quick!”

      Arnaud stood outside the back door in a flower garden bursting with blossoms. Lavender grew in a fragrant hedge, its purple spikes held over the gray leaves. Delphiniums, daisies, hollyhocks grew six feet high, blue, pink, white. On one wall red climbing roses, next to a framed grapevine with tiny grapes hanging in clusters. Arnaud pointed to the house. A pear tree had been trained onto a metal frame, flat against the stone house. Miniature green pears hung from the branches.

      “And more, look,” Arnaud said. On the other sidewall, lavender wisteria had been trained to grow along the top. By the back gate, clematis bloomed white and purple in intertwining vines, covering the arch. A small stone building with a mossy tile roof was covered with a red clematis and pots of geraniums stood on either side of its door.

      The garden was bursting with flowers. Under an acacia tree in a corner was a hammock. There was a graveled seating area, with two iron chairs and a small table. On the table was a potted yellow marigold.

      “Wow,” Merle said. “Wow.”

      “This jardin — it is like the Luxembourg  Gardens!” Arnaud said, spinning to see it all. “These grapes will give you wine. Your own French wine, madame. Not much, maybe one glass, but your very own.”

      Merle looked around, seeing the old woman’s work. “But — it’s her garden. Justine’s.”

      “She was only the gardener.”

      Some of the rose bushes were ancient, and the trunk of the grapevine was as big as her arm.  He was putting on his jacket. “I’m sorry, madame. I must drive to Cahors again. The widow with too many children awaits me.”

      “You’ll be back?”

      “My work is done here. Ah, the name of the criminal lawyer.” He pulled a slip of paper from his inside pocket. “Antoine Lalouche, in Bordeaux. Excellent man. Give him a call.” He passed her the paper with his phone number on it. “It has been my pleasure, madame.”

      “I can’t thank you enough. You — you saved me, not to mention my — my house.”

      He gave her a little bow. “That is what I wanted to hear — my house. Congratulations. A lovely one it is.”

      Then he covered his nose from the stench as he walked through the house. She felt her heart sink. Would the Inspector make a case against her? Is that why Arnaud had given her the name of a criminal lawyer?

      From her doorway, Madame Suchet watched, arms across her ample chest, a frown on her face. After Rancard drove away Merle swallowed hard and walked across the street toward her. As she approached the old woman stepped inside and shut her door with a definitive thud.

      “And a bonjour to you too,” Merle muttered, turning back to the house. Inside the front room she attempted to open some windows, hitting the sashes with the heel of her hand. Two complied, revealing generations of moths. She unlocked the shutters, sweeping  the moths outside. She sneezed, and sneezed again.

      A utilitarian space, both sitting and dining, basic, utilitarian. For a moment she thought she dreamed it, the sunlight streaming through the dust motes, the footprints across the dusty floor, the rough beams of the ceiling strung with spider webs. On the mantel was a small vase, white china painted with a delicate but unremarkable blue design. It was a cheap thing, yet it had somehow survived.

      Nothing but dead flies inside. Maybe it was Harry’s mother’s, a relic from her French life. Marie-Emilie had dumped the last flower out with the water, onto the ground, then set it on the mantel to say goodbye.

      She wandered through the ground floor, eyeing the piles of grain sacks with disgust. It was soon apparent to her there was no electricity in the house. Not an outlet or a light fixture. The only water was rainwater caught in a metal cistern sitting on hefty posts ten feet off the ground. Gutters off the roof funneled the water down to it and with a pull on a chain it flowed into a large washtub on the ground.

      The stone house in the backyard was a latrine, an outhouse complete with rough stone stool topped with a porcelain ring. A rank odor and a multitude of dead insects as well as their buzzing descendants filled the small, dirt-floored space. A small, filthy window at eye level provided light. Merle hurried out into the garden, gulping air.

      Summoning her courage, she mounted the stairs. The door at the top was stuck. She pulled on it until the doorknob fell off in her hand. Behind the door she could hear cooing and the occasional flutter of wings. A regular covey of pigeons, it sounded like. Back downstairs she pulled out her notebook and began making a list.
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        TO DO — Les choses à faire

        Install new locks.

        Drag furniture outside and wash.

        Drag grain sacks outside.

        Patch glass in windows as necessary.

        Wash walls and ceilings.

        Sweep & wash floors.

        Clean chimney/fireplaces.

        Fix shutters, paint.

        Find roofer.

        Arrange electrical hookup.

        Ditto water service.

        Find electrician.

        Find plumber.

        Take trash, chair (upstairs junk?) to — dump?

        Paint walls.

        Replace floorboards.

        Wash windows.

        Buy beds/furniture.

        Plan bathroom.

        Call Stasia in Paris.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jean-Pierre Redier watched her leave the hardware store with a slip of paper in her hand. The American looked in both directions, gave the policeman a look as if to thumb her nose at the French state, then walked south. He flicked his cigarette into the gutter and followed her.

      At the corner she consulted her paper then entered a building he knew to be Andre Saintson’s, the locksmith. Andre was an old man who kept a messy shop but he was the only man in town to change a lock. Jean-Pierre waited, smoking another cigarette in the doorway to the bistro where he sometimes drank after work. This block of Malcouziac had defied all efforts by foreigners to modernize it. Three townhouses were vacant. One had been broken into and vandalized repeatedly over the years, at least since his own youth. It was a party venue for the delinquents in town. Sometimes he had to walk one home after a night of drinking, but who could blame them? There was nothing to do in this little town.

      This foreigner, this American, had created a problem however. She was not to be tolerated, according to his uncle. So Jean-Pierre had the boring job of following the silly woman around and finding something else to hold her on because apparently murder wasn’t enough. French law was adaptable. A person, especially a foreigner, could be held without charges for weeks if necessary. And according to some plan his uncle had yet to inform him of, it was necessary to get the American out of the way.

      The problem was the inspector. Capitan Montrose was of the old school, a methodical and rational man who wasn’t likely to look kindly on any sort of covert action like throwing the woman in jail for littering. The jails, he had already proclaimed, were too full as it was, that was why he let her out, sure that she would obey his order to stay in the village. Let justice take its course, he said in his arrogant city way. Banned from Paris, Jean-Pierre thought, or else why would the inspector be assigned to the death of a putain, a whore? There was talk that the murder had made the newspaper in Bergerac, although Jean-Pierre doubted it. No one cared about an ugly old whore, least of all city people.

      The old man emerged with the American, his tool box under his arm. Andre’s face had more lines than a French road map, from his previous profession as a grape-grower. His family had once owned the big mansion, the chateau on the hill, now a winery run by a multinational insurance company. No one liked the company, least of all the local grape growers who had last year accused them of importing cheap grapes from South America and calling it French wine. Nothing proven, but resentment ran high. Last week Jean-Pierre had run across a group of farmers plotting something in the parking lot of the village. They had smiled and slapped his back as if they were just having a friendly chat, but he knew otherwise.

      On Rue de Poitiers, Andre bent over the front door as the woman talked in what Jean-Pierre knew to be the worst French ever to come from the mouth of a human. He stood at the corner, saying good day to an old woman. She looked down the street and in a second had him all figured out. It was impossible to fool the old ladies in this town. His mother had known them all, and now they all knew him.

      Suddenly there was the old priest, walking up to him with that stupid smile. Jean-Pierre tried to nod and turn away but the old man caught him.

      “Have you found the killer yet, Monsieur le Gendarme?” Albert asked. He was the only person in town who didn’t call him by his first name and for that Jean-Pierre gave him grudging respect. He had no use for priests normally.

      “Of course, Pére. But she had a Toulouse lawyer and she is out. You see? She is in the house as she wanted. She got rid of the old woman and it is hers.”

      Albert’s smile fell as he looked down the street. “Madame Bennett? Oh, you make a joke. She is no more a killer than you or I.”

      Jean-Pierre shrugged. Better to have lost a possible murderer to a bad system of justice, than to not have found the killer at all. “She wants the house, she seeks out Madame LaBelle at the shrine, she pushes her over the cliff.” He dusted off his hands: finis!

      Albert frowned at Jean-Pierre. “Que tu est fou,” the old man muttered under his breath as he turned and walked toward the woman and Andre.

      So now he would have to watch the old priest too. For an old man he had too much interest in things that did not concern him. Even his uncle the mayor had mentioned the meddlesome nature of Pére Albert who had come to the gendarmerie to plead a case for Madame Bennett. The captain had listened to him. They had some school tie. For Jean-Pierre who had not gone to university at all this was loathsome.

      So he would keep his eye on Albert too. He had nothing better to do, or so his uncle would say. He was only one man, one simple gendarme for the entire village. But his uncle promised a cut of whatever he had planned, so Jean-Pierre would keep both eyes open.
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      Merle handed the old man the big skeleton key. “Does this fit?”

      The locksmith examined it, hobbled out to the back gate and tried the key in the keyhole. It was too big.

      “Desolé, madame,” he mumbled. Their communication was limited. Merle was tired and her French wouldn’t come. She resorted to hand gestures. It had taken him quite awhile to get the idea that she wanted her locks changed. He’d done the front and back door and now he wanted to know about the garden gate.

      “Please. Oui,” she said. But he held out his hand again, as if he wanted the skeleton key, and mumbled something. She had no idea about the key to the gate. Except that Sister Evangeline had one. She’d seen the nun lock up the gate from Albert’s garden.

      Andre fumbled around in his bag and tried a few things to open it. He couldn’t do it today, he possibly said, as he waddled back out through the house. With her new key she locked the door. Another trip to the hardware store netted a new padlock for the door shutters, this time accessible from the outside. She locked up and waved at Madame Suchet on her stoop.

      Back at her hotel Merle put through another call to the U.S. Embassy. This time she got a live person and requested help with her legal situation. She was given a name and number of a functionary at the Nice consulate, but when she called there the phone rang unanswered. Next she called Stasia’s hotel in Paris. Tristan answered the phone.

      “Mom! Why haven’t you called?” He sounded worried, very unlike a fifteen-year-old.

      “Sorry. Are you having fun?”

      “Yeah. But I’ve seen enough churches for awhile though. And rose gardens.”

      “A person can never see too many rose gardens,” Merle said. “Listen, I have things to do here. The house is sort of a mess. Would you like to come down?”

      “I thought you were coming here.”

      “I could use your help. The house is awesome, Tris. Much bigger than I thought. It just needs some TLC.”

      “Is it a mansion?”

      “Not that big. But it’s got a beautiful garden. A huge fireplace. I could use your strong back, kiddo. We could work together. Just till time for camp. I miss you, honey.”

      He probably missed her too, she thought after hearing tales of Oliver buying beer and being grounded by his mother for a day. Stasia had waltzed them through six museums and eight cathedrals, Napoleon’s tomb, the Louvre twice, and a bateau mouche — her schedule was like the Bataan Death March.

      Stasia got on the line and the sisters worked out the details. Stasia wanted reasons, which were faked. Tristan would take the train to Bergerac tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      The inspector shook his head so slowly she wasn’t sure if he was nodding off or saying no. Merle had tried to explain that she needed to pick up her son tomorrow in Bergerac and bring him here. She had perhaps said she needed to see him instead of get him. Conjugating verbs was a pain in the ass.

      Finally she was sure he said no. Stay in the village. That is the bargain.

      Albert might know if there was bus service from Bergerac or how much a taxi might cost. The gendarme followed her from the police station,  his insolent face and boot steps everywhere she went. The old priest came to the door in his fencing jacket and tight white knee-pants. He had been practicing with a student in the alley because the school was closed today.

      “You look very —“ she wanted to say ‘jaunty’ but said, “— professional.”

      He waved his hand. “A glass of wine?”

      Merle sat in the garden while he poured her the dark, oaky wine, a black Cahors. She hadn’t eaten anything since the croissant at the jail. In a moment he was back with some of the cheese she’d left him a few days before, still wrapped in its paper.

      “You are so kind, Albert. I don’t know how to thank you.” He didn’t answer, just smiled. “What did you think of the house?” She’d taken him inside while Andre worked on the locks.

      “The garden is so lovely.”

      “You don’t have a key to the garden gate, do you? Andre couldn’t get it open.”

      “Sorry, no. You should get Evangeline’s.”

      “She’s gone, according to the inspector.” Merle set down her wine glass. “Is there a bus here from Bergerac?”

      “Once or twice a week. I am not sure of the schedule.”

      The wine made her melancholy. How did she, an upstanding citizen, a moral person, become a murder suspect?  “I can’t leave the village. The inspector’s orders. And my son is coming down from Paris tomorrow.”

      “I will pick him up. Think no more about it.”

      “You have a car?”

      It appeared he owned one of those curious beasts, an ancient Citroën, the Deux Chevaux.  His was blue, and a bit rusty. In the morning she saw him off in it, with its roof rolled back, the bug-eyed headlamps wobbling, the bicycle tires bouncing. It barely made thirty miles an hour as it puttered away from the city parking lot. She’d given him a small list of things to buy for her: fly paper, scrub brushes, disinfectant.

      At the hotel she asked the manager if she could rent two roll-aways with linens. A few minutes later, and several euros, a bell-boy helped her roll them over to rue de Poitiers. They walked back together, rattling over the cobblestones, around corners, up curbs, ignoring the gendarme. Back at the hotel she paid her bill. With her suitcase rolling behind her, she bought towels and soap, mousetraps and buckets at the grocery. At the hardware store she asked for the name of an electrician, and called him from the tabac. Giving his wife a garbled message, she crossed her fingers, dragged her suitcase along the stones, and unlocked the doors to her house in France.
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        * * *

      

      She heard the little Citroën before she saw it pull up outside. Tristan looked good, tanned, rested. He explored the house, curled his lip at the mouse corpses his mother had dumped into the water tank and christened the outhouse.

      “How was the trip?” She handed Albert money for gas and supplies.

      “A beautiful day. This garden, madame. So lovely.” He looked around, smiling, then turned back to her with a tap to his beret. “Tristan and I talked about him fencing with my boys.”

      “Really?” She laughed as her son fell out of the outhouse, gulping air just as she had. “That would be terrific, Albert. But first we have some serious work to do.”

      “Jeez, there’s a lot of crap.” Tristan stared at the pile growing by the locked garden gate. Merle had dragged out the grain sacks, and the ruined armchair.

      “You haven’t seen nothing yet.” Merle turned him back toward the house. They climbed the stairs and confronted the stuck, knob-less door.

      “Now what?” Tristan asked. “You want some of this, Albert?”

      “I have to put my car — ”

      A crash. Tristan had broken the door’s hinges, flattening the old panels to the floor. Merle caught the back of his pants to keep him from falling on his face. Squawking and flapping of wings made her squawk too, as pigeons came at them, flying madly in circles. Tristan broke free and waved his arms, shouting at the birds as they beat their wings to lift their fat bellies off the crown of an armoire, windowsills, and a large hole in the ceiling. Two got by Merle and flew down the stairs.

      “Shoo them out, Albert!” Merle stepped over the door and pried open the front window and flung open the shutters. “Out!”

      In a few dirty minutes the room was cleared. Coughing, Merle stared up at the hole in the ceiling. Blue sky shone through a hole in the tile roof. A pile of sodden plaster had dried on the floor beneath. A window that faced the garden had two panes gone and a shutter. Tristan stood covered in feathers and white powder, hands on his hips. “Wow, this is so great. Very exotic.” He picked a feather off his tongue. “Ack.”

      “Look at this.” Merle pushed open a door to a side bedroom. A carved wood bedstead and moldy mattress sat in the middle of the room. The pigeons had partied in here too, along with a mouse colony of legendary proportions. But with a new mattress, a lot of scrubbing, a luscious color on the walls? She shivered. Maybe Harry was right about her. Harry — when would she stop thinking about him?

      “Awesome.” Tristan frowned. “Looks like a park in New York.”

      “Having a house in France is a filthy business,” she said, leading him back downstairs to find tools and plastic to cover the holes. If only he knew how dirty it could get. She tried to put the legal problems out of her mind. Enjoy these moments. Not the past or the future. Right now.  It could be over tomorrow, or next week. This time would end — but for once in her life she intended to live right here in the moment.
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      Marie-Emilie walks up the road, her feet aching from the long day. No rides for her, not this day. Some Malcouziac farmers had slowed, saw who she was, and snapped the reins again. So she walks on.

      She can see the village ahead, up the hill. Sitting on a log to rest she examines the soles of her shoes. The hole is growing bigger on the left one, almost through. The right wore through yesterday. Still she has no regrets. She has made it to the convent and delivered her message. The sisters had been understanding and given her meals. Without that food, and the loaf of bread and cheese they pressed on her for her journey, she would never have come back.

      Perhaps she shouldn’t, she thinks, staring at the dark cloud passing over the city walls. But Stephan is waiting for her. He promised they would leave as soon as he arranges everything. So she gets back on her feet and walks on.

      Spring is almost over and with it the rains. Soon the summer heat will return. Why is she still in this village where everyone hates her? Soon, soon, she whispers to herself. She turns the corner to her house. Someone has splashed red paint on her shutters. She touches it, still damp. Unlocking the door she takes her bucket to the garden and fills it. In minutes she has scrubbed the shutters, leaving only a shadow of stain not unlike the stain this village has imprinted on her heart. She looks down the street in the evening dusk, an eerie purple bruise of a sky. Not a soul watches, not a soul cares.

      Exhausted she falls into her bed. She wants to stay awake for Stephan, in case he hears she is back. Should she go to his rooms above the bakery? She is too tired. Tomorrow is soon enough. She’s walked nearly thirty miles today.

      When the knocking begins she barely hears it from upstairs. She is deep in a dream. She pulls herself up and walks down the stairs. As she reaches the floor below she wakes up and feels a flicker of happiness. It will be Stephan. He can’t wait to see her. She runs her hands through her tangled hair and pulls her dressing gown together as she unlocks the shutters.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Fernand, a bandy-legged, leathery-faced old coot who smoked a crusty pipe, got to work on her plumbing needs with his homely son, Luc. They searched gamely for underground water lines. After days of looking she felt lucky to find a willing plumber at all. There was hope that a drain in the stone-floored kitchen actually led to the sewer.  Merle left them to explore, and Tristan to scrubbing upstairs, to beg Monsieur le Maire to expedite her utilities. The candles and flashlights, not to mention eating all meals out, were getting old.

      A waste of time with the mayor at city hall. The same with tracking down the locksmith for the garden gate. His shutters were closed, his door locked. She so wanted the pile of vermin-infested debris in her garden to disappear. The only way to do that was to open the locked gate. Could she take it off its hinges? Break it down? She hated to ruin it. She stepped into the bistro across the street to ask if they’d seen old Andre. The waiter shrugged at her Idiot French and turned his back.

      On the street this morning no sign of Jean-Pierre. She ducked into the alley behind Andre’s shop. Maybe the old man was hiding from her. Possibly the mayor and the gendarme had warned him about helping her. She walked up the mossy cobblestones, looking into open windows. These houses were in bad shape, in need of even more help than hers. She stopped to peer inside a vandalized house. A tree was growing in a pile of debris, right through the roof. Beer bottles and trash were everywhere. Graffiti covered the walls. Suddenly she was pushed from behind, into the doorway.

      “Quiet,” the woman hissed, her fingers tight on Merle’s wrist. She was shorter than Merle with a blue knit cap pulled low on her head and brown curls poking out below. She wore large sunglasses.

      “You speak English.” Merle had been mugged twice in Harlem. Strong as she was,  the woman wasn’t a threat unless she had a weapon.  She was slight, and weapon-less. “Let go of my arm.”

      “Don’t talk.” The woman took off her sunglasses and Merle saw the bruise on her cheek, just below her eye, angry and purple. Her accent was French, but British.

      “I don’t have any money. Look.” She pulled out her pants pocket with her free hand.

      “Here.” The woman opened her fist to show a large key. “Take care of her memory — her garden. Whatever it is, they will kill for it. Be careful.” She pressed the key into Merle’s hand, wrapped her fingers around it, then ran out the door.

      “Who? Wait!” Merle jumped back into the alley. The woman ran hard to the street. Tightening her hand around the key Merle ran down the alley to the street.

      Was that — yes, it must be. Sister Evangeline. Who had the key to the gate. The knit cap and brown hair were a disguise — or a new disguise. The baggy pants, the small nose: it had to be her. Merle slipped on the mossy stones, ran in the direction she’d gone but the street was empty.
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        * * *

      

      Tristan leaned the extension ladder against the house, estimated the distance to the roof and raised the top section. He climbed slowly up to the edge of the sloped tile roof slick with moss. His mother was tearing around the village, mad to get the utilities hooked up and handymen hired.  He might fix the roof. Or just take a look.

      He squinted into the sun, getting a long view of the vineyards that wrapped and twisted around the hills that surrounded the village. Tall trees swayed in the wind on top of a hill next to a large house which he guessed qualified as a chateau. A creek ran down the opposite hill, bisecting the vineyards laid out in careful rows that matched the topography like a tight glove. The hole in the roof was almost two feet across. Major. He climbed back down and went to check on the plumber.

      Fernand stood scratching his head in the back room of the first floor where his mother wanted both a bathroom and a kitchen, even though it wasn’t even half the size of their kitchen at home. She also wanted to make the stone outhouse into a real laundry room. But first Fernand needed to get water into the house. He shook head sadly at Tristan.

      “No water? ”

      “Non, rien.”

      Fernand went on in French but Tristan couldn’t follow it. He pointed down the drain in the floor. “Where does this go? To the sewer line?”

      Fernand held up a finger. “Ah! Oui!” He motioned Tristan to follow him into the living room where the big cupboard had been pulled back from the wall. He leaned down, stuck two fingers in knots and pulled up the floorboards.

      “A trap door! Cool.”

      Fernand jabbered away then began to close the door again when Tristan held his arm. Grabbing a flashlight out of the tool pile Tristan shone it down the opening.  He made walking motions with his fingers. Fernand looked alarmed. “Wait here. Attendez-moi ici.”

      Tristan stepped onto the wooden stairs, tapping each one with his toe for rotten planks before shifting his weight onto it. Lower and lower he went, until only his head was above the floor. He waved at Fernand and disappeared.

      Merle pushed through the front door of the house, noting again the weak hinges and need for grease. Tomorrow she would paint it. Yesterday she’d scraped and sanded the door and found the wood in decent shape, its curved top too pretty to replace.

      “Mom!”

      Tristan and Fernand turned toward her. Her son was covered with dirt, cobwebs on his eyebrows. “There’s a cellar. It’s full of old junk.” Tristan shone his flashlight down the hole in the floor. “Fernand says that hole in the back room hooks up with the sewer.”

      Merle looked at the plumber.  He shook his head. “Pas d’eau. No water. Mais — How you say, sewage? I put zee water down the hole and voila! It disappear!”

      “But you have to dig?”

      “Ah, oui, madame.” He said the water line connected from the alley. “Tomorrow, we dig.”

      “And today,” Merle said, marching outside, skirting the debris, “we open the gate.” With a sort of magic, the key slipped into the lock. She wiggled it and pushed down the handle. It swung open.

      She held the key tightly against her chest. The encounter with Sister Evangeline, if that’s who she was, seemed like a dream. Why had she given Merle the key? Did she kill Justine LaBelle? It didn’t sound like it but who knew. She would have a chat with the inspector.

      But first, a trip to the dump. “Fernand? Do you know a man with a truck?”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning digging began in earnest. Merle primed the front door as Tristan helped Fernand and Luc in the yard. The blessed event of taking all the mattresses,  upholstery, preserves, and rotten trash to the dump had taken place late the previous evening. The yard looked three times bigger without it.

      In late morning they took a break. Merle motioned Fernand to the outhouse while Luc and Tristan draped themselves over chairs, exhausted.  The plumber called the small building  ‘le pissoir’ with a sneer. He measured it and discussed — mostly with himself — the legal, physical, and environmental problems of closing up a centuries-old crapper.

      Merle put her hands on her hips. You had to take a firm line with workmen, she knew that from previous renovations. “I want a laundry room. This is perfect.”

      He took off his little hat and rubbed his nearly-bald head.  “We have no water.”

      “Keep digging and we will. We must, Fernand.” She stuck her head through the outhouse door, a true act of courage. “Is this wide enough for a washer and dryer?” She stepped inside, stretched her arms and could touch both walls. Clothes dryers were not common in rural France with all its sunshine. Especially in medieval latrines.

      Fernand got out his tape measure again and measured the inside dimensions. He wrote in a little notebook, tapping the pencil lead to his tongue like a character from a ‘40s movie. Frowning, he measured again.“Bizarre. Forty-seven centimeters wider on the outside.” He held his hands eighteen inches apart.

      “Maybe it’s the thickness of the walls.”

      They were only four inches thick. The latrine appeared to match the stone on the back of the house, a more recent addition, down to the stone sills on the windows.

      Fernand walked around the latrine, tapping the walls with his metal tape measure. “Voila!” He said one side wall, left as you entered, was thicker. There was a false wall on the inside. They could make the laundry wider by taking down the interior wall.

      “Très bien,” she said. His face dropped. He didn’t do stonework, he said sadly.
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        * * *

      

      Low clouds clung to the hilltops above the vineyards when the man from the water department showed up, to everyone’s surprise, with his shovel. Merle suspected the mayor’s hand in this; he wanted her finished with her house and out of town — or behind bars — as soon as possible. Was this an anti-American thing, she wondered, or did he hate all foreigners? She watched as the work began in earnest. With the plumber and his son and Tristan there were four strong backs. They took turns with shovel and pickaxe on the rocky earth and had made it through the gate and six feet into the garden when the rain began to fall. Merle moved the metal tub from the garden to the second floor to catch rain that fell through the hole, and then used it with a dose of bleach to give the armoire another scrubbing.

      By mid-afternoon the rain was steady. Fernand and his crew took refuge somewhere and would probably not be back. Merle gave Tristan the sledgehammer she’d bought at the hardware store and put him to work inside the pissoir.

      “Just prop the door open,” she said. “If you hit the rocks enough to loosen the mortar you can pull them out. And try not to hurt yourself.”

      Tristan flexed his muscles and gave the wall a whack, dislodging dust mostly. He grimaced. “This should be fun.”

      Merle watched him swat the wall again with the enthusiasm of Mighty Mouse. They had been getting along well, with minimal carping. He even seemed to enjoy the hard work. She knew the feeling. Hard work kept the mind occupied, relieved the stress of grieving. She backed away, feeling the rain run down her neck. It was welcome rain, warm and nurturing, and felt good on her face. Then she remembered the roof, frowning at the hole and the pigeon perched in it.

      “Madame Bennett?” She turned to see Albert standing under an umbrella in the arch of the gate.

      “Hello, Albert. Any word on that roofer?”

      “I will call him again. Can you come for some tea? I have looked at those letters you gave me.”

      After a check on Tristan she followed the old priest through his garden. Settled into  a corner of his kitchen, she used the tea towel he offered to dry her face and hands. She’d hardly had time to say more than ‘can I use your telephone’ to Albert for the several days. “The rain is nice, isn’t it?”

      He put the kettle on his stove. “Very necessary for the grapes. I am going out to a vineyard tomorrow, would you care to come? You get wine, very cheap.”

      “I’m so busy, Albert. But thank you.” His face dropped, worry replacing his usual smile. Could he be lonely? She had seen the gendarme pass by Albert’s house, eyes dark. Maybe he had no friends here anymore. She hadn’t heard him mention any relatives. “Sure, I’d love to go.” The smile returned as he poured water into the teapot.

      She dropped a lump of sugar in her tea.  “I saw Sister Evangeline. I think.”

      “Really? But she left town. ”

      “They think she did. Do you think her gray hair was a wig? Anyway, she had brown hair and she gave me this.” Merle pulled the key to the garden gate from inside her shirt where she’d strung it on a chain. “The key to the gate. But what she said was strange. She said ‘they’ would kill for it.”

      “They?”

      “I assume whoever pushed Justine. But I don’t understand why would anyone kill her.”

      “Do you think she slipped, or perhaps killed herself?”

      “My watch was on her arm. There was a deliberate attempt to incriminate me.” Merle frowned into her tea. “Maybe that was all it was, but it seems a bit much to kill somebody just to frame me.” Albert frowned, thinking. “I don’t think Evangeline was a nun.”

      His kitchen had the spare feel of a monastery, cozy and dry while raindrops nattered on the windowpanes.  “I had my doubts. I’ve known a good number of sisters in my lifetime. Shall I read the letters?” He pulled them from a shelf by the table, smoothing the first letter with his gnarled hand. “The writing is faint at times.”

      ‘Cher Marie-Emilie. It has been a long time since I have seen you but I think of you every day. Why don’t you answer my letters? Here is my address again. 743 Place de la Bastille, Segala. My situation is not good. I work for a family but they have no money. I only have the bread and a little cheese in the evening. Can you help? You said you would help but now I hear nothing. I am alone and sometimes in the night I cry. I cry for all of us.’

      “There is more but I can’t read it. But it is signed, Dominique.”

      Merle sat back in the chair. “I saw that. I wonder, who was she?”

      “Or he. Could be a man. And this Marie-Emilie?”

      “My husband’s mother. She lived in the house. Harry — my husband — was born there. But she was dead by the time these letters were sent.”

      “It appears this Dominique was someone she knew. Have you looked in the old records at the parish?”

      If she had time. How many days would she have here before they gave her passport back? The inspector hadn’t been by to make sure she was still in town. Even the gendarme had grown bored, making a couple cursory passes of the house each day. “Do you think she would be listed there?”

      “Perhaps. If we knew her full name. Her address here is Segala. That is many kilometers away. ”

      “Please, continue.”

      “‘Cher Marie-Emilie. The days go by so slowly without word from you. How is the boy? I fear when you do not write. Have I offended you? The weather is fine for so close to the new year. The hired man and I will be alone when the family visits to the south. I do not like him. At night sometimes I think of Malcouziac and your kindness and I cry. I hear nothing from Malcouziac. I wonder if you do and what they say about me. I no longer care but my heart remains there and always will. Dominique.’”

      “So she must be from here.”

      “It appears. This is the final one. ‘Cher Marie-Emilie. I will not bother you again with my letters. The family has turned us out. There is no money, no food, no roof over our heads. A new owner has come to the mas — the farmhouse — and we are all dismissed. If you have a heart send francs to la poste in Malcouziac.’”

      “A sad story.”

      “These happened long ago?”

      “In the early fifties. Were things bad here then?”

      “The war hit this area very hard. It took much time to recover, to get the farms going, to rebuild. There were few men here to work.”

      Merle finished her tea and shook her head at more. “Albert, do you think the inspector will find out who killed Justine?”

      He shrugged. “He is a good man, I think. Honest.”

      “But — ?”

      “He does not know these people and they are not, well, open with him.”

      “Do you hear any talk about the murder?”

      “Very little. They say it is bad for tourist monies.”

      “I bet they wish I would go home.”

      Albert blinked. “Oh, no.”

      “You’re too kind, Albert.” No, they wished the whole thing — crazy prostitute, greedy American, ugly murder — vanished. Then they — whoever they were — could get into the house, according to Evangeline. And do what? Steal pears from the tree? There was nothing there but dry rot and cockroaches. Even the grim, dirt-floored cellar revealed only sodden carpet, spider webs, and moldy kegs.

      The telephone rang in the other room. Albert returned, smiling. “Good news. We find a roofer.”
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      The next morning, while his mother and Albert went out to a winery, Tristan broke rocks. He stepped inside the outhouse, sweat dripping down his forehead. Luc and Fernand were attacking the ground like wild men, almost to the house with the trench. Swinging the sledgehammer would probably help build up his right arm which had been sore from fencing.

      It was strange, fencing, an antique sport, useless but fun. Sometimes you felt a little gay with one hand behind your back — like any minute you’d be pulling on a codpiece and puff pants — but a few swishes of the foil made you forget about it. It was hard work. Albert had given him an old fencing foil. After this chain-gang project his mother had given him he had plans to make a cardboard opponent to hang on the back wall. He was going to call him Billy.

      The wall was coming down, rock by miserable rock. A space about a foot high across the top had been liberated. He took a break to put his head under the tank. The rain from yesterday had left the yard steamy. Stripping off his t-shirt he wiped his chest and face. Across the garden the roses were pink and red, perfect buds opening toward the sun. He couldn’t remember working in the yard like this, ever. He didn’t hate it either. Which was really weird. Maybe he’d be a carpenter or a builder when he grew up. He liked working with his hands. He’d always thought he’d be like his dad, a wheeler-dealer,  a Wall Street suit. But maybe not.

      He was chewing on some bread when the refrigerator and the electric range arrived. The stove was basic, and the fridge was a quarter size of theirs at home. Now they could have cold drinks, at home. There was a concept. He plugged the refrigerator into the new outlet the electrician had installed and lo, and behold — zilch. No electricity.  Not hooked up yet.

      He was closing the door after the delivery man when he saw another man on the street, looking up at the house. He held out his hand. “Bonjour. You are the man of the house?”

      “You speak English.”

      “Oh, yeah.” The guy was kind of cool. He had a crooked smile and long, curly hair. He was taller than his dad, almost as tall as Tristan, but had bigger muscles under his black t-shirt. “I hitchhiked around the U.S. Six months and voila!” He snapped his fingers.

      The guy was staring at the front of the house. “Are you here to do something?”

      “Sorry. I am Pascal d’Onson. I heard you need a roofer.”

      “Oh, yeah. We have an attic full of flying crappers.” Tristan ran through the garden  to Albert’s to borrow the ladder. He watched Pascal climb up to the high roof and examine the hole. The roof was too wet  so he climbed down again.

      “First, the pigeons. We must send them bye-bye. Otherwise, you have a stink like no tomorrow.” Pascal said he would be back the next day with a smoke bomb. “You have a very old roof. Perhaps some water damage inside?”

      They tramped upstairs, leaving their muddy shoes at the door. Pascal discussed the hole in the ceiling for a long time, staring at the bucket of sudsy water his mother had left and the limp sheet of leaky plastic she had nailed over the hole to keep the birds out of the house. This talking was the French way. No quick decisions. Much talk must take place first, a few cigarettes, maybe a glass of wine or a coffee. Pascal jawed about joists, plaster, tiles, a possible skylight, a possible dormer window.

      “A big job, will take time,” Pascal said as he left. “But we will get it licked. See you in the morning.”

      In the garden the heat rose from the damp earth. The man from the water department smoked a cigarette under the acacia tree. He had decided to watch today, it seemed.  The plumber and his son were throwing mud like demons. Fernand’s wife was complaining about his dirty clothes so they were determined to be done soon. Luc made a scary face describing his mother’s wrath. He was short like his father, but young and strong, and his enthusiastic digging encouraged Tristan to keep swinging the sledgehammer.

      An hour later he put down the hammer and sat on the plywood covering the pissoir’s hole. His arms burned with fatigue and his back had a cramp. He stepped carefully over the piles of mud and found the flashlight in the kitchen. He had peered over the false wall several times, once when he sent a rock flying over the top, but it was too dark and full of dust to see anything. Curiosity was a good excuse for a break.

      “Terminé, Tristan?” Fernand said, his muddy hands on his hips. “You are finish?”

      “Just want to see what was so secret behind the wall. Maybe a million bucks.” He twirled the big flashlight as Luc stepped out of the trench, handing his father the shovel. “Want a look?” Tristan asked.

      Luc followed him inside the cramped space.  Tristan mimed for him to stand on the plywood toilet top and lean over the now five foot high wall. Luc stepped up and flipped on the flashlight.

      “Is it pirate booty? Gold coins?” Tristan crossed his arms and grinned. Luc stood still, pointing the light down into the dust. He stepped slowly down from the wood, solemn as he handed Tristan the flashlight. “Vous vous regardez,” he whispered.

      “All right. I’ll look for myself.” Tristan hopped up on the toilet and draped his long arms over the wall. Outside Luc was calling to his father. Fernand and the water department man came to the door.

      An odd, musty smell wafted up. Moving the spot of light from one end of the space to the other, Tristan felt a charge of excitement. The space wasn’t bare, nor was it just full of dirt, rocks, and mortar dust as he guessed. No money. But there were bones. A lot of bones. He looked up at Luc and his father in the doorway.

      “Holy shit.” He steadied the yellow beam of the flashlight on the empty eye sockets of a human skull. “We’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The owners of the local winery were a middle-aged woman and her brother. Tanned, well-muscled, in a flowered dress washed to the point of limpness, Odile Langois had been pretty once but years of labor in the sun had lined her face and bent her back. She was fierce-looking, serious, but gave Merle a courteous shake of the hand. Albert asked for a tasting demonstration for his American friend. “She has only ten minutes,” Albert told Merle. “But one glass?”

      “Formidable. Merci.”

      Odile winced at Merle’s French then demonstrated how to swirl the wine, to taste, to swish on the tongue, to hold it there. All this had to be told to Albert and translated, but Odile was fast. In ten minutes on the dot, they had swirled, swished, and spit. Albert ordered two jugs of wine, Merle one, and Odile left to find her brother to help them load.

      “What was I supposed to be tasting?”

      “The delicate flavors of the wine,” Albert said, pinching his fingers as if plucking flavors from the air. “Oak, lavender, mint, lemon, blackberry. Did you taste any of them?”

      “Is burnt leather a flavor?”

      He chuckled. “Highly prized.”

      “I’ve never been to a wine tasting. It would be fun to help people educate their tongues.”

      Albert cocked his head. “You could do it?”

      “If I knew anything about wine. Which I don’t.”

      “Odile told me she was looking for someone to give English tours but she can’t afford one. There is a school for tour guides. It is très cher to get graduates as not many pass.” He looked at her, smiling in his toothy way.

      “What?”

      “I could put in a word with Odile.”

      “For what? A tour guide? I’m not a graduate of tour-guide school.”

      He wiggled his eyebrows. “The French enjoy bending the rules. I will ask her.”

      “But I’m only here a week or so — ”

      He slipped out the open door as she began to protest. She didn’t know anything about the making of wine. And then there were her personal issues, as in being under village arrest, renovating a dilapidated house, fleeing the country as soon as possible.

      The tall silent brother they had seen earlier in the fields picked up three jugs of wine from the storeroom next to the tasting room. He wore khaki field clothes and a straw hat. The backs of his hands were red and leathery. Merle followed him out to the car where he set the jugs on the back seat. He strode off to the stucco building, one of two large warehouse wings. It seemed newer, with a nice clean roof. That reminded her, was the new roofer at the house? One could wish.

      The house was a perfect distraction. Thinking about paint, flowers, even a laundry room, kept her mind occupied. It filled her with tasks, duties, and she was a dutiful person if anything. At night reality came crashing back on her and menace floated in her dreams. She didn’t dream about Harry much. He seemed to have slipped away from her, and that made her sad. She should have fought for him. Or at least cared. Then there was guilt of getting the house from a murdered woman. All day though, things were good, domestic and containable, under control. With Tristan here there was no one to worry about. The harder she worked during the day, the easier she slept without dreams of Harry or Justine or home.

      Albert was waving at her from the line of cypress. Odile stood on the porch of the house with him, chatting in the shade.

      “You can lead a tour on Monday?” Albert asked Merle. “She just had a telephone call from the Maison du Vin.”

      Merle smiled at Odile while she whispered to Albert: “What have you gotten me into? ”

      “It will be fine. Just once. You’ll see.” Albert turned to Odile and spoke in soothing tones about who-knows-what. They kissed again as they left. Albert took Merle’s arm as they stepped onto the gravel parking lot. “You have a date in two days to come back and tour the place with Gerard, the brother.”

      “Does he speak English?”

      Albert opened the car door for her. “Not to worry, we will think of something.”
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        * * *

      

      Merle stood on the back step overlooking the garden now ruined by mud, boot prints, cigarette butts, and trenches. A crowd stood huddled around the outhouse: the plumber and the water department man,  Fernand’s son, the gendarme, and the inspector. And Tristan by the pile of rocks,  waving his hands.

      “Mom! You won’t believe it!” He ran over to her, dragged her by the hand.

      Albert trotted behind her. He had come in to talk to Tristan about the fencing tournament. Fernand spoke rapidly to the old priest. Albert turned to her. “There is a discovery, Merle. They called Jean-Pierre.”

      Tristan was excited. “You won’t believe it. We’ve got a skeleton in the pissoir.”

      "What?" Merle elbowed her way into the outhouse and demanded the flashlight.

      “Step up on the toilet, ” Tristan called from outside. The gendarme spoke rapidly, in a commanding tone. Too bad she didn’t understand a word.

      It took a minute for her eyes to adjust. Then, there it was. A human skull, with tufts of hair still attached.  The hands, tiny bones collapsed in piles. The ribcage, half-intact. Leg bones, crushed by a rock. She stepped down, bowing her head over the flashlight as she tried to slow her heartbeat.

      The inspector’s face was implacable as always. He held a stub of brown cigarette in his stained fingers. His eyes, a curious brownish green, watched her.  She stepped outside and asked, “What will you do?”

      Another investigation file would be opened, but since the inspector was already here his superiors had ordered him to also take this case. He had called for a forensics team to shoot photographs and take the bones to a laboratory for analysis. The gendarme, shunted to one side yet again, left the garden through the back gate. The inspector took Merle to the table, with Albert to translate, and asked her about the house and its history. She told him that the last legal occupants had been her late husband’s parents some fifty years before.

      The house stood empty for fifty years? Except for the occasional long-term squatter, she said, giving her best Gallic shrug. Madame LaBelle, Albert explained. The inspector asked to look around. He walked away. Albert sat down in the chair he vacated, without his usual smile.

      “If I believed in curses I would say this house has one,” he said dejectedly.

      “Maybe we could use an exorcism,” Merle said, trying to cheer him. The skeleton was shocking, yes, but not more so than the recent death of Justine.

      Albert sighed. “Too late, I think. When did your husband’s parents live here?”

      “Nineteen forty-eight to fifty-two, from what I can figure. They were given this house by an aunt, then moved back to the United States when Harry was two. They died in a car accident when he was four.”

      “Did anyone else live with them?”

      “We know very little of their life here. Just the obituary, and those letters.” Merle remembered the other things in the safe deposit box. “Wait here.”

      She returned with the envelope and spread the items out on the tablecloth. “Here is a photograph of them. Not here though, I don’t think. See the brick wall?” The old priest picked up the black-and-white photograph and squinted at it, pushing his glasses onto his forehead.

      “And look at these.” She unclipped the fragile paper labels and spread them in front of the old man. “Do you know these wineries?”

      “All famous vintages. Rare too, right after the war. Château Pétrus is very fine, I hear. I myself have never tasted.”

      “This menu — it looks English. Shepherd’s pie, spotted dick.” She looked at the front where the tiny bird was imprinted in red on the gray boards. Round Robin Inn, it said faintly. She’d never been able to make it out before, but here in the afternoon sun, it was just readable.

      The inspector stepped out the back door. He rounded the outhouse several times, examining the rock work, the mortar, the roof. He went inside again. Tristan said, “What’s he looking for, a murder weapon? Pick a rock, Capitan, any rock.”

      “I have a feeling my laundry room is doomed,” Merle said.

      “Just when I was starting to love the chain gang,” Tristan said, smirking. The skeleton had if anything made him cheerier. “Hey, did I tell you the roofer was here? He went up on the roof with Albert’s ladder.” He turned to priest. “He’s your friend, right?”

      “His father was in my parish once, many years ago.”

      The inspector appeared outside the outhouse and punched a number on his cell phone. A few minutes later Jean-Pierre returned, with a roll of crime-scene tape. The bright orange tape had ‘Entré Interdit’ on it: Entrance Forbidden. Together they strung it around the outhouse several times and tied the ends together. The inspector gave Merle and Tristan instructions on not touching the pissoir. The forensics team would be here in the morning.
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        * * *

      

      After midnight Merle lay on her rollaway in the parlor, staring at the spider webs she’d missed on the ceiling. The evening was warm, promising a hot day tomorrow. Tristan had tossed and turned for fifteen minutes but now lay at the other end of the room, snoring. He had a snore very like his father’s.

      Albert had invited them to dinner. It seemed better to stick together after the day's events. They discussed the skeleton in the pissoir so long that there had been nothing more to say. The old man speculated it was the Dominique of the letters.  Now, in bed, Merle had a sour taste in her mouth that had nothing to do with the wine from Château Gagillac at dinner. It was Weston Strachie, and his French bride, Marie-Emilie. What were they like? Were they kind and friendly? Were they mean and unhappy? Why had they left? Had they killed someone here? She shivered and pulled up the sheet. She struggled to picture the house with them in it, with Harry as a baby, squalling, toddling, laughing.

      Time erased their presence. That was the quixotic thing about old houses. Maybe the reason Harry mocked her renovation efforts. You put so much of yourself into them, your handiwork, your time, your tastes, as if to make time stand still. And still everything that was you is gone in time, everything you touched, everything you made. Like Weston and Marie-Emilie, who had disappeared into time.

      Time. She had been here for eleven days. Or was it ten? The calendar in her head wasn’t working. She concentrated, tried to remember what she’d done each day, what day she’d arrived, what day Justine had died — poor thing — how many days the plumber had been here.

      Unbelievable! Calendar Girl was no more.
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      It is not Stephan at the door. No, the door stands open and a man occupies the parlor space, heaving breaths, a bear panting.

      Weston.

      Marie-Emilie stands on the stair landing, hoping for invisibility. Too late. He sees her, blinks, and grunts.

      “Why are you back?” she asks. Perhaps not the friendliest tone.

      “To get what’s mine.” He stumbles across the room, holding a chair for balance.

      “Drunk again. I see your travels haven’t changed you.”

      He glares up at her, takes a step toward her and slaps her hard. “Shut up and get my clothes.”

      In the corner, hand to her cheek, Marie-Emilie leans against the wall. “Get them yourself.”

      He wavers for a moment, unsteady on his feet. Then, as if making a decision, he nods. “Open the door in the floor. Light the lantern.” He walks heavily out into the garden, leaving the door open to the night.

      She wants to run, to find Stephan. But it is late, past midnight and the village is sleeping. She stands at the back door as Weston returns, a wooden wine case in his arms. He struggles toward her. “Open it, you daft woman! The lantern!”

      She lights the kerosene lantern and pulls up the trap door as he sets the case of wine on the floor and returns outside. In a moment he is back with another case.

      “Hand me that one. Put the lantern here on the step.”

      She does as she is told. The wine is his business; she wants nothing to do with it, or him. If she doesn’t complain, he will not hit her again and he will leave. He is down below, opening the wooden door to the wine cave. Then she is pushing the second case toward his waiting hands.

      “Go get another. The truck’s in the alley. Hurry, woman.”

      Despite herself, she helps him. They bring in the wooden cases then stack the bottles carefully on the old racks. It takes almost three hours. She is exhausted. When he tells her again to get his clothes she hasn’t the strength to say no. She pulls herself up the stairs, throws his clothes in an old carpet bag.

      He emerges from the cellar holding the key to the wine cave. It has always hung on a nail but now he will take it with him. He tucks it into his inside jacket pocket, grabs the carpet bag, and turns toward the alley where the truck is waiting. He stops in the middle of the garden and walks back to her.

      “Tell no one about the wine, do you hear? No one. Or I’ll beat the livin’ shit out of you, woman.” His breath is sour and again he is unsteady. She wonders if he will drive on the road wherever he is going, or will end up in a creek.

      “I have seen her. The girl, heavy with your child.”

      He is clear for a moment. Furious, but clear. “What the fuck do you care?”

      “You must help her. Send her money.”

      His chest rocks as if he laughs but no sound comes out. He will not help the girl. He has used her and thrown her away, just as he has Marie-Emilie herself.

      “You must care for her, for the baby. You are not so cold, Weston, that you would abandon them in these terrible times.” She tries to reach him, to find something inside him that is good and decent. She offers him one last chance to be honorable.

      He drops the bag and grabs her shoulders roughly. He opens his mouth as if to agree, or disagree. But he can’t. He doesn’t care enough for that.

      His fingers dig into her back. For a moment she thinks he will kiss her, as in goodbye. As in, we are finished forever. She could take that. She would welcome it. But instead he shakes her, gives her a push that sends her backward. She trips on a rock and sits down hard on the ground.

      As he pushes the gate open, she begins to cry.
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      Before the birds were up, the inspector and his team knocked on the front door. Merle answered, already dressed, and stood between her sleeping son and the forensics crew as they tramped through the house and out the back door. Before she had time to comb her hair the workman from Electricité de France arrived to set up her service. Hallelujah.

      In the back he climbed up a pole in the alley. He had an excellent view of the pissoir where three men dressed in white coveralls, gloves, masks, and paper hats filed in and out. Merle watched from the gravel patio, chin resting on her hand. Fernand and his son arrived with white plastic pipe, ready for the big day. Water and electricity in one day? It was too much. She  needed coffee. She went inside to rouse Tristan for his daily trip to get breakfast.

      As she shooed him out the door, another man appeared. “It’s the roofer.” Tristan introduced them then ran off down the cobblestones to the patisserie.

      Perhaps the first Frenchman close to her own age she’d met  — the village seemed overwhelmingly elderly — who was also taller than a postbox. Probably had bad teeth. She stuck out her hand. “Bonjour. Call me Merle. You speak English?”

      “Yes. Your son tells me you are —“

      Jean-Pierre Redier, the gendarme, knocked loudly on the front door. He spoke rapidly in French to her. Pascal’s dark eyes rounded as he translated. “He says he needs to speak to the inspector?”

      Merle led the gendarme through to the backyard and closed the door. Pascal leaned against the stair, arms crossed. “This is a busy place.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.” She motioned upstairs. “Come on, I’ll show you the inside first.”

      The broken door sat propped against the wall. Plastic covered the broken windowpanes. But the room was showing improvement. The guano quotient was way down. Only a white powdery sheen and a dank odor remained on the armoire and bed.

      “Before I work inside, I must fix the hole outside.” He walked to the window. “If there is room for my ladder.”

      “You arrived late,” Merle said. In the garden the inspector and gendarme were having a lively discussion, waving hands, smoking cigarettes, as the crew bagged bones. “A little discovery in the pissoir.”

      Pascal smiled — his teeth were just fine — and wagged his finger. “That is not a nice word for a lady, madame. Say latrine, or at least la pissotiere.” He looked again. “What is it they found?”

      “A human skeleton, it seems. A bit spooky.”

      “Ah. Very Edgar Allan Poe.” She squinted. “You know. The Cask of Almontillado.”

      “You’ve read Poe?”

      “My English isn’t so bad,” he countered. “Now, madame —“

      “Call me Merle. It’s Pascal, right?” She had laid a hand on his forearm. His muscled tightened and she pulled away. “How long do you think it will take?”

      “First, Merle.” He smiled as he said her name. Was her name somehow humorous? She remembered the laughter of the boys at the tabac. “First the smoke bomb.” He patted his canvas bag. “No more birdies.”

      Merle drank her coffee, ate her croissant and yogurt, and watched the hive of forensic technicians take photographs, bag evidence, and talk. The EDF man was efficient, now that he’d finally arrived, hooking up the meter at the house and the electricity on the pole. Fernand swore at the crowd. By noon the refrigerator and stove were working. Pascal climbed Albert’s ladder, dropped a smoke bomb in the hole in the roof, and sent the pigeons angrily on their way.

      Tristan and Albert left in the afternoon to practice fencing. Merle walked to the grocery and stocked up on food, made herself a salad and cheese plate, and ate it on the patio under a cloudy sky. When the forensics crew returned from lunch she took the inspector aside.

      “Did you speak to Sister Evangeline about the death of Justine?” she asked.

      He answered something, too fast, and she urged him to speak “plus tard.” He repeated it slower, that he had spoken to a woman who knew Justine. “Not Sister Evangeline?”

      He shook his head, staring in his inscrutable way. The stains on his shirt had increased, and his tie was a mess. The forensics team was finishing up, packing their kits. Merle continued in her blundering French. “She stopped me on the street. Two days after Justine died. She looked different, with brown hair, not gray. I think the gray hair was false.” She didn’t know the word for ‘wig.’

      He smoked his cigarette, waiting for more.

      “She gave me the key to the gate, there, on the alley. She said ‘they’ would kill for it.”

      That got his attention. “They?”

      “I don’t know who.”

      “Can I see this key?”

      She pulled the chain over her head and handed it to him. The key dangled, large and old. He examined it carefully, turning it over on his palm. Merle knew there was no writing on it, no number or identifying mark. It was just a simple, old-fashioned skeleton key.

      “She had a bruise on her cheek, here. As if someone had hit her. She seemed afraid.”

      The inspector puffed. “We were told she had left town by the owner of the bistro.”

      “But I saw her.”

      “Thank you, madame, for the information.”

      “Is there anything new about Justine LaBelle? Do you know where she was from, who she was?”

      “She was from Bordeaux. She was well known there. She had been in police custody.” He stared up into Merle’s eyes, holding her look. “But she did not deserve her fate.”

      One of her Harlem clients, Freddie Wilson, came suddenly into her head. She was trying to get off the streets, clearly a working girl with the gaunt look of a junkie, not unlike Justine. They heard she’d overdosed. Merle felt she had ignored the obvious, let down the woman and the entire community. Something might have been done, should have, but sadly, irrevocably, wasn’t. It had been years but the guilt, the remorse of doing nothing, remained.

      “I agree, Monsieur. She did not.”

      Perhaps the inspector felt the same way, a little guilty that the state had let down Justine. She felt his eyes on her back as she walked to the house. Pascal was coming down the ladder after putting a temporary cover over the hole to keep the birds from returning. She waited for him at the door, her jaw working angrily at the inspector’s implication. He doesn’t know me. Was he testing her, seeing if she looked guilty?

      The roofer stood silently, watching her face. He looked at the inspector watching them both with eyes like slits. Merle gave him a last glare and turned to Pascal.

      “I hear a glass of wine is recommended to all workers, if you want them to come back tomorrow.” Just looking at him made her feel better, like all of France didn’t have the wrong idea about her motives. “Monsieur le couvreur?”

      He took her elbow, turning her toward the kitchen door. “You promised to call me Pascal.”
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      An older woman opened the door of the church offices, simply dressed in a flowered blouse, but elegant in that French way. Merle had seen her with Albert. Her gray hair was pulled into a chignon, her blue eyes danced over the visitor with the peach paint under her nails.

      It was late morning the next day. She’d left Pascal tied to the chimney, high above ground, and the plumbers busy laying pipe. With progress at the house, Merle allowed herself a few hours off. She introduced herself to Mme Beaumount, said she had relatives born in the village and made her request to look at parish records. “De naissance, mariage, décès, par example.” Births, marriages, deaths.

      Merle stuffed a five-euro bill in the donation box and was led back into the church, down stone steps into a small basement room. Mme Beaumont waved a hand at the shelf of volumes. “Quelle année?”

      What year indeed. The records went back three hundred years, at least, assembled in a series of large, leather bound books lined up on a wall of shelves. She pointed to the next to last, printed in gold with ‘1900-1950.’ Mme Beaumont set it on a wooden table. She gave her a pair of thin white cotton gloves and disappeared back up the stairs.

      Merle switched on the gooseneck lamp and pulled her notepad and pen from her purse. The room must have been specially sealed because there was no smell of mildew or rot, even with all these old pages in the basement. The gloves were thin and baggy but would keep the old pages clean.

      She took a breath. Here were births, confirmations, deaths, banns, and marriages, as well as other curious notations. Families, generations, descendants. She began in the thirties, scanning down the lists written in a black curlicue flourish. Here were Andres and Jeans and Danielles and Jacquelines. But the name she was looking for was Chevalier.

      Albert’s baptism, 1943. A Laurent Chevalier, baptized in 1919. And his sister Josephine in 1920. Josephine was confirmed in 1931 and apparently her sister, Marie Madeleine, in 1933. Another Chevalier was baptized in 1929, Marcel. His parents were Frederic Chevalier and Angelique Leduc, neither of whom showed up anywhere else.

      What about the sender of those letters? The name Dominique was common; she found it on almost every other page as a mother, a child, a man. Without a last name it was impossible.

      1948: Marcel Chevalier again, married in the church. He and his wife had a child who was baptized, and died, on the same day in 1949. She wrote his name on a separate page of the notebook: “cousin to M-E?” There was the mayor, Michel Redier, born in 1949.

      What relative had given them the house? She didn’t know. Were Marie-Emilie and Weston married here? Born here? Confirmed here? It appeared not.

      Merle ran her gloved finger carefully down the listings, ignoring her stomach. Slipping the heavy book back onto the shelves she pulled out the last volume, “1950-2000.”

      The pages were crisper, less speckled by moisture and time. The same delicate handwriting, flourishes and all, until 1953 when someone new took over, with a less flamboyant hand. It was easier to read, though less pretty.

      Where was Harry’s birth? That was odd. There were births that year, 1950, several in May, but none named Harold.  Had they changed his name? But not a single birth on his birthday, May 30th.

      Another Redier, a boy born in 1951, to the same parents as he-who-would-be-mayor.  She scanned through the end of the 1950’s and half through the ‘60s and closed the book.

      Back at the house she found Albert, Pascal, and Tristan drinking wine in Albert’s small yard. They had both garden gates propped open to watch for her. Fernand and Luc had laid all the pipe, connected it to the water line, and began re-filling the trench. They had left already but not without this message, relayed by Tristan. “Tomorrow they’re coming early to punch through into the house. Fernand warned us to be out if we don’t like noise.”

      Merle took the small glass of wine Albert handed her and sat at the table. “Where does he propose we go?” She took a sip. “This is good, Albert. What is it?”

      “Château Gagillac, of course. Have you forgotten your appointment tomorrow?”

      Merle sat back.  She didn’t forget appointments, and yet. Her calendar mind had fled. She wondered if she’d get it back when she went home. “I don’t know, Albert. I know nothing about wine and the brother—“

      “Gerard.”

      “He’ll realize it, won’t he?”

      “He speaks no English. You speak very poor French.”

      “Truth hurts.”

      Albert pushed over a tray of sliced baguettes and olive tapenade. “I cannot come tomorrow. The boys have a special practice for the tournament. But Pascal says he can go.”

      “If you allow me to come down off the roof,” Pascal said. “Merle.”

      He rolled her name on his tongue as if it filled his mouth with something sweet. Tristan was watching her with his chunks of melon paint in his hair and hands.

      “You may come down if you use the ladder, Pascal.” She turned to Albert. “But you must let me use your bath. Before it becomes an international incident.”

      “Hey,” Tristan said. “It was in the paper. They’re calling it a public health crisis.”
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      Merle thought it might be a Thursday. So unlike her. What would Harry say about his Calendar Girl now? He wouldn’t even recognize her. The lists, the perpetual calendar in her head: gone. Well, almost gone. It might be Thursday, June 25. If it was, she had been in France almost three weeks.

      Albert lent Pascal the Deux Chevaux.  The roofer ground the gears but managed to turn the car around, as tricky as a French verb, then drove through the old medieval gates to the city.  He’d rolled down the roof and the wind blew through their hair. Merle wished she’d worn the scarf but at least her hair was clean. Albert’s tiny bathtub was a lifesaver. She smoothed her skirt over her knees. It was the last clean thing in her suitcase.

      “Are you from around here? Originally?”

      “From the Languedoc, but I am here one year.”

      “Do people treat you like you’re an outsider?”

      “Small villages are like that. They are dying. They have no new jobs, no more land for the sons to take over. So they resent foreigners who have so much money.” He watched the road. “They warm up when they get to know you. Everyone knows you.”

      “I know. I finally had to bribe my neighbor with a tart.” Madame Suchet who swept her front steps in high heels and jewelry had still been too wary to invite her in. But it was a first step. And she’d met the next door neighbors too, a young arty couple from Paris, Yves and Suzette, who were very chic.

      “Did you know Justine LaBelle?” she asked Pascal.

      “Um, no.”

      “Did you see her around town?”

      “Once or twice. She was hard to miss. With that hair.”

      “I’ve seen other women with orange hair. Did she have friends?” He shrugged again. “What about this so-called nun, Sister Evangeline?”

      “Never heard of her.”

      “Do you know the gendarme?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.” He glanced at her. “I see him around. Jean-Pierre is a good man.”

      “You think so? He seems pretty cocky to me.” Pascal shrugged, noncommittal. Probably a friend of Jean-Pierre’s, they drank together, or played cards in that restaurant where she’d seen him at lunchtime. “The inspector thinks I am somehow involved in Justine's death.”

      “And were you?”

      “No. But here I am living in the house she claimed as her own.”

      He glanced at her. “They will find the killer.”

      The small sign for Château Gagillac peeked out of the overgrown bushes in the ditch by the road. He muscled the little car onto the dirt lane. Unruly hedgerows gave way to roses blooming along the rows.  The gravel crunched under their shoes as they walked to the stone building. A thought came to her. “What if they ask about a work permit?”

      “This is what you say.” He shrugged dramatically, palms skyward, his voice high like a girl’s. “Ah, monsieur, peut-être.” He grinned at her. “Believe me, they will not ask.”

      And they didn’t. An hour later they were back on the road, instructed in the proper sniff, swirl, and spit routine, and marginally familiar with the modern stainless steel tanks of the mixing room, the limestone soil, and the barrels stacked in the chai for aging. Odile Langois had been cool and efficient, her brother Gerard moody and brusque.

      On the drive back Pascal shook his head in sympathy. All that fancy technology, he said, good for nothing.

      “Without ‘mis en bouteille au château’ — bottled on site — on the label the wine will go into a cheap bottle at the super-marché. Or even,” he crossed himself, “a wine in a box.”

      “God forbid.”

      “I don’t know why he bothers to age it. He will not make serious money from his wine until he can set up bottling.” Pascal seemed angry about the whole setup. “All those barrels and a very fine aging chai and expensive modern equipment and yet no bottling.” He was quiet a moment then said quietly, “I have heard Gerard is active in politics for vignerons, grape-growers and small wineries. Be careful of him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He is ambitious, that’s all.”

      “Because there’s no grand cru on his label?” She knew that much, that grand cru and premier grand cru were the grand, old class of Bordeaux wines. “Is this about the strike they keep talking about?”

      “What strike?”

      “The growers. The newspaper says they’re planning some big strike to protest foreign grapes coming into this country for wine.”

      “It is just politics.” He glanced at her knees. “Gerard has no label at all, just juice in a jug. But it is good to improve yourself, be something more than when you were born. Don’t you agree?”

      “I’m an American. Striving always.”

      “So Gerard is a closet American?” They laughed. No one could be more French than Langois, so serious about the grape and a little bitter about his ambitions.

      “And you? Did you strive to be a roofer?”

      “My father was one, my grandfather also. From a rooftop, my grand-papa told me, you can see the world.”

      “So you were born into it. Me too. My father was a lawyer, and all my sisters are.”

      “All?”

      “Yup. Five sisters, all lawyers.”

      Pascal put his hand on his heart. “Zut alors. I see them coming toward me like Charlie’s Angels but in more clothing and briefcases snapping. Ready to — how do you say? — kick my ass.”
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      He pulled the Citroën into the tiny garage two blocks away from Albert’s, a space he rented from an old lady. They walked back toward rue de Poitiers. Back to reality, she thought, feeling the strange lightness of the morning at the winery and laughter with Pascal.

      At the corner the gendarme lounged against a wall, smoking. He straightened at the sight of them but held his ground. His uniform was always perfectly pressed. Merle wondered if he lived with his mother, or who was the woman who took such care. Did the vain bastard press it himself?

      Pascal nodded to him, as if they were acquaintances.  She simply stared at him, turning back as they walked toward the house, to stare over her shoulder. Just to give a good dose of what he gave her. He fumed, clenching his jaw, then crushed his cigarette on the sidewalk.

      The front door was unlocked. Pascal told her that was a very bad idea, leaving the door open like that. “You must tell Tristan to always lock the door.”

      Fernand had made progress. The water heater, sitting out in the bathroom like a fat friend who won’t leave, was hooked up and filling the water. The floor was torn up for drains to connect with ‘big smelly,’ the fragrant drain, and three intakes poked through the back wall for the toilet, kitchen sink, and bathroom sink. Luc was busy outside chipping away a last hole for the shower line.

      There was a note from Tristan saying he was practicing until six. The tournament was Saturday and he hoped to compete even though he was a beginner. On the roof Pascal began to pound.

      Merle grabbed her notebook and escaped. The gendarme had disappeared from the corner. At the post office she waited her turn at the internet kiosk, slipping her smart card into the slot. She checked her email, wrote cursory notes to her sisters and parents, read one from Annie wanting details, gave them all Albert’s phone number and said the house repairs went well. Then she did a search for information about the making of French wine. There was a long, juicy site sponsored by the Bordeaux Wine Office that she printed out.

      The line behind her grew longer, techno-savvy seniors and tourists. Ignoring them she entered ‘Justine LaBelle + Bordeaux’ into the search engine. Nothing but hospitals in Quebec. She went to a French white pages site. This time she got three matches. Scribbling down the numbers she checked her time. One minute left. She entered ‘Monastères + Dordogne’ in hopes of finding Sister Evangeline’s convent, in case she was a nun. One hit, a Carmelite convent fifty miles away. Then the old woman behind her began to smack her cane on the marble floor.

      Back at the house a large truck was unloading at the curb. The beds were here, with bedding, and the dining chairs with rush seats. She ferried the chairs in and grabbed Luc to carry her mattress upstairs. She had decided on a soft yellow the color of sunrise for the bedroom.  One day she’d paint it, when she could face that much cheer.

      Upstairs she pulled white sheets over the mattress, their clean newness mocking the state of the house. She buried her nose in the fresh linen, savoring its starchy, unspoiled odor. Life could be as simple as virgin white pillowcases.  At least for a moment.
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      The lush evening scents of moist earth and roses were ruined by the smell of the cigarettes. Last two, and then the pack was done.

      It was very late. The surrounding houses were dark. A faint glow on the rooftops from a faraway streetlight, nothing more. Stars were strewn across the sky, millions of them, more than she’d ever seen. As if that milk bucket in the sky had been refilled and spilled using full-fat cream for once.

      Merle watered the grapevine and the pear tree and stamped on the loose earth filling the trench. She had tried and failed to sleep. She was so far from home. She had a strong desire to call someone, to speak to her family.  The village was beginning to feel very small, especially without a telephone. The distance felt good for awhile. She didn’t want her family worried. But now she felt very alone, cut off from the world. How were her parents? Had Elise found a job? Were the cousins swimming in the pool? Did Annie have a new boyfriend? Had anyone asked questions about her character or checked her criminal record?

      She and Tristan had a real meal in the garden, made at home, then returned the rollaway cots to the hotel. She’d actually cooked in her new French house. Her new French house — what a phrase! As if it belonged to her, as if she would build a life here. It gave her a moment of wonder, and lightheadedness. But she woke up before midnight, the thought that Weston and Marie-Emilie had slept in that room heavy on her mind. They had conceived Harry there. There was something wrong with that. But what? What could be wrong with a married couple bringing a baby into the world?

      The pissoir sat dark, still wound up with orange tape, off limits. It had to be a woman, or a child. The skeleton was small. Who had been so hated, so unloved, that they were encased inside a wall and forgotten? It was sad, as sad as the fresher death of Justine LaBelle. She thought of the Bordeaux phone numbers in her notebook. Tomorrow she would get a cell phone. She would get back into the mix, call her sisters. Damn the expense.

      Looking at the million stars, picking out constellations, the what-what suddenly slammed into her head, loud and insistent as ever. She clamped her hands over her ears. What the hell did it want? What question was it asking? What? What?! She didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to know what the question was. But it wouldn’t leave her alone.

      Stop!  But it shouted again, the siren cry of the unknown: What? What?!

      Then she remembered Dr. Murray, the gray-haired, ruddy-complected  psychologist. He had peered at her with watery blue eyes full of compassion. It had been hard to look at him, she thought she might start crying. Weeks ago at Tristan’s evaluation, what had he said? They had a short, clinical discussion about grieving, about the way different people handle the mourning period. He said you couldn’t make rules, set schedules for recovery, for normalcy. That you had to listen to whatever was going on inside you. You had to respect your subconscious, or it would be your demon. Better to listen to your demon, to try to understand it, than ignore it and pay a worse price, he said.

      Okay, listen. She took her hands off her ears and closed her eyes, tipping her face to the starlight. I’m listening. What is the question?

      Something to do with life, and the end of it. The finality. Harry’s death wasn’t the initial trigger, no, it had been coming on for awhile. His presence, his living self, had started it. Or something else, something only she could see or touch or feel. Something deep inside her that required answers, that refused to go stumbling through life, blinders set, doing what she “ought to.” The subconscious asked on, even when answers were scarce: What do you want from life? What is it about? What are you doing with your time above ground? What will it take to feel alive?

      A fine list of ‘what-whats.’ Her lists, her sanity-keepers. The calendar with its regiment, its comforting lineup of hours. Was that the real core of the problem, insane list-making, schedule mania, calendar memorization? Or were those coping mechanisms, ways to stave off the scary chaos of the answerless questions: What is life anyway? What is death but an end to the pain of living? What happens after death? Why am I here on earth? Why was I born?

      Was there an answer to any of them? No one knows why they’re born. You are simply brought forth in love. You arrive, and then everything else is guesswork. You choose a path, or it chooses you. You protest your lot, or accept it willingly. It doesn’t matter. It’s yours, you own it. And now you have to live with it.

      The calendar fixation seemed, now that she’d been away from the office so long, simply a neurotic way to cope with the passage of time. That was what bothered her: Time. Tick-tock. The way it slipped away, unnoticed, so that days went by in a flash. Weeks slid by, then months, seasons. Winter blew cold and snowy then before you realized it the grass was green and you’d somehow missed the delicate onset of spring, the opening of buds. Children grew overnight from tiny kissy-face cherubs to strapping, shaving, back-talking sluggers. It wasn’t fair, it didn’t have to happen.

      She felt the rock in her chest again, not so big but still there, pressing against her heart. Life didn't have to happen? Ah, but it did. Time marched on, unbidden by protest and the thin desires of the flesh. It would not stop. It would not slow for adoring mothers or trial attorneys or absent fathers. It would not stretch its languorous minutes for you or anyone. Time was an equal opportunity torturer.

      How did everyone else cope? You couldn’t control time. You could schedule yourself to death, packing in every second with so-called meaningful work. You could try harder, be smarter, love more. But that was only a torture you did to yourself. It wasn’t time’s fault you accepted its reins so readily. The only thing was to accept. Accept change. Accept time. Accept death.

      The moon poked up over the wall, shining a flash of light on the espaliered pear tree, its fruit now swelling and heavy. The bones that hid in the latrine for so long: who was it? Who had lived, and died here? Who cared for them, who loved and missed them?

      Did it matter? Death comes to all of us — but most of all, to me. It will claim my flesh, make it weak. She thought of Harry again, as his heart seized, as the light went out of his eyes. What did he think of? Did he know he was dying? Was he afraid? She wanted suddenly to have been there with him, to have held him and comforted him and whispered to him as he went, to tell him she had loved him once even if she’d been so very neglectful for, oh, years. She wanted, she realized now, too late, his forgiveness. How would she ever forgive herself without his blessing?

      Harry had moved on. He’d adapted to her coldness. He had found warmth in the arms of another woman and the soft hands of their child. She tried to imagine him forgiving her. She tried to hear his voice, those words. She tried to make them manifest on the night air: I forgive you, Merle. I was happy with my new woman, my adorable girl. Don't feel bad you didn't have it in you to love me.

      But it wasn’t right; it wasn’t him. Harry didn't care about any of them, before or after his death. Not really. He didn't care enough to forgive her.

      It's a mystery, how you'll die. But it wasn’t a mystery itself. No, it was very ordinary. The Big D. The Dirt Nap. It would come. And sooner than you expect.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Tristan was snoring. The evening had cooled and the turmoil in her head had stilled. Cigarettes and what-what done for the night.

      As she stepped into the parlor she heard a noise under the floor. She’d put out a dozen mouse traps, baited them with camembert (for world’s most pampered mice) but hadn’t checked them recently. Grabbing the flashlight she pushed aside the cabinet, pulled up the door in the floor and shone the beam down the wooden stairs. At the bottom step a mouse was caught in a trap, the wire across his back but still alive. She picked up a length of plastic pipe and a plastic bag and started down the steps.
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