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    Prologue


    1


    This is what Luke told me.


    That one winter he lost his much-feared father and found his long-lost brother. Then he lost his brother again. And found his father.


    This is what Luke told me. That he lost his father in the bitter rain of a Jerusalem winter and found his brother in the blossoming of a Paris spring. And when he found him, on a warm dawn of a black night, he shot at him with his brother’s own gun and the bullet dropped his brother like a split bag of sand to the shadows of the street.


    Now Luke had killed twice. Two killings, years apart and in different countries. But as the report of the gun rolled away between the rows of houses and the neighborhood dogs began to bark, as his brother spilled to the ground and, far in the distance, sirens began to whine, Luke felt he had killed only once: a double fratricide witnessed by the same howling dogs on the same endless night.


    This is what Luke told me. That then, suddenly, he was sure neither whom he had found nor whom he had lost at all.


    2


    We talked for an afternoon, a night, and then a morning.


    Afternoon, relentlessly hot on the steerage deck of the ship moving across the Aegean, above the squint of the turquoise water stretching ahead. Luke in profile against the high Grecian sky: a beaked nose over a sharp jaw; a bony, sunburned forehead; jet black hair sweeping upward from a high line, a wound healing above one pale cheek. Eating the food I bought him, hungrily; drinking the wine. Filthy, incessantly smoking thin cigars from a blue tin as he talked.


    And then night across a small table in the ship’s deserted dining room. Outside the porthole the great harvest moon casting a wake of silver into the shifting fields of black.


    Then a morning hotly ripening to noon, watching anxiously as Naxos then Amorgos draw close, then pass: great bulks sleeping in the sun, on the rippling surface of blue as the ship draws to the final call.


    And this is what he told me, in his low, scholar’s voice, his wide mouth picking and pronouncing the German words with the practiced precision of a foreign language learned well: that looking for the brother he had murdered, he traveled south through the blooming of a European spring, from Paris, to hot Italy, and there he found the father he had lost. And that guided by a dead father, looking for a murdered son, he traveled over the Adriatic to the Ionian and on into the always strengthening sun. Always more south, always more summer, and always, always more lost.


    And in the end he found me.


    He told me he would never again mind being lost. For when you know where you are going, then you are your own guide. But when you are lost, really and truly lost, so lost that you no longer know even where you meant to go, then—and only then—is born the possibility that somebody will take you there.


  

    

      

    


    Part One


    

      

        The shock of being lost as a metaphor is the discovery that you’ve never been “found” in any meaningful sense.

      


      

        —JIM HARRISON


      


    


  

    Chapter One


    1


    The night David Sayada called to tell him that he had lost his father, Luke Benami was moonlighting. Subtitling, appropriately enough, Huston’s The Dead for its French distributor. Appropriate to the message from Dov waiting on his answering machine at home; appropriate to the snow flurrying in the neon lights of Broadway outside the studio window. He had been working for nearly thirty hours.


    I see him seated next to an editing console in headphones, a keyboard under his hands and computer screen in front of his eyes. Paler than when we met, after his summer of traveling—a pale person, twenty-six years old. A single overhead light cast a descending shadow over his long face in concentration, absorbed, thoughtless, his wide mouth pursed, his black eyes, impossibly far apart, intent on the screen while he fluently typed. To his left sat a woman running the console, and Luke spoke without looking up.


    “Seiko. Give me French for ‘scatter.’”


    The woman was Japanese, a head of black hair over a round face, a tight black T-shirt defining her slim form over black jeans; Japanese in origin, but with her perfectly pronounced French, perfectly international. “Éparpiller.”


    “No. Like leaves falling onto the ground.”


    She stood, stepped behind him, leaning an ear to his headphones while he rewound. Then: “Joncher.”


    “Thanks.”


    He kept typing while she watched, a hand on his shoulder. Perhaps it was his concentration, faultless, entirely absorbed; perhaps it was his face, entirely disarmed in his fatigue. Her expression was affectionate. She spoke in clipped English, half Japanese accent, half New York slang: “Where you from, Luke?”


    He glanced at her, then kept typing. “All over. You?”


    “Kyoto, originally.”


    “How do you come to speak French and English so?”


    “Daddy owns Sony. You?”


    Still concentrating on the screen. “Me what?”


    “How you come to speak French and English? You’re not American.”


    “Yeah? How do you know? And tell me my accent’s no good, you’re dead.”


    “Nah. An American would have made a pass at me already.”


    He looked up now, his face still disarmed, his eyes traveling from her face to her hips. When she met his eyes, he smiled, a disarming, wide-mouthed expression that lit his face and rendered it, for the moment, as handsome as it can be: an open face that wears its emotion transparently, lit now with a rare smile.


    “I’m from Oklahoma City.”


    She smiled back, as if against her will. “Yeah, right. I bet you’ve never been west of the Hudson.”


    “I have, too. Cinémonde took me to L.A. last spring. What say we wrap and have a drink?”


    “L.A. doesn’t count. I’ll have a drink if you tell me where you’re from.”


    He began shutting down the computer. “No deal. But I’ll buy the drinks.”


    She paused, then stood and began to gather her things into her bag, her English lapsing in her frustration. “You an intense guy, Luke.”


    Broadway at 5:00 A.M. A step closer to home; a step closer to Dov’s message. Night, a flurrying snow hazing the neon lights, the avenue empty but for cruising taxis. Wrapped in a black wool coat, he rode downtown, Seiko at a slight remove in the seat. A recorded muezzin played on the driver’s tape deck, then a taped Muslim prayer interrupted every few moments by a precisely phrased translation in an upper-class British voice. Luke leaned forward to see the driver’s name: Jefferson Hampton. He leaned back to the window again, the familiarity of the urgent, high-voiced prayer carrying him far away to where he was in fact from. He did not suspect how soon he was to be there again.


    Thirtieth Street, a quiet club, a single bass guitar and harmonica ushering out the night on the small stage. They perched on barstools, waiting to be served. A group of dark Israelis were drunk at a table, trading war stories in Arabic-accented Hebrew, and Seiko watched Luke’s face stiffen as he glanced over, then turned his back. The bartender, a tall black man in a goatee, approached with a shot and chaser for Luke, whom he greeted by name, then directed a tired, questioning glance at Seiko. She ordered Absolut on the rocks, then said, as if there had been no interruption since the studio: “I think you’re Israeli.”


    Surprised. “And what do you base that deduction on?”


    She wasn’t smiling. “You’re listening to those guys behind us.”


    He looked away at the stage, then back at her, her small body perched on its barstool, legs crossed, hips and breasts outlined in her tight black clothes, emanating a warmth, deeply seductive. A bone-deep desire passed over him; he licked his lips, drank off his bourbon, hesitated. Then: “Come on. You don’t want to hear a life story at a bar at five in the morning.”


    “Depends who’s telling.”


    Telling was a temptation; it always was. Had she been Lebanese, or African, or Eastern European, he might have tried. But then, had she been from those places, she would have understood. As it was, she wore her internationalism too easily; borders were an opportunity to her, not a punishment. Deeply, he wanted to be in her bed, to feel her small hands on him. Deeply, he knew that those small hands held no absolution. He said: “I’m from Galveston, Texas.”


    She finished her drink, pouring the clear liquid delicately between her lips, elbows raised, as if even drinking from a glass were governed by a complex Japanese ritual. Then she rose and, standing, ran a small palm down the side of his face, launching his heart into life.


    “You’re a nice guy, Luke, but man, are you intense. I’ll see you later.”


    And then he was alone over a second set of drinks at the bar, feeling remorse. Just as, in his empty apartment downtown, the answering machine picked up Dov’s call.


    A thin snow was falling over the just-opening meat warehouses in his neighborhood next to the Hudson River when he arrived home, a thin light beginning to bleed gray into the high winter sky. Climbing wearily, drunkenly, the stairs from the street into his building, picking up yesterday’s paper from the front door, walking into the apartment with no discernible pleasure at his return. He punched the answering machine, crossed to the living-room window. During the quiet, garbled scream of rewinding tape, he pulled up the blind and stared out at the vista of cloud and water stretching to the Maxwell House clock on the waterfront of New Jersey, thinking still in camera angles from his night’s subtitling.


    A low, deliberate pan, maybe nine seconds, across the liquid gray sky of lightly snowing clouds. Then cut into the field: tight on the sad eddies of snow hanging pointlessly in the foreground over the green surface of the leaden water, shifting in long, slow swells. Sound track: a message in French; Le Journal du Dimanche looking for a translation of a Bush press conference. A second message in English: Could he work German to English at the General Assembly that afternoon? The third in Hebrew: Dov Sayada in Jerusalem, asking him to call right away. Three languages, two foreign and one maternal, each an equal step farther into the anonymity of this cold city under the winter sky at dawn.


    The radiator clanked with its steam rising in protest, and Luke turned into the dusky room. Shrugged off his coat, flipped through a Rolodex, punched the international code and Dov’s office number on Mount Scopus. A secretary answered, “Good afternoon”; when Luke said it was Jules Benami calling for Professor Sayada, there was a long, distant silence, in which a crossed line clicked and an echoing voice cried the Hebrew name “Shira. Shira.” Finally the secretary told him to call his father’s home, and Luke hung up. He punched another number from memory, his father’s. This time Dov answered, and told him his father was dead.


    That he had had a heart attack and been found the previous morning in his bed.


    That Dov was arranging the funeral at his father’s kibbutz.


    That a Benami chair of Jewish history was to be founded at the Hebrew University.


    That El Al was holding the evening flight for Luke.


    He hung up, the faint buzz of transatlantic distance still in his ear, mixed with the silence of the morning vista without. He felt strangely like laughing, his stomach jumping with a mirth that he did not feel. Mirth? For an instant Luke tried to name this feeling, and could not. Out of his confusion he felt back to the night before, spent awake and at work next to Seiko’s warm body; remorse at her refusal of his clumsy seduction; drinking alone at the after-hours club when she had left; the return home; the three telephone messages. Calling Dov, the line clicking far and away in Jerusalem. Then, like an old machine, well used but rusty from a recent storage, a deep engine of grief sputtered into life and began to roar.
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    His winter had been busy, maniacally so. During the day he worked at the UN, a simultaneous interpreter in English, German, and French. At night he moonlighted: subtitling films, dubbing for television news, translating for magazines. The sheer volume made him known in the industry; work came constantly to him. That had seemed to be the point.


    He called three employers to say he was leaving for some weeks. He did not need to say why: They had already seen the papers that he had missed. He called El Al to confirm a seat on the evening flight for General Benami’s son. But after the reservations clerk had checked his ticket, her expressionless voice informed him in Hebrew that there was a diplomatic flight being held for him. Could he leave immediately? His American passport was to hand in a desk drawer; after a pause he reached in again for the blue Israeli one. He pulled a small suitcase from under the bed and packed it quickly. He put on his coat and stood in the dark hallway of his apartment, watching the stain of weak light on the dirty Manhattan windows. Already this apartment where he had lived for four years was ceasing to be his; already he was out of the familiar neighborhood, the familiar city, and into that zone of anonymity, the international zone. Bitterly he felt that he had never been at home here. He locked the apartment door, pocketed the keys, carried his bag down the stairs and out of the building. It was a small bag; he did not know how long he would be gone.
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    His father was buried in the hilltop cemetery of his kibbutz in the north of Israel. The minyan: Luke, Dov, Avishai Yerushalmi, Gilead Sharon, Isaac Wasserstein, five others; students and comrades bent over the grave. Then a huge crowd of raincoated and uniformed people standing farther back, perfectly still as Luke read a mumbled kaddish into the small, silent space under the lowering sky.


    Behind the crowd, like giant mourners, memorial stones: enormous slabs of marble carved with barbed-wire patterns surrounding columns of names. In front a receding vista of dark mud under looming clouds of rain, speckled with gray steel farm buildings, extending to a horizon of fog. The Yizreel Valley. Far away in a field a red tractor sowed winter wheat against the ever-shortening odds of the season, the thin hum of its engine sputtering faintly into the noise of the kaddish.


    Lunch with government people, scholars, kibbutz notables in the communal dining room on muddy floors, a wintry smell of silage pervading the air. Sitting shiva for one afternoon in Gilead’s dreary little kibbutz house, the weather-beaten faces of the kibbutznikim around him, familiar from his earliest childhood: that much older, that much more weathered than when last he had seen them, some six, seven, eight years before. Watching a crew of Arab laborers outside the window, Luke thought suddenly—and surprisingly—in Hebrew: This is the first place from which I was ever exiled.


    Half the traffic on the Jerusalem road that night was coming from the funeral. Culam makirim et culman, the Hebrew saying went—in this small country, everyone is acquainted. Dov driving, silent beside him in the dark interior of the car. His wife, Hela, in the back, crying silently, her body huge in the last months of pregnancy. In the sweep of passing headlamps, Luke watched Dov in profile, his long scholar’s face, his thick black hair, a familiar mix of emotion piercing through the dullness of his grief. Feeling himself being watched, Dov shifted his head slightly right.


    “What’s up?”


    Luke shrugged.


    “That must not have been easy, Jules. That was a big event.”


    “I’m surprised Sharnir didn’t hold a goddamn press conference from the graveside.” The Hebrew was slow to his mind, heavy on his tongue.


    Now Dov shrugged. “Most people weren’t there for politics.”


    “Yeah?” Luke looked at him, an expression of interest coming up, then fading on his face. “Like who?”


    He watched, not listening to Dov’s response—it had been so long since he’d spoken Hebrew that he was able to let the words pass, unabsorbed—feeling the familiarity of the other’s face. Dov, a scholar-soldier, high in the secret world of military intelligence, the trusted assistant and colleague of Benami. Thoroughly at home in this tiny country with a harsh language and a national aesthetic of kitsch. A good place, Luke thought, turning from Dov to the car window, for a funeral. Here almost no one knew anything about the rest of the world, but everyone knew everything about death.
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    I doubt that I need to tell you who Luke’s father was. General, Ambassador, Professor Benami. Hero of the Mosad le-Aliya Bet during the war, famous for his Italian Passage, the still-secret route by which he saved hundreds of Viennese Jews from extermination. Then a Hagana commander in the War of Independence and a general in the Israeli Defense Forces in the Sinai campaign. Former ambassador to France and secretary of defense in three cabinets. David Ben-Gurion Professor of Jewish History at the Hebrew University. This part of his life, everyone knows; even in my country Benami’s biography was a best-seller.


    Luke knew his father differently. He had grown up in New York with his mother, who had been divorced from the general for some time—eight years—before her death in ’82, a suicide. Luke was the younger son. The elder, Daniel, was lost to his father in the Yom Kippur War, worse than dead, worse than disappeared: deserted, in self-imposed and anonymous exile abroad. Luke, at least, was to come to know his father somewhat: He returned to Israel for his army service. That was when his mother committed suicide.


    But he knew his father only briefly. Returned to finish his service after his mother’s death, he was trucked with his unit to Lebanon and assigned to policing duty in the occupation of West Beirut. After his service he left Israel permanently, and when he returned to New York to work at the UN, having studied in Paris and Geneva, he changed his name, at least his first name, and dropped Hebrew from his working roster of languages. He had still not returned when his father died.


    He had returned now, of course, but it was too late. Benami had lost his wife and both his sons: one of suicide, two exiles. Casualties, to Benami, of his life of service: to the war, to the endless wars. Death, for Yosef Benami, was far too familiar to hold any mystery. And as for his sons, even if their exile was so different from his own, still, Benami knew a great deal about exile.
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    Morning in Jerusalem. Waking on the couch of the study, a clean, frightful understanding of his surroundings immediately in his mind. Outside the tearing window a wet rain blew in gusts of tepid wind, the empty street was covered with mud. Luke sat in the kitchen, drinking coffee and eating a salad of diced vegetables, a kibbutz breakfast Hela had left, oddly out of place in this European house from the past. The doorbell rang and Luke rose to answer. Dov and Hela had come to take Luke to his father’s lawyer.


    Gray Yaffo Road, the New City, crowded with splashing cars in the rain. Arab workers in kaffiyehs crouching on the sidewalks under black umbrellas, Israelis hurrying by in puffy green army-issue coats, the feel of a familiar country all around Luke like a cold blush on his face. Avishai Yerushalmi’s office, through the ornate lobby of the British-built Bank Leumi, crowded with irritated customers. In the interior half-light, waving a pencil at his desk before Luke and Dov and Hela, Yerushalmi’s long face. Its deep cheeks hanging from the bone, the guttural words from the front of his throat, a Russian-born Israeli speaking fluent Hebrew.


    “Nu, there is one will, made by me after the divorce, and three changes. Each time Yosef said:‘Yerushalmi, I am an old man changing his will.’ Originally the estate was to be divided between you and your brother. In 1973, emended entirely in your favor.” He peered across at Luke. “You understand me? Your brother was cut out. Then again in August of this year, reinstated. The will was returned to the original terms of the division between you and your brother, with the survivor inheriting from the deceased brother, in the event of death.”


    “Achi chai? Is my brother alive?”


    Yerushalmi watched Luke for a slow moment through expressionless eyes.


    “Lama lo, why not? You are what, twenty-six? He’s a young man in his thirties.”


    “Is he here?”


    “No.” A raised stare. “Certainly not. Were he, it would be in military prison, as you know.”


    “Where is he?”


    “Client-attorney confidence. Though the client, who gave me the address, is no longer alive to enforce it.” Changing into an archaic English, as though Luke were too foreign to grasp the legal subtleties in Hebrew: “That confidence only doubtfully supersedes my obligation to report the whereabouts of a traitor. And your brother, as you know, was convicted in absentia—I have already stretched the privilege. Who knows? Your brother was protected during your father’s life. But your father had enemies, as well as friends, and some of them are in the government now.”


    In Hebrew again: “I telegrammed Danni the day after Yosef’s death and received an answer instructing me to forward his portion of the inheritance in liquid funds to him.”


    “Here begin the problems. The estate contains practically no liquid; who keeps cash in this inflation? To comply with your brother’s instructions requires liquidation of considerable assets. Very considerable, and which can, in the short run, be expected greatly to increase their value in today’s markets. Such as real estate. Antiquities. And artworks.” He paused now, allowing a practiced span of silence for his information to be absorbed. And when Luke said nothing, Dov spoke.


    “You advise?”


    “Nothing. As executor of the will I advise nothing.”


    Dov: “And as Yossi’s oldest friend?”


    Silence. The lawyer looked at Dov with a quizzical expression, then addressed himself to Luke: “Look, you can delay this forever. You get a lawyer; you contest the will; you try to take entire possession. You won’t get it, but you’ll force your brother to allow the principal of the estate to remain until such time as you deem it correct to sell. If you deem it correct: Yossi’s collection, as you know, is a national treasure.”


    This time Luke answered. “And my brother?”


    “Nu, who knows your brother? As a boy he was wild. As a soldier he deserted during a war. As a man, who has seen him since he was, what, eighteen years old?”


    “My father, apparently.”


    “Julie, motek—sweetheart—your father, all his life he went to the mountain, but only he knows what he heard. Did you know him so well you’re sure he knew your brother? He knew where your brother was. He decided to reinherit him.Why? Who questions an old man changing his will? Who ever questioned your father?”


    A silence, and the lawyer went on. “The estate is considerable, eight, maybe ten million American dollars; who knows what artwork will bring these days? Does Danni want his piece? I find it hard not to imagine so.


    “So he hires a lawyer, you go to court. Maybe you win; he’s a marked man in this country and cannot come back to defend himself. Then again, maybe he does not need to; there’s nothing that forbids a criminal representation in a court of law. What is the legal status of a deserter in this matter? Is it the same as a criminal? Two good lawyers could argue this before the Supreme Court, and a war or two could make that take a decade. Meanwhile, the estate is in chancery, its value, already inflated, dependent on George Bush. And I’ll give you dollars to dimes that he’s going to give us a deep recession. That means the estate will never again be worth what it can get before the next American elections. If you sell.


    “But savlanut—patience.” He raised a hand as Luke began to speak. “Now, what if you don’t sell? Then the estate is valued and death duties are imposed. But by the time the valuation is done, let’s say Bush has been kicked out. So what? If you ever decided to sell, between inflation and a possible drop in the market, the entire estate would go to death duties. Danni would get nothing, but neither would you.”


    A silence. Then Luke: “So selling now is the only thing that makes sense.”


    The lawyer shrugged. “Given that Danni wants cash . . .” He paused, shrugged again, and continued in a measured tone.“Motek, I’ll tell you the truth. If I’ve slept two hours a night since Danni’s telegram, I’ve been lucky. I’ve spoken to the best lawyers in the country, and I am the best lawyer in the country. It all comes down to one point: Is Danni within his rights to ask for his inheritance in cash? The best answer you can get without going to court? Probably. Given that, what should you do?” He stopped, swiveled his chair to look, briefly, through the window to the bank’s lobby. Then he turned back.


    “First, I’m executor of this estate. I have a fiduciary—as well as a moral—responsibility to do what you say. Advising you is not part of my job.Secondly, I’m your father’s oldest friend. Seeing his lifetime’s work sold to strangers—it makes me ill. But thirdly, I must advise my friend’s son. How do I tell you to let a fortune slip through your fingers? How do I tell you to miss the chance of being a rich man—a very, very rich man—for the rest of your life? And so I have to tell you, I don’t see the choice. I think you have to sell.”


    There was a silence, and then the lawyer stood up.


    “Challas, enough. It’s the day after your father’s funeral; you should be sitting shiva. Think about it. Come next week, the week after, tell me what you’re thinking. There is no hurry.”
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    In the evening Luke finished the half bottle of scotch he had brought to the study the night before, Yerushalmi’s words replaying in glacier-slow movement, a geologic process of drunken thought. For the second time since his arrival, he ventured into the darkened living room to search the liquor cabinet by the light of the open kitchen door, and came up with a half quart of gin. This meant ice, so he went through to the kitchen and stood, swaying, in front of the open fridge.


    Hela had left some fruit, some yogurt, some vegetables. But the butter, say, and the jam, Luke realized, were his father’s. The ice cubes had been placed there by his father’s wrinkled hand, perhaps a stubby, nicotine-stained finger dipping into one of the square wells of water as he placed it on the shelf.


    A line from a Hebrew novel came into his mind: “But I did not know that there was no point in leaving a fingerprint on the surface of water.” The ice tray in hand, he moved unsteadily to the counter and began breaking squares of ice into a crystal bowl, then bent to lean his head on the counter as, with shocking intimacy, his father’s face appeared in his mind.


    He had not even looked Jewish. A weather-reddened, even-featured face, easy to smile, animated by bright blue eyes under a thick fall of white hair. A commanding, charismatic face; in many ways, a politician’s face, with a wide-open friendliness. Behind it, Luke knew, was a zero-degree concept of survival, a wholly dogmatic simplicity of purpose, and a deeply egotistic capacity for violence that had been proved, at home and in battle, time and time again.


    Gone now. That towering, distant man, the fate of a nation in his hands. Gone irrevocably, down to the very objects of his life. That Luke had, for so long, so deeply hated him seemed in no way to diminish the throbbing grief that animated him now.


    But he had found his brother, a silent, grim riddle from his earliest memories. Too much older to have been a friend, and too violent, too angry. As if the very walls could speak, the noises of his brother’s fights with his father sounded in the empty house around Luke’s lowered head. He heard his mother when the news of Danni’s disappearance from the army came in. He saw the ashen, fallen, shocked face of his father when the truth of his desertion became known. He felt a sudden sympathy for that disappointed man, now dead.


    And at that surge of sympathy, the thought defined itself in Luke’s mind—as if it had always been there, waiting to be discovered—that none of this would have been the same if his brother had not made it so. His mother’s death, his own difficult, rootless, stateless life, all the way to his miserable, drunken solitude, single-handedly shouldering the burden of his father’s death in a Jerusalem winter’s night. None of it would have been the same. The day Danni decided to desert his base in the Golan he had sent not himself but all of them into exile.


    Luke experienced a bitter, bitter moment of regret. He saw that if Yerushalmi was right, then he couldn’t stop his brother from liquidating the estate and having his money. And more, that destroying the collection of his father’s life was, for his brother, a kind of parricide.


    He saw that his entire family was gone, down to the very objects of his father’s life, and that from his mother’s suicide to the pillage of his father’s estate, it was all because of his brother. Because of his cowardice. Because of his greed.


    No hurry? Weaving back toward the refrigerator, the empty ice tray in hand, Luke felt aware that there was nothing but hurry.


    7


    He slept. In the long, dull, muffled light of Jerusalem in winter rain spilling through the window over his father’s desk. He woke, and for a long time lay, lost in hangover, reassembling the present around him. When at last he rose to the ringing of the doorbell, head aching, it was nearly evening again.


    Hela was at the door, come to take him home to dinner. She drove him to Mea Shearim, Luke silent beside her, deeply withdrawn in the exhaustion of mourning. It was only after her drab, silent meal that he was able, again to talk. Then he asked Dov, his father’s prize student, then assistant, then trusted colleague, if he had known his father was in contact with his brother.


    Silence. Then, unwillingly: “Yadati, Jules, I knew. He was here, your brother.”


    “How? I thought he couldn’t come back.”


    A shrug. “Things could be arranged for your father.”


    “When?”


    “Late last summer. For two, three days.”


    “Did you see him?”


    “Hela did, by chance.”


    Hela: “I’d brought Yossi some groceries, and Danni was in the kitchen when I came in. He went upstairs like a cat caught with the roast. I swear I thought it was you, Julie. Or your twin. He looked so much like you it was crazy. I couldn’t understand why you ran away. Later I realized it must have been Danni.”


    Dov: “Yosef never mentioned it. They spent three days closeted in the house. Then he was gone.”


    “Did you know him, Dov? Before the war?”


    “A little. He was in Jerusalem or abroad for school; I was on the kibbutz. The surprise wasn’t really that he deserted. It was that he went in the first place. The army was way too much of a group activity for Danni.”


    A pause for thought. Then: “What should I do?”


    Hela: “I’ll tell you what you should do. Let Danni go to hell. Take your father’s house, and car, and come live here. Dov was more of a son to your father than Danni ever was. We’re your family now.”


    Dov, ignoring his wife, spoke forcefully. “No. Danni will never let you be. You can buy him off with what’s his anyway. By all means, come back to Jerusalem, but give him what your father meant him to have and get on with your life.”


    Later, when Dov had driven him home, as Luke was stepping out of the car, Dov stopped him at the open door.


    “Jules. I think his address is in Yosef’s papers. I think I could find it.”


    “Whose?”


    “Danni’s.”


    Luke was surprised. “Why would you want to?”


    “I thought you might want it.”


    Now Luke paused, and deep in his mind a purpose continued its process of taking shape. But an instinct made him say: “What for?”


    “To find him. He’s your brother.”


    Luke shook his head no. But then, before stepping out into the street, he asked Dov: “Which papers? Where would I look?”


    “Not at home, in his office. I know where to look.”


    “I see.”


    Silence. Then, awkward: “I’m sure my father wanted you to have his papers, Dov. I’m sure he meant you to carry on his work.”


    Looking away, Dov did not look like a hero of two wars. He looked unmasked, his dark face uneasily wearing humiliation. “You saw the will. There was no mention.”


    “Well, I’m mentioning.” And Luke stepped out into the wet black night.
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    By 2:00 A.M. the rain had peaked, and abated, and dirty white clouds drifted aimlessly in ink black sky. The Jaffa Gate floated below across the Valley of Gethsemane in a single floodlight.


    Spent, Luke raised his head from the pile of letters on his father’s cluttered desk in the darkened study. In a long, slow sweep, he ran his eyes over his father’s desk, the countless treasures it contained, the record of a historic life. He looked up at the walls: the Chagall sketch dedicated to Benami in the painter’s own hand; the framed letter from Einstein; the Rafael Soyer. He ticked off, one by one: the German expressionists on loan to the Israel Museum; the Klimt in the Metropolitan, the medieval cabbalistic texts, the correspondence with Agnon, and more. So much more than he could remember. As much as he may have hated his father, there was still a lifetime of study here. For Dov, for Dov’s whole department. There was a lifetime of priceless collecting, thinking, living. He closed his eyes, and far away in a part of his mind where images, not words, play against the mind’s eye, he saw drunkenly, and with tremendous clarity.


    It was all to go. Objects as familiar to him as his house, as his father. Gone—a lifetime—all gone by a stranger’s wish. For a moment a detailed movement of the purest contempt crossed his heart. Then it faded, and, exhausted, he rose and began the slow stumble across the room to the couch. He knew exactly what he was going to do.


    Morning, sober, sitting in Yerushalmi’s office, his feet wet from the flooded sidewalks outside running with the steady winter rain, he found himself still resolved.


    “How long will it take to liquidate the estate?”


    “A couple months. Maybe until spring. This is what you want to do?”


    “Do I need to be here?”


    “For much of it. And your brother?”


    “Give him his, Avi. Sell it all and give him his.”


    Then, outside on the street under drizzling cold rain, calling Dov from a phone booth.


    “Dov? Have you found it? . . . Yes? . . . Six, rue de Fleurus. Top floor . . . Yes, yes, I know, Paris six . . . Thanks, Dov.”
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    Benami’s estate took three months to liquidate. Archaeological artifacts went against taxes to the Israel Museum, the books to a New York dealer, Benami’s correspondence with Scholem and Ben-Gurion to the Beinecke and with Sartre to the Bibliothèque Nationale. The artwork was auctioned in Paris, the collection of German expressionists selling to a single Japanese buyer for nearly double Yerushalmi’s higher estimate of the entire estate. Two Derwatts sold in London for prices that made the front pages of the papers. Luke bought the house on Hamevasser Street and its contents back from the estate, paying, by the end—to Yerushalmi’s chagrin—half the market value again in taxes and death duties.


    The brooding Jerusalem winter, cold winds blowing a bitter rain before them, chilled over the muddy Judean hills, swamping the stony city in short days of gray. Luke bought some hashish in a teahouse in the Old City. Days he walked the wall, or the shuk, or the slummy streets leading up to Mount Scopus. Evenings he and Dov played chess, Luke aware, now, of Dov’s envy: rich, young, free, in sole possession of his father’s intellectual legacy. To Luke, there was nothing to envy: burdened by the inheritance, afraid of what to do, and with nowhere in the world to go.


    Nights he packed the papers from his father’s desk into files, sorting out unfinished correspondence for Dov to complete. The drawers contained treasures escaped from the sale: a collection of Yizkors; five letters from Golda Meir; a Roman figurine of a dancing woman in a flowing robe. Maniacally he cleared everything away. Early one morning he climbed down to the basement, came up with a hammer and chisel, and opened the lock to the last remaining drawer. Here lay ten notebooks constituting his father’s private diary, written in Yiddish.


    A shock passed through Luke as he realized what he had found. Could this contain the details of the Italian Passage? Now Yerushalmi, the world’s greatest secret-keeper, was the only person left who knew the route. Heart beating, Luke sorted the volumes and opened the first.


    But it started with Benami’s arrival in Jerusalem with his new wife after the war. It was labeled “Volume 3,” and the first two were nowhere to be found. Luke caught himself in the reflection that, incomplete, the diary would be worth far less to a collector. He thought: My brother has made me see my father’s whole life in terms of money. He thought: My brother has robbed me even of my father’s death.


    Spring came in on a wet wind, warming the mud in the streets, turning the dark olive trees a lighter green. The last sale took place at the end of March; now there were only taxes to pay and money to be shared out before checks could be issued to Luke and his brother. Luke took an advance, in cash, of ten thousand dollars. He arranged to have the rest of his money deposited in a Paris bank. He leased his father’s house to Dov and Hela for a dollar, arranged for Dov to have exclusive access to his father’s papers. And at the end of March he went to a travel agent with Dov and bought a ticket back to New York.


    Then a last night in his father’s house. A last night drinking, watching the floodlit Jaffa Gate over the falling line of rooftops in the valley, the dry desert sky beginning to warm with eastern heat. A last night sleeping under the mohair throw on the couch in the study, the rest of the house, save for the living room with the liquor cabinet and the kitchen with the ice, still unvisited country. Dov and Hela saw him off at the airport for his flight to New York. The plane mounted into the warming blue sky, and Israel lifted away, a smudge of sandy gray beside the Mediterranean.


    At the airport Dov had asked: “So you will do nothing about your brother?”


    “Nothing, Dov. I was going to write to him. Now I don’t even want to bother.”


    Hela: “And in New York? What is there for you there?”


    He shrugged, wondering why he did not want to tell them the truth. “Back to work, I suppose.”


    In a very quiet voice, Hela: “It’s not right, Julie. You’re sending yourself into exile. You belong here.”


    Belong? On the plane, staring out into the silent cosmos of blue above the sea, Luke nearly laughed. No word could more inappropriately attach to him than “belong.”When the plane stopped at Orly en route to New York, carrying his luggage, Luke disembarked, passing immigration as Luke Benami on his American passport, and took a taxi into the appalling, green, obscene softness of a Paris spring.


  

    Chapter Two
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    I was in Paris when Luke arrived. And I saw him there. Only I didn’t know it was Luke, nor was it the first time I’d seen him. The first time was months before. And it wasn’t him either.


    Yes, I’ll explain.


    Picture the fall of 1988, the fall before Luke’s springtime arrival in Paris. In the Döbling district of Vienna, on the upper floor of the house at Frederickstrasse 29, a girl sits in her room at a piano, next to the window. Not practicing, but sitting.


    She’s twenty-two, in her last year of college, still living at home. Medium height, blond, a Germanic face. In her attitude there are two sharply divergent strains of being. On the one hand, she is clearly used to being at home, clearly confident about her surroundings; this is a girl who’s lived in the same place her whole life. On the other hand is evident a great impatience, evident in the swiftness of her movements, in the constant tic of her head, with which she flips back her hair. This is “displacement activity,” and she uses a lot of it—smoking, trembling, fidgeting. She must; commensurate with her confidence is the discipline under which she’s grown up, and there’s not much liberty for a more—shall we say?—direct display of tension.


    This is me, Natalie Hoestermann. It is late August, exactly a year before I am to meet Luke for the final time on the ferry to Astipálaia. And on this day my life is going to change, entirely.


    But don’t be too impressed by that: I’d been waiting for it to change for a long, long time. And had it not changed the way, that day, events made it—well, I don’t like to think of various ways I might have had to change it by myself.
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    This day, watching idly out the window from my piano seat, where a brilliant autumn light spilled onto the deserted Sunday afternoon street—a silence that spoke of everything Austrian this Sunday after lunch, a desertion that oppressed me with its familiar tedium—I noticed a new element in the composition of the view from my window.


    It was a man, standing alone against the building across the way, watching—apparently—my family’s front door. He wore a loose-cut black suit, clearly a good one, and a black cashmere overcoat. He was smoking from a pack of American cigarettes, but I didn’t feel he was American.


    I didn’t know what he could be. His hair was black, and while he was not handsome, there was something about his face, his high, wide face, almost Arab but with pale skin, that drew my attention strongly, very strongly. More than anything, I was struck by his eyes: jet black, set so far apart on his face that for a moment I pictured him in profile as a flounder, and that made me laugh.


    It’s funny, that laugh. Years later I remembered it, several times, as a laugh that came from one half of my personality, a half that was not to laugh often again. You see, only a child could have laughed at that man, with the intensity of his gaze, the extreme tension of his person. Only a child could have ignored the fact that this dark, thin man, standing across the street from my family’s house, could mean nothing good, nothing good at all.


    I was not the only person to notice the man. I heard my mother’s step on the second-floor landing, below my room, and the sound of her bedroom door clicking shut for her afternoon nap, but the next sound, the springs of her old bed taking her weight, did not come. Suddenly I sensed that my mother, too, was standing at her bedroom window, watching my father stroll across the street to greet the stranger, then turn to walk with him back into the house. And a deep feeling of sad, pitying affection for my nervous, aging mother swept through me, as if I knew this man had come to change not only my life but hers, too. All of ours.


    I did not need to be told that I was not welcome downstairs at that meeting between the stranger and my father. It lasted all afternoon. Twice I passed the door to my father’s study: once on my way to the kitchen; once on my way out. I walked to Wolf’s house, looking to take refuge there, but when I arrived, I found myself turning to walk back, and when I returned, the study door was open. Through the doorway I could see the man standing with his back to me.


    He stood by the window, gazing out, and turned slowly, as if unwillingly, when my father returned from the living room, carrying two glasses, each with a large measure of brandy—a surprisingly large one. My father, deep in thought as he approached, looked momentarily shocked to see me. Then he recovered himself and ushered me through the open door. He spoke, to my surprise, in his accented, halting French.


    “Monsieur, voyez, this is my daughter, Natalie. My daughter speaks a much better French than I! Natalie, ceci est Monsieur—” My father paused, not as if he didn’t know the name, but as if he didn’t know which name to use. The stranger turned slowly, resting his eyes full on me before pronouncing it.


    “Tueta. Monsieur Tueta, Herr Hoestermann.”


    I drew in my breath. I had never been looked at like that before.
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    What was it in the look? The high, far-apart eyes gazed at me with fathomless impassivity. The full mouth was set in an expression from which a smile was so absent that it was nearly a negative quality, a zero degree of seriousness. And in the long second that he stared at me, I saw that most painful of all was the utter, non-negotiable lack of curiosity in his eyes.


    “Bonjour, monsieur.”


    The stranger stood at polite attention, without an answer, and my father began to speak with practiced, nervous urbanity. I did not like to see him like that.


    “Monsieur Tueta’s interested in our house, my dear. It seems that his family once lived here, can you believe it? Now he’s researching a—a family history. Lucky thing for him—he didn’t know what a careful record keeper your old man is! I think”—he turned now to the stranger, and his manner changed perceptibly—“I think we’ve been able to give the gentleman pretty much what he came looking for, and more, hein, monsieur?”


    There was a silence for a moment; then the other focused his gaze on my father and spoke absently, with a politeness that contained both menace and contempt. “You’ve been a great help, Herr Hoestermann, a great help. Still, I can’t help feeling you could be a greater help yet.”


    “Now, monsieur.” Did I know my father was scared? I suppose so. I suppose so. And yet age tells; perhaps he was scared, but he was also the elder and in many ways in control. “I think I’ve done quite a lot. And I think, too, that you will need to consider how far you want to go with this . . . research.”


    The man nodded, menace beneath his politeness more apparent. “I certainly will think about that, Herr Hoestermann. Or should I say—what was it?—Obersturmbannführer? And I’ll let you know what I decide.”


    Then he was gone. My father returned from seeing him out, the lines of his face showing fatigue, and I remembered, once again, how old he was, over seventy. Too old to have a daughter my age. Too old to have a daughter like me. Someone once said that in my country we are born guilty. Some of us are guiltier than others. When my father spoke, it was as if his voice, already, came from an ever-receding point in an ever-growing distance.


    “Gut, mein Liebling, run away now. Papa needs a rest.”


    

      Liebling. How I want to hear him speak that word, just once, again, as he used to speak it, before that man came. It is like a thirst.
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    Not long later, two or three days, I came out of classes in the early afternoon and found him waiting at the campus gate, leaning against a goldening chestnut. He wore the same impeccable black and carried a leather briefcase. I approached him, keenly aware of the distance between his proper dress and my jeans, my white blouse, my old jeans jacket. It didn’t matter; absurd was the right way to feel at that age. I was not surprised to see him. It was as though we had an appointment.


    He did not speak until I approached; when he did, it was with the same impassive contempt as before, and I felt the same sensation that suddenly I did not exist. Now I see that that very rudeness was a kind of acknowledgment.


    “Écoutez, mademoiselle. Be so kind as to have a drink with me.”


    I nodded, and we walked in silence across the boulevard to a café. He called for a table and ordered without looking at the waiter. Like that, I saw, it was not just me. It was as if none of us existed. His eyes flat on mine, he spoke.


    “I have something complicated to say to you. I’ll be done in a moment. If you’d be so good as just to listen, I’d be grateful.”


    I nodded, and he paused, shifting his black eyes into the distance, licking his lips. Was he beautiful? I could not tell.


    “Thank you.” His eyes again on my face, he spoke in a measured voice.


    “Your father has something that I feel should belong to me. It’s worth no money, and it’s of importance to no one but myself. I asked him the other night to let me see it; he said no. I threatened him; he still said no.” He paused, licking his lips again as if only now becoming aware that a threat was not a common conversational item in my world. He went on.


    “Now. What can I do to change his mind? I’m not about to rob his house; in fact, I’m leaving Vienna when we’re done talking. I have only one weapon, and that is you. I am sorry, mademoiselle.”


    “I don’t believe it.” He was surprised to hear me speak, but I could not help myself. I have never been able to. More important, it was as if I understood, even then, what he was going to do to me. He was going to send me into exile. “I don’t believe that you’re sorry.”


    “Je vous ai demandé d’écouter, mademoiselle, not to speak.” Shifting in his chair, he reached into his bag and withdrew a document, a faded, yellowing sheet of paper. At the top was written, in German: “Auswanderungsvisum.” Emigration Permit. I was not surprised to see that it bore a swastika. He let me look it over for a moment, then returned it.


    “Can you remember this if you see one again?”


    I nodded politely. “Not being an idiot, I think so.”


    He smiled for the first time, a half-smile that faded as quickly as it came, and I had the impression that under other circumstances, this man was not always as forbidding as he was now.


    “Your father has a pile of these in his safe. Perhaps four hundred or so. I want them.”


    I nodded. “Ah.”


    Now he was withdrawing a business card from his pocket. “To the person who gives them to me, there’s nothing I wouldn’t give.”


    “C’est bien rigolo, ça, puisque moi, there’s nothing I’d take. No, keep your card; I don’t want it.”


    He pocketed the card again. “Perhaps not. But I’m going to give you something anyway.”


    Why didn’t I get up? Why didn’t I get up and leave? I wanted to, but the seconds ticked away, and I didn’t move, and I didn’t move. He went on now, and for the first time I felt his impassivity was beginning to wear thin.


    “Here’s my present to you, mademoiselle. Go up into your attic. In your house. Take a crowbar. Go to the dormer over the middle window—are you following me? The middle window. Use the crowbar to pry up the ledge under the window; you’ll have to open the window first. There’ll be a compartment in there between the outside and inside walls; in it you’ll find something.”


    He stopped now. He stood up and reached into his pocket for a bill, which he dropped on the table as the waiter arrived with our drinks.


    “I think you’ll find it interesting, mademoiselle. Take it to your father. See what he says. Mention to the Obersturmbannführer that this little present, from me to you, is just the beginning of what I have to give.”


    I looked up. “If you’re trying to tell me something about my father, I know it already.”


    Now a look of real contempt came onto his face, a contempt of which he did not seem the master, and I began to understand that feeling, that nothing around him really existed.


    “Do you, my dear? Then I’ve misjudged you. Something gave me the feeling that you were not like . . .” He tossed his head, motioning around the room.


    I spoke bluntly, through my shock. “My father was acquitted at Nuremberg. He saved hundreds of Jewish lives. Read his book, you’ll learn something.”


    But he was unfazed. “Thank you for the history lesson, Fräulein. Most informative.” He stood up, and now his voice was rising. “But perhaps it’s you who should do some research. Why don’t you take a look? Oh, and the things you find in the hiding place? Ask Herr Hoestermann to return them to me. They belong to my father.” And now, as if he couldn’t bear to wait any longer, he walked away, leaving me alone and our drinks at the table.


    And the next time I saw him was the following spring. In a tiny café on a tiny street in Paris. Only it wasn’t him. And he didn’t recognize me.


    Yes, I’ll explain.
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    The fall chilled and blew away on wet northern winds. Winter came in, the semesters changed, and my last months of college began, the future beyond them a sheer ascent into another world. I had made no plans: graduate school, work, nothing. It was as if I’d already known.


    And still, I did nothing. I went through that winter going to classes, making love with Wolf, feeling the precious days slip away, one by one. I have even a happy memory of those last few months. But all the time I knew exactly what I was going to do. And as the winter lay over Vienna, the city of my childhood, the city in which I had spent my life, it was as if everything—my whole life—had already changed.


    What a strange itinerary is our life, a story where the meanings emerge only when we are ready to understand. Now I know that I had been waiting to meet Monsieur Tueta for years. But it was not until early spring that I went up to the attic with a crowbar, opened the dormer window against the bitter winter wind, and tore the ledge from the window to reveal the hiding place below. And then, in the dark room, watching the lamplit streets below—identical, in the chill night, to the streets seen by whoever had built the hiding place—I lifted out the contents, the hidden contents under which I had slept nearly every night of my twenty-two years.


    There was a heavy gold eight-armed candlestick, which I later learned was a menorah. And there was a leather-bound Torah. After I had replaced the ledge and closed the window, I read, on the inside cover of the Torah, the single word in Roman letters, alone atop a column of script that I later learned to be Yiddish, a family name. It was Neumann.


    Tueta. He had meant me to take these things to my father. I put them back. But only after sitting with them for a long while, staring at the bland, blind fog of suspicion that was now my world. I did not know what these objects meant. I only knew that my life’s certainty was gone.


    My heroic father. A tree in the Garden of the Righteous planted for him in Yad Vashem.


    What, then, did it mean that his house had once been owned by Jews? What was this man, Tueta, trying to tell me?


    It had been perhaps a tenuous certainty all along.


    I put the objects back, closed the hiding place, and went downstairs. Quietly. So as not to wake my parents.


    Still pretending to myself that it wasn’t as clear as a photograph developing, there in the fog where I hid from myself what I was planning to do.
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    And yet what was I hiding? Nothing. I was hiding nothing. It was as if a clock had been set, and all I had to do was follow its deadlines. Winter moved into spring, my exams came and went, and while friends worried about graduate school, or planned moves and jobs, I did nothing. I played the piano in my room. I listened to Bryan Ferry while I made love to Wolf—or let him, rather, make love to me. I studied by my window next to the lengthening days, the shortening nights; I pretended that I was not sleeping in the house where the Neumanns once lived.


    And it was only early on a spring morning, the morning after my graduation from college, that I took the key to his safe from its hiding place behind his desk, opened the safe, and withdrew, tied in twine, the pile of emigration permits the man had told me about. I looked at only one, in the dawn light in my room, as I packed them in with my clothes in my suitcase, with the two objects I had removed, again and for the last time, from their hiding place. Julius Michael Neumann, male, age fifty-nine. Profession: professor; address: Frederickstrasse 29, Vienna; date: 1942. The long lines of Monsieur Tueta’s face dimly evident in the faded photo of the old professor, stamped onto the document with a Third Reich stamp.


    I closed the suitcase, and by the time the sun rose on Vienna, that early April day in 1989, I was on the train to Paris. That’s how I was in Paris when Luke arrived.


    Oh—I took two other things from my father’s safe, and now, in retrospect, I see that the first prefigured a lot of things to come. I took—stole—a two-inch stack of Deutschmarks. A lot of money—and still not even nearly enough to keep me until I was to see Vienna again.


    And I took a business card. For Maurizio Tueta, Antiquaire, 13 rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré, Paris; and Piazza Santo Spirito 2, Florence.
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    Never will I be able to do justice to the strangeness of those spring days. Paris under its high blue skies, with great clouds sailing away to sea, the tulips in flower; the trees in pale green leaf, that impossible, inescapable fertility. It’s a terrible city for a girl on her own. Every café, every corner, there was a man waiting to hit on me: Frenchmen, Americans, Africans. I could not even be alone picnicking on a park bench. The objects I had stolen from my father weighed on my mind, half guilt, half fear. Then I had an idea: I took my bag with the menorah and Bible and documents and checked it at the left-luggage office at the Gare de l’Est.


    After that I was a bit less scared.


    Every day I walked up Saint-Michel and over the Seine. Down the quai to the Tuileries, and across the garden to the rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré. Number 13 was a gallery, a sign of gold script on dark green reading: ANTIQUITÉS. OBJETS D’ART. Every day a steel shutter covered the window. And each time, at the sight of the closed gate, I felt panic. It was my only reason for being here.


    I had come too far. And I could not go back. My father would have me back; it wasn’t that. But I had come too far, and I could not go back. Not without knowing what this man knew about my father. Not without knowing if my father had lied to me all my life. Finally, in real desperation, I thought of asking at the boutique next door. Here I learned that the gallery had been closed for some months, “No, mademoiselle, the proprietor has not been back,” not as far as she knew. I asked at the shoe store on the other side: same. With mounting frustration, I checked right down the block: nothing.


    Until, at a little restaurant on the rue du Marché-Saint-Honoré, late on a weekday afternoon, the barman spoke to me.


    “Ah, oui, Monsieur Tueta. He used to lunch here nearly every day. Now, oh, it’s been months I haven’t seen him. But now that I think, he often disappears for months; he must be on a buying trip. I believe he lives across the river. Marie!” He called through a door, and a woman came out. “Marie, didn’t Monsieur Tueta tell you he lived across in the Seventh, where all the Americans live?”


    “Bonjour, mademoiselle.” The woman, after wiping her hand on her apron, shook my hand, once, lightly, with a warm palm. “Non, chéri, you remember Sophie’s husband, Alain? He works at the café near the Jardin du Luxembourg?”
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