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PROLOGUE


She shut her eyes and took a few steps closer to the edge. She didn’t need to run away. Not yet. A cold, loud wind rushed into her ears. A branch snapped, and she felt a presence. Smelling a hint of familiar perfume, she opened her eyes and swiveled around. 


“You startled me,” she said, leaning forward, surveying the khaki-colored shrubs, the band of blue-black sea in the distance. Other than a few haggard trees, they were completely alone. 


“Been curious about this view.”


She dropped her arms by her sides and made an effort to lighten the tone of her voice. “Do you like it?”


“Gorgeous. But didn’t you see the forecast? They’re expecting a storm. You should be careful. Everything can change out here. Very, very quickly.”


She looked up at the clouds. They were heavy, full. “I thought a couple of hours in fresh air, disconnected, might clear my mind. And I’m waiting for someone. Should arrive any minute.”


A single laugh. “It’s windy today! You’re too close to the edge. Let’s go somewhere warm where we can talk.” She stood still. “Did you think over what we discussed?”


“Yes.”


“Well?”


“I can’t. I can’t do it. I’m sorry.” Crisp air swished through her hair, slapping it across her face.


“It’s okay. I understand. Did you tell anyone about what you saw?”


She stepped back.


“No one will hurt you, I promise. But I need to know.”


“Of course not.” A dense fog hovered over them. Soon she wouldn’t be able to see the horizon. She twisted her hair into a bun and glanced behind her. “You’ll get along with my new student. She’s very accomplished. Brilliant. She can help. With . . . anything.”


Her scalp itched from chilled sweat. She loosened her wool scarf, and a current of fear coursed over the bare skin on her neck. She understood. It was too late. She lifted her hand to her cheek to still her trembling jaw.


The voice was gentle, consoling. “I only want to talk. There’s no need to be afraid. I care about you, and will respect you, no matter what.”


She stepped closer. “And you know how I feel.”


A wordless struggle, a strong shove.


“Je t’en pris,” she said, on her hands and knees now. “Please. I’m sorry.”


With the second shove, a scrambling of gravel off the ledge, a choked cry melting into waves of wind, her body tumbled down, down, all the way to the rocks.


And then silence. Only some air whooshing through the thin branches of sparse trees and a crunching of footsteps, slow and unburdened.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


I dreamt of St Stephens every night the month before I arrived. Imprints of its hallowed halls coalesced with images of mythical Brigadoon, that Scottish island that appears for one day once a century. Sometimes I was alone in my dreams, and other times Rose was there, except that I was Rose and Rose was me.


Rose Brewster. “Rose like the flower,” she used to say when introducing herself over loud music. I hadn’t seen her since college. I remembered the time we’d stayed up all night during finals week sharing a pack of Marlboro Lights as we fired exam questions at each other in the common room. Rose knew all the answers, even after three A.M. which is when my cognitive faculties shut down. Later that morning, Rose’s makeup-free face looked so serene, blonde ringlets endearingly messy, that my roommate asked if she’d had her hair styled, and I just laughed. If I were a different kind of person I might have hated Rose, but it was never like that between us. After getting an A on the test, she’d written to me that she wouldn’t even have passed without our last-minute study session.


Rose was the only person who knew me in Scotland. And even she didn’t know what I’d done.
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It was 2006, I was twenty-three, and I had plans, which began with leaving the old me back in Boston. On a damp afternoon in late August, I stepped off the train and into my new life.


St Stephens is perched on a hill above the North Sea, granite bulwarks relentlessly battered below by raging, freezing water. Many of the buildings appear medieval but are in fact neo-Gothic, with towering spires, pointed arches, and mock fortifications. The color grey defines the architecture, the weather, and the town’s character. St Stephens is famous both for having been a center of the Reformation, and for being home to the revered 600-year-old university. St. John’s Quadrangle constitutes the oldest preserved part of the campus, where on sunny days students sit on benches flanked by ornate fifteenth-century buildings and watch the ivy crawl up and down the facades.


St Stephens boasts one of the most competitive history departments in the world, but what had drawn me to the university was the opportunity to work with Madeleine Grangier, French feminist extraordinaire, expert on the soft power that women wielded in European courts during the sixteenth century. Grangier spoke six languages fluently and had made waves in my field. She was a recent hire who had been at St Stephens for only two semesters.


The morning after my arrival I dressed carefully for my meeting with Professor Grangier. Not that I was trying to impress her, but maybe I wanted to seem more European than American. I had read somewhere that the act of smiling sent signals to the brain that make you feel happy, so I tried in front of the mirror. Then I walked to the history department, weaving through the corners of the Quad, rehearsing what I wanted to say to my new advisor.


Three streets south of the Quadrangle I found the red-brick history building sandwiched between sandstone houses. Entering through an iron-barred gate, I climbed four flights of stairs and found Professor Grangier’s office at the end of the hall. I knocked lightly, and the door was opened by a grey-haired man in a burgundy sweater. When he saw me the flat expression on his face rearranged itself.


“Professor . . . Endicott?” I recognized the chair of the department from the website and numerous book jackets. I reached out my hand to shake his, which he did not offer in return. “Isabel Henley. I greatly admire your work, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”


“Right, nice to meet you, too.” He looked over my shoulder as he said, “Do come in.” He gestured with his hand, “Please sit in one of those chairs by the fire, Ms. Henley.” I slipped off my coat and sat down. “When did you arrive?”


“I flew in from the States yesterday. Is this not Professor Grangier’s office?”


He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Did you . . . receive our email?”


“No. But I changed my email address about a week ago. I probably should have alerted someone.”


He pursed his lips before continuing, “Ms. Henley, I have some very sad news. Just last week Professor Grangier . . . lost her footing while hillwalking and suffered a fall. A fatal fall.”


The room blurred out of focus for a few seconds. “What?”


“I’m so sorry. Madeleine’s death has been a tragic shock to us all. We’ve arranged for you to study with me, which I hope will be satisfactory. I was impressed by your application, and the academic achievements described therein.”


I gripped the armrests on the chair. “Yes, of course. I . . . I look forward to working with you. Professor Endicott.”


He continued speaking, but the only thing I heard was a low drone as I considered what he’d just told me. He looked at me expectantly. “Well then, please tell me about yourself.”


“In college I studied . . . I mean read French and History,” I said. “I worked in the archives in Paris and on Franco-Tuscan relations . . .”


Endicott glanced at the door, then back to me. I heard a knock and exhaled.


“Come in,” said Endicott.


She was slim and masculine in faded jeans and an argyle vest. Her arms were cradling the six-volume set of Enrico Davila’s Istoria delle guerre civili di Francia. The four flights of stairs must have been difficult to climb, especially in heels.


“Terribly sorry to interrupt,” she said, crossing the room. “I promised to bring them back,” she added, dropping the books on his desk. A chunky gold ring with a red stone sparkled on her index finger.


“Catrina Parker was here as an undergraduate and knows the lay of the land. She works on peace treaties of the 1570s,” Endicott said, and I stood up and shook her hand. She looked down at my shoes and took in the rest of me in a quick glance.


“It was nice to meet you, Isabel Henley,” said Endicott. Catrina stepped closer to him and then they turned to face me.


“I’m looking forward to getting started,” I said, shrugging my coat on. “Where is Rose Brewster’s office?”


“It’s just downstairs but don’t think she’s back from her trip yet,” Catrina said. “If she is, she’ll be at the event tonight.” She tilted her head, “Do you know each other?”


“We were undergrads together. Thanks again.”


I walked out and pulled the door shut.


Nigel Endicott was an excellent scholar, but somewhat removed from my area. I’d been looking forward to working with a woman advisor. Now she was dead.


I heaved in a deep breath. You’re okay, Isabel.


It was another of many lies I’d told myself over the past year.




CHAPTER TWO


Outside, the light grey sky had blackened, and it was drizzling. I continued down South Street until it converged with North Street and Market Street. At this meeting point between streets stood the old cathedral.


St Stephens Cathedral had been burned down during the Reformation, an ever-present reminder of the early Protestants’ zeal. The cathedral, whose high spires were visible from any part of town, had soaring walls but no roof. Breezes flowed freely out of arched window frames, long empty of glass panes. Tombstones, half-sunk into patches of grass, sprouted up here and there inside the walls. I crouched down to read one of the inscriptions but only a few lines poked through a grimy layer of moss. The wind began to pick up.


I passed a group of chattering Spanish tourists, shivering in T-shirts, cameras slung around their necks. At the opposite end of the cathedral was an open door through which I could glimpse the navy-blue sea.


After zigzagging among the gravestones, I exited through the open door. Outside the cathedral walls, unprotected from the elements, I gazed at the distant froth of the North Sea. Pulling my coat around me, I turned. Someone was standing there, smiling at me, hands inside his coat pockets. Taking a step back I flicked my eyes left and right. Would those Spanish tourists hear me if I screamed? Doubtful.


“You’re the new PhD student, aren’t you?” he asked.


“Yes,” I answered.


“I’m a lecturer in the department, William Anderson. Isabel Handley, right? Welcome to St Stephens.”


He was tall, with chestnut-colored hair and greyish dark eyes not unlike the color of the North Sea. Probably in his mid-thirties. I didn’t recognize his accent. Wales? His long black coat looked soft and warm. And expensive.


“Henley,” I said. “Not Handley.” Although I didn’t mean to sound unfriendly, as the words left my mouth, I heard a bit of a growl. “Funny bumping into you out here. In the rain.”


“Ahh, you’ll get used to it. That’s what it’s like in St Stephens. Bumping into people, I mean. It’s a small town.” As he raked his hand through his wet hair, I checked for a wedding band. He wasn’t wearing one. 


“I’ve got to run,” he said. “See you soon.” I watched him walk away and headed to my apartment.


My flat occupied the second floor of a small building in the back of a parking lot. I had signed the rental contract online and was pleased with the result—although the building was decidedly run down, and it certainly wasn’t in the posh part of town. But the price was right. I unlocked the main door on the ground level and went up the stairs. I couldn’t afford to keep the radiators on all the time, and the outside air seeped in through gaps around the thin, ill-fitted windowpanes. I decided to make tea.


Unable to find a kettle, I filled a pan with water and put it on the burner then went into the bedroom. The space heater click-click-clicked as I switched it on.


The department meet-and-greet didn’t start until five o’clock so I climbed into bed with my coat still on and stared at the ceiling. It didn’t seem possible that Professor Grangier was dead.


Although the opportunity to work with Grangier had been my main reason for coming to St Stephens, it wasn’t the only one. While researching the top graduate programs in history outside the United States, I’d recognized Rose Brewster’s name and photo on the St Stephens website. We’d attended the same liberal arts college outside Boston, where she was two years ahead of me.


Even though our classes had been small I hadn’t been sure how well Rose would remember me. I remembered her well, in the way that younger students keep tabs on their older classmates. Rose had been president of the French Society, the Italian Society, and the Drama Club at school. At the club meetings she had come across as poised and assertive without being bossy. She was a great storyteller, and we all hung on her every word. One year I’d helped her organize the Italian Society’s holiday party, a benefit for local charities. I’d worked as cashier that night, and Rose had checked in every hour—asking if I needed anything, and bringing me drinks until the party wrapped up around four in the morning. In between shots of grappa, she introduced me to a guy I’d had a fling with.


Rose was a beautiful wunderkind. People talked about her a lot, mostly behind her back. I thought she was really kind and irresistibly charming. She didn’t take herself too seriously, and she wasn’t afraid to be self-deprecating.


On campus she had always been surrounded by an entourage, including a new guy on her arm seemingly weekly. Like Rose, I’d been a History and French double major. The leader of our seminar, Denis Viret, specialized in sixteenth century French history, and he became a mentor for me, and for Rose before me.


Unlike Rose I’d kept a very low profile at school, and the people who knew me best were the librarians. As a sophomore I’d attended the French department’s graduation reception, when Rose had won the prestigious French prize. I won the same award two years later, and Rose sent me a lovely note welcoming me to “the club.”


A year after graduation, in the midst of the worst time in my adult life, I’d written to Rose and asked about St Stephens. I’d kept track of her, and had seen her name in a conference booklet, so I knew she’d gone into the same field. She remembered me well, and recommended St Stephens wholeheartedly. She’d sung the praises of Madeleine Grangier and the entire faculty, as well as the other students. She’d waxed lyrical about windy beaches and history that permeated every corner of town, although she made a point of saying that it rained all the time, and recommended I bring a sturdy umbrella, an assortment of Mackintoshes, and rubber boots. She said St Stephens was everything Americans dreamed a British campus could be, and asked if I knew the Harry Potter movies were being filmed in Scotland? She could even help me find funding, whatever the department couldn’t cover, so it would basically be a free ride.


“It sounds perfect,” I’d replied. “I like the idea of being far from the States and close to the European archives.”


She didn’t know it, but it wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say that Rose Brewster saved my life.


My eyes were closing when I heard four sharp knocks on the door, followed by a set of keys jingling, and the front door unlocking. The light flashed on in the living room.


“Someone’s left the hob on.” I jumped out of bed and pushed the bedroom door open a few inches. A man in a burgundy velvet jacket was standing across the room.


“Don’t be frightened,” he said, “I’m your landlord, Charles.”


I opened the door some more. “Pleasure to meet you, too,” he said. “Feel free to take off your coat. Or maybe you were heading out? In that case best brush your hair. I wanted to show you how a few things work, the hob, the tub, that sort of thing.” He led me on a brief tour, during which I wondered if he could tell I wasn’t listening. “I hear of strange goings on in St Stephens,” he said. “I graduated over twenty years ago, and much has changed. Have you walked around town? It’s my duty to warn my student tenants not to step on the letters, ‘TP,’ carved near the cathedral. The initials of a Protestant martyr burned on the very spot. Any student who walks across will fail his exams.”


“Good to know,” I said. “What did you mean by strange goings on in St Stephens?”


“Most recently a Newton book went missing from the library. One of our oldest, most valuable texts. Belonged to the collection of a professor of chemistry who bequeathed it to the University in the nineteenth century.”


“That’s terrible. Do they know what might have happened to it?”


“They’ll track it down eventually—St Stephens is like an island; secrets are impossible to keep. I didn’t mean to alarm you, the town is very safe, even for a woman living alone. In short order I’m sure you won’t lack friends to keep you company. Many of your compatriots, too. They aren’t the most visible component of the student population, but they’re the most audible one, eh eh.”


I coughed a laugh and tapped my foot on the floor.


“I’ll be on my way, but do buy yourself an electric kettle, Isabel. If it isn’t too much of a hardship, that is,” he said. “American girl last year almost burned the place down. Anyway. I trust you don’t host wild parties?”


“You have nothing to worry about. I’m here to study, not to throw parties.”


His eyes narrowed. “That’s right. Don’t you read history? A professor from the School of History died in an accident last week. Peculiar.”


“Peculiar in what way?”


“I’m not convinced it was an accident, not with what was being said about her in town. I met her once, handsome woman. . . . Only she wasn’t much . . . liked in St Stephens. Her reputation—”


“—What do you mean, she wasn’t much liked?”


“For one thing she sought membership in a private club that’s been men’s only since its inception. Made a fuss when they wouldn’t let her in, ruffled some feathers.”


I put my hands on my hips. “Can’t say I blame her.”


“Never mind. Lastly, please don’t forget to lock up. Dodgy lads hang about that car park at night. Don’t hesitate to ring if you need anything. You have my number.”


Before I could say anything further, he left, locking the door behind him, and I dismissed what he had said as simple warnings to a foreign student.


I filled my mug, took off my coat, went back into the bedroom, and crawled under the covers. Reaching over to put the mug on the table I toppled over two bottles of Effexor and Wellbutrin. Tiny white pills spilled out on the table and bounced onto the carpet, a psychotropic avalanche. I didn’t pick them up. Ten minutes later, half asleep, I wondered whether I’d imagined Charles. I had so many questions for Rose, wherever she was.




CHAPTER THREE


When I woke up it was dark. I primped quickly, worried I’d be late for the meet-and-greet, and ran out into the rain, this time with an umbrella. It was difficult to trace my steps back to the history building. The streets had emptied, and the lights were off in the shop windows. Even with the umbrella I was drenched by the time I found the entrance, locked behind a barred gate. After waiting for several minutes for someone to walk by, I found a security guard who said he would show me the side entrance.


“You’re American?” His Scottish accent was thick, but I could understand most of what he said. “You seem like a nice lass. I’ve been a custodian here for thirty years. Seen my share of clatty behavior. Lots of mad bampots about. Mind yourself. Don’t let ’em beflum you, aye?”


I nodded, whispered thank you, and walked into the overheated room with deliberate, soft steps, but the floorboards squeaked, and when Nigel Endicott saw me, he stopped talking. I put my hand up in a tentative wave, which he did not acknowledge before returning his attention to the group of forty or so scholars, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. Standing close to the door, I tugged off my water logged coat. The musty book and wet carpet smell was oddly comforting.


“In conclusion,” Nigel said, “I would emphasize that when you graduate, if you graduate, there will be but a scant few academic positions. The academic process works as a funnel, allowing only those who are serious to pass through. I say this to encourage you and wish you the best of luck.” Hands clapped reluctantly, and there was a brief silence as William Anderson walked to the front.


“Well, that was cheery,” William said. A murmur of a laugh rippled through the group. “Welcome, do help yourselves to drinks, and please introduce yourselves to our newest postgraduate students.” Those sitting rose to their feet and polite chattering commenced. I smiled at everyone and no one and reached for a glass of white wine on a table nearby. I scanned the audience. No Rose.


Most of the history faculty stayed clustered together at the front of the room. William introduced me to the second-year with whom I would share an office. “Mairead. That’s a beautiful name,” I said. “Where are you from?”


“I’ve been living in the UK for the past twenty years, but my mum comes from County Mayo and my dad is Italian.” As we talked, her eyes darted around the room.


“Sorry about your advisor,” she said. “I had just started working with her.”


“I’m still in shock.”


“Me too. Everything’s gone pear-shaped.” She sucked her cheeks into a fish face. “And you came all this way to work with her,” she said. “I’ve been reassigned to William Anderson. You?”


“Endicott.”


“Oh. And sorry about your office,” she said.


“My office? What about it?”


“Rose is still writing up. Have you met Rose? Don’t worry. She’s been told to surrender her desk by November.”


“November? Is Rose coming? I’ve been looking for her.”


Mairead shifted from one foot to the other.


“She’ll be back any day now. I wish she didn’t go away so often. She’s burning up a lot of carbon.”


“New girl. Join us for drinks later at the Quake,” said Jeff, a third-year from Inverness, studying French-Scottish trade relations. He gestured to the burly Bertie, a second-year, standing next to him. Catrina joined us. “We have to take care of our new Pet.”


“Pet? I’ll take it as a term of endearment,” I said, and they all laughed.


I met Sean, from Northern England, and Luke, from Northern Ireland. I liked the way he pronounced his name, “Lyoook.”


William circled back to me as I was putting on my still-wet coat. “Coming?” he asked.


I had hoped to sneak out, but surprised myself. “Bien sûr!”
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In small groups we walked over to the pub. William fell in next to me as I walked with a friendly Scottish lecturer, Claire Miller, until she said goodnight and went home.


The “Quake” was actually the Quaich, and inside, where the reek of cigarette smoke competed with the odor of stale beer, I learned that a quaich was a drinking cup.


I ordered a glass of water. “Sparkling. No ice. Thank you.”


William turned to me. “In this country, Isabel, water is for bathing or tea.”


“Okay, I’ll have a whiskey,” I said. “Straight up.”


“What kind would you like?”


I looked behind him at the bottles lined up and read the first label I could make out. “Bowmore,” I said, confident I had pronounced it correctly.


“A woman who knows her single malts,” he said. I grinned. “A dram of fifteen-year-old Bowmore for the lady, and for me. On my tab if you will, Pete,” William said to the bartender, who poured two healthy servings into thick tumblers.


“Bowmore,” William said. “Has the perfect balance of smoke and peat. It’s from Islay, the most untamed of the islands, home to eight distilleries. Close your eyes before you take a sip. Trust me on this.”


It felt silly but I tried it. When I opened my eyes his silvery-blue ones were looking straight at me.


“Did you taste the sea?”


“To be honest, no. Are you some sort of whiskey connoisseur?”


“Evidently I have a rather amateur palate.”


I smiled. “Shall we join the others?”


Mairead, back to the fire, was participating in several conversations at once. I was standing next to Bertie when Catrina sidled up and slapped his ass. “Bring me a whiskey sour?” he said, and she sashayed to the bar.


I leaned over to Bertie, “You guys are a couple? I thought she was with Jeff.”


His nostrils flared. “Ah, you mean the good-looking Scot? Jeff’s with Danny. Sometimes. He prefers older women. Like Madame Ooh-la-la,” he said, in an exaggerated French accent. “Danny was jealous of your late supervisor—Madame Ooh-la-la was fit.”


“Do you mean Madeleine Grangier?”


“Who else?”


“That seems a disrespectful way to refer to an esteemed professor. Not to mention someone who’s dead.”


“I meant it as a compliment. Madame la professeur had that je ne sais quoi. But I am sorry she’s not here to defend herself. If you’d met her, you’d know she’s the sort who invited speculation, tight skirts and stilettos. She was up for it.”


I frowned. “I don’t think anyone invites speculation. Is Danny here tonight?”


“She’s in the Highlands, researching ‘Catholicism in the clans.’” He bent his fingers to make quote marks and excused himself to join Catrina.


Sean and Luke were standing in the corner, and Luke took my arm and told me that Sean’s girlfriend had left him to become a cloistered nun.


“I’m sorry,” I said to Sean.


“What for? Because my ex gave up humans after going out with me?”


“I’m sure it wasn’t because of you, specifically,” I said.


“You don’t know me,” he said, with a wink.


I turned to Luke. “What’s Bertie’s deal? Did he have something against Madeleine Grangier?”


Sean sighed. “Ignore him, he’s a tosser, a rich man’s son who uses fivers to wipe his nose. Grangier was on the panel that failed Bertie’s second-year review, and he’s been whinging ever since.”


“That’s awful,” I said.


Luke nodded. “Yeah, he’s practically gloating she’s gone. Hardly her fault Bertie skived off school last year.”


William came up to us and asked if we wanted another drink. We ordered a round of whiskey shots.


“My turn,” I said, clenching my jaw while signing the credit card slip.


Catrina joined us just as Luke asked what my dissertation topic was.


“I’m re-examining the women of Catherine de’ Medici’s court, her so-called ‘flying squadron,’ from a feminist perspective, and the way these historically slut-shamed women did serious political work behind the scenes.”


“Isabel, my Pet,” Catrina interrupted Luke. “This might not be terribly polite to bring up, but when I was working in the British Library a few months ago I trained up to Cambridge and heard a lecture on that exact subject.” She reached out and touched my arm. “We women must look after one another. It would be a shame to get invested in a topic that’s been covered.”


“I wonder why Professor Grangier never mentioned this to me,” I said aloud, my face feeling hot.


“Or Endicott,” said Catrina. “Then again, Endicott’s students were rivals of hers, just like the two of them were . . .”


Bertie walked up behind Catrina and threw his arm around her. “Cat, I know that look of yours. Were you stirring the pot?” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, and I jerked back. “If she’s bothering you, Isabel, do let me know.”


“She’s not bothering me,” I said. “Excuse me. I’m going to run out for a cigarette.” Walking toward the exit I saw Bertie grab Catrina’s wrist. William was talking to them in a low voice.


Outside, the bitter wind wormed into my cardigan, beginning to sting after a few seconds. The door opened and warm air blew in my direction. William walked out.


“Already finished your cigarette?”


“I haven’t smoked since college.”


“You don’t drink, you don’t smoke. Americans are so healthy these days.”


“Just needed a break.”


“Shake it off. What Catrina said,” he said, correctly guessing my thoughts. He ran his hand through his hair. “You know what you should do instead? Buy me a drink.”


I followed him back inside, and a few whiskeys later the staff lowered the lights and turned up the music and we started singing 80s songs, our liquor-bolstered courage leading us to presume we knew all the words.


Leaving the pub a few hours later I concluded that the whiskey had helped me understand I had something in common with the room full of strangers that extended beyond our field. By the time I reached the parking lot I wasn’t so sure.


Still singing, “I Just Died in Your Arms Tonight,” the raw chords bringing the events of the past year back into focus, I stood shivering in the wet darkness, dodging empty liquor bottles.


I unlocked the door and went upstairs to my flat, which seemed so quiet. In the bedroom I saw the pills spilled out over the table and floor. With a grunt I bent down and picked them up one by one and put them back in their respective bottles.


I threw my nightly dosage in my mouth. I wasn’t supposed to drink on the meds. Hot tears filled the spaces behind my eyelids.


Taking only a sip out of a water bottle I tried to swallow and started coughing. After a few seconds the pills disintegrated into chalky bitterness. Who would even know if I choked? I’d be one of those solitary people, my body discovered weeks later. I spit the powder into the sink, swished water in my mouth, grabbed both bottles from my room, and emptied the contents down the toilet.


Then I let the tears come.




CHAPTER FOUR


The next morning, I stood in front of the history building with a throbbing headache. Before climbing the second flight of stairs, I took a moment to catch my breath. Everyone who had been at the pub the previous night was already in their offices, clicking away on their keyboards as if they hadn’t been boozing until the wee hours.


“Good morning,” Catrina called as she passed me. Her hair was as smooth as it had been the day before, and she appeared even more energetic. “Feeling a bit rough today, eh?”


“I feel great,” I said. “So much fun last night.”


After my crying jag I’d read an email from Rose, who’d just returned, and arranged to meet the next day. I stayed awake until five searching the Internet for the lecture that Catrina had mentioned, and found Christina Yee, “The Myth of the Flying Squadron: Catherine de’ Medici’s Female Court.” Under “Publications,” she had listed the same title, with the subheading, Monograph, Redding Press, forthcoming, 2007. I couldn’t build on Yee’s research, since her book wouldn’t be released for a year, but it was already under contract with one of the best publishers.


The one good thing about living in an isolated apartment in the back of a parking lot was that no one could hear me scream “FUCK,” over and over until I could only squeak it.


“Thanks for the heads up about the other scholar working on Catherine de’ Medici’s court,” I called out to Catrina. “Really useful.”


“Anytime,” Catrina said, descending the stairs. “Whatever I can do to help.”


I knocked once on Endicott’s door. What would I tell him? Leaving the program wasn’t a viable option. I could barely afford my flat, or heat, and had been preparing to sacrifice my Internet. I needed to find a job, the sooner the better, and all the TA positions were allocated to second-year students. Inside Endicott’s office a woman was speaking in a low voice, so I headed down to the lounge, where Rose had suggested we meet in a half hour.


The department lounge reminded me of a subterranean cave, dark and damp with a curved ceiling. I chucked two teabags of English Breakfast into a cup and filled it with hot water. Waiting for it to steep, I leafed through a student brochure on the table with the tea packets. Under the brochure was a fat, red, hardcover book. I picked it up and read the title on the spine, Illustrious Members of the Sixteenth-Century French Court. There was no call number. The pages smelled sweet and floral. Ripples of steam floated up from my cup.


I sat down on the couch and flipped through the book, which kept opening to the center, where a single page was dog-eared. A name on the top of the page was highlighted in mint green. Falcone. I said the name out loud, whispering it and then sounding it out the Italian way, “Fal-COE-nay.”


My head was still throbbing, so I leaned back and laid the book down next to me. My eyes fluttered shut.


“There it is!” a metallic voice bounced through the space, and I jumped. “Izzie! Isabel! Is that you? Oh my . . . wait, were you . . . napping? Sorry!” Rose was wearing a Burberry trench coat and the tousled hair that used to fall to her waist was now chopped shoulder-length in a sophisticated cut appropriate for her glam-academic look. I remembered her effortless beauty in college, but today she had on full makeup.


“You made it!” she said, hugging me hard. “It is so, so good to see you. How was the trip over? Settling in okay?” Her inflections sounded British.


“Jet-lagged but . . . I’ve been all over looking for you!”


“You look great!” she said, her smile a little higher on the right side.


“So, this belongs to you,” I said, handing the red book to her.


“Beautiful binding, right? And they say not to judge a book by its cover,” she said. She looked down at her watch. A Rolex. “I should head back to the office. I’m prepping a paper. We must get together soonest!”


“What are you working on?”


“A Genovese family who lived in France in the sixteenth century. The Falcone. I was the first modern scholar to work in their private archive in Genoa.” She shook her head and draped her coat over one arm, as she went into full professorial mode. “What I most enjoy about being an archival historian is that, for all the painstaking labor and paleographical challenges, there’s a possibility of finding one slip of paper that could forever change our understanding of the past. As you well know, most of the time archival work is looking for the proverbial needle in the haystack.”


“Find any needles?”


“I could tell you, but I’d have to kill you,” she said. “By the way, I wanted to apologize. You’re welcome to use my office and computer anytime. My desk will be yours soon.” She heaved an exaggerated sigh of relief.


“Thanks very much,” I said, unable to imagine how we could share a desk or a computer.


“You’re working on Catherine de’ Medici’s court, right?”


“Word gets around.”


“Are you kidding? You’re the talk of the town!” She stepped closer.


“Who’s your advisor?” I asked.


“William. Go introduce yourself if you haven’t met yet. He’s incredibly knowledgeable. I’m really sorry about your advisor. Madeleine Grangier was amazing. I would’ve loved to work with her, but I’d already started by the time she arrived. You’re in good hands though, Endicott has a world-class reputation. He might seem intimidating, but he’d do anything for his students.”


“What happened to Professor Grangier? I heard she fell down a mountain?”


“It was bizarre because she’s an experienced climber. Then again, it could happen to anybody. Scottish weather is so unpredictable, you know? Still, a heartbreaking loss, for all of us. She didn’t have any family, which is the tiniest of consolations.”


“This may sound strange, but my landlord suggested her death might not have been an accident. That she wasn’t well liked?”


“Your landlord? There was friendly competition between her and the other professors, sure, but the idea that her death was anything other than an accident seems far-fetched.” She looked down at the chipped red polish on her nails.


“Endicott was oddly cold when he delivered the news to me.”


“That’s just his way.”


“Okay, good. Bertie said something weird, too.”


“Bertie is mediocre and bitter. Keep away from him.”


“I will. My landlord Charles also told me a valuable Newton book was stolen from the library.”


“Who exactly is this Charles guy?”


“Just the owner of my apartment. That he lets himself into on occasion. He’s an alum, seemed very protective.”


“Sounds like a weird dude. Consider the source? I haven’t heard anything about a stolen book and I’m in the library all the time. Relax. Don’t worry about anything. I’m excited you’re here. We’re going to have fun.” She saluted and left me alone with my cold tea.


I poured the tea down the sink and was on my way to Endicott’s office when Mairead passed me. Apparently, she had been the woman in his office. Her eyes were bright red, and she looked as if she’d been crying.


I went to William’s office instead and knocked. “Yes?” he called. As I walked in, he stood up, and gestured to the chair opposite his desk. He waited to sit until I did and smiled that already endearing smile of his. Wearing a crisply ironed shirt with tiny pink checks, and a navy tie, he looked like a model for a French designer.


“Would you like to . . . grab a cup of tea together?” I asked. He glanced down at the papers on the table.


“Guess I’ve done enough marking for one morning,” he said. “Give me just a minute, would you?”


As William typed I scanned his bookshelves. In addition to hundreds of academic history books, he also had a section dedicated to philosophy and game theory, and an entire shelf of Italian and French literary classics, including a leather-bound collection of fairy tales by Perrault, which I hadn’t read in years.


“Quite a variety of books,” I said, after he pushed his chair back and stood up.


“I like to read widely,” he said. “Gives perspective. On everything.”


“Agreed. I read a lot in my spare time.”


“Is that so? We’ll have to compare titles.”


He pulled a trench coat off the back of the door, and we walked downstairs.


Outside, the sun was shining, and I didn’t mind the cool breeze.


“The coffee at Gianni is good. How does that sound?” he asked, and I smiled in assent.


At the faux-Italian café, I ordered a double Earl Grey tea and William ordered a macchiato. When I reached in my bag for my wallet, he put his card over the tab.


“I should pay since I dragged you out,” I insisted.


“I must pay, since you dragged me out,” he countered.


“But you bought me whiskey last night. Bowmore.”


“You are being kind, Ms. Henley, to pretend not to remember that you bought me three whiskeys.”


We found a small table in the back of the empty café.


“I thought you’d want to try their coffee,” he said. “It’s not bad for Scotland.”


“I recently gave up coffee,” I said, sipping my tea.


“Graduate school without coffee? I’m fairly certain that’s never been attempted.”


“Long story.”


“Mysterious,” he said, lifting both eyebrows.


“Speaking of mysterious, I still can’t believe what happened to Madeleine Grangier.”


He swallowed hard. “It was sudden and devastating. We’re all still reeling. You must have been so disappointed; I feel even worse for you. Is that what you wanted to discuss?”


I did want to. “Not now. But, another time. That would be great.”


“Anytime, Isabel. I’m here. I mean that.”


His offer seemed sincere, if merely courteous. No indication he was interested in me romantically. Pushing that thought aside I launched into what I’d wanted to tell Endicott. “Catrina was right. Someone at Cambridge is working on Catherine de’ Medici’s female circle. Thought I’d run an idea by you before I discuss it with Endicott. You published quite a bit about the Medici, back in the day.”


“Back in the day, indeed.”


“Now it’s Machiavelli. But anyway, you’re still an expert in the field.”


“You flatter me,” he said, “although you are correct that I am a humble scholar of Niccolò il Principe.” Then he swallowed the rest of his macchiato in one gulp and said, “I’ve always thought scholarly topics were like novels. Or love affairs.” He lowered his head and looked at me. “If you put them aside once, but then return to them, a certain magic is gone. Or perhaps there wasn’t enough to hold your interest in the first place.” He glanced at his cell phone, then back up at me. “So, how can I be of help?”


“What’s your professional reaction to me modifying my topic? Maybe I could shift to working on the family of one of the women at court? Maybe a family like Rose’s Falcone? By the way, I saw your advisee Rose earlier.” I cradled my teacup between my fingers.


“Let me guess. She give you any unsolicited advice?”


“She suggested I introduce myself to you. Actually, we were in undergrad together. She was a couple years ahead of me, the star of our French department.”


“Rose is . . . a diligent student, and among the cleverest I’ve ever known,” he said, and stared down the bit of foam left in his tiny cup.


A dull knife of jealousy jabbed inside my stomach.


“At any rate, I like your topic,” William said. “And Endicott does as well. There’s nothing wrong with working on something someone else has covered. You just need to make it your own, spend time with the sources. Get to know them. Intimately.” I thought he was about to smile. “Listen,” he said. “I know we just got here, but I’d better get on. Should we discuss further in a couple days, after you’ve had time to think it through?”


I nodded and stood up.


Outside, William went one way and I turned in the opposite direction. A couple passed me, their bare arms linked like doughy pretzels. The man looked so much like Adrian, with the same easy gait, the same receding hairline, that I turned around to get a better look. What would Adrian be doing in St Stephens? And just like that, I was transported back five months and four thousand miles.


It had been an unusually frigid evening. I had one last thing I’d convinced myself that I needed to communicate after five months and seven days of no contact. I’d gone to his new office right before six in the evening telling myself I was being romantic.


As I entered the parking lot to wait by his car; he came out of the building.


“We agreed it was best if we didn’t see each other,” he said, when we were within a few feet of each other.


It was all going according to plan. “I came here on the spur of the moment because I wanted to tell you one thing,” I said. I had straightened my hair that day, and was wearing a skirt so short I couldn’t bend over, paired with a low-cut top and Manolo Blahnik heels I had borrowed from a friend. I stood there shivering without a coat.


“You gave me your word . . .”


“Please,” I’d said. “If you ever loved me, hear me out—”


“—I never said I loved you,” he interrupted, but we both knew it was a lie.


“I’m leaving. I got into St Stephens. In Scotland.”


“How wonderful!” he said as he stepped forward, extending his hand. He took mine and patted it. His touch had been cold and platonic, the relief on his face obvious.


“This is goodbye.” I’d meant it as a threat, but my voice had wavered, and tears had started to swim up over my black eyeliner.


He shifted sideways. “I want nothing but the best for you. For you to be happy.” After starting to walk away, he’d turned back to me, and I thought he must be feeling regretful. Then he said, “If you come back, don’t do it for me.”


“I won’t be back,” I said, spitting out the words. In the days and weeks to come, I wished I’d thought to offer him my own piece of advice. That he get over himself. But that night I just watched as he got in his car and drove away.




CHAPTER FIVE


Hidden down a side street near St. John’s Quadrangle, the St Stephens Library is the town’s only eyesore. The cement-and-glass Brutalism of the 1970s architecture contrasts sharply with the surrounding neo-Gothic structures and cobblestone paths. Inside I could see the walls had not been painted in quite some time. The bright orange wall-to-wall carpet had crumbled away in patches, and there was a noticeable lack of air circulation.


As I climbed to the top floor where the history section was located, breathing in old books, the irritation I had conjured up because the aesthetic did not match my idealized vision of a Venerable British Academic Institution faded away. I started thinking of William in his pink-checked shirt and steered my thoughts back to the sixteenth century.


According to the catalogue, St Stephens Library did not contain any recent publications on Catherine’s court, which was good, if not surprising. I found the history section and was about to head down an aisle when I passed a carrel, piled high with a rainbow of books. Behind them a blonde-haired head was leaning in toward a tiny, white Apple computer. Rose.


She waved me over as she closed her laptop, then stood up and gave me a warm hug. She was wearing black jeans and a fuchsia sweater, its tiny fibers sticking up like feathers in the staticky air. I smelled the same floral perfume that had lingered on her book.


“Come with me,” she said, tucking the laptop under her arm. I followed her into a small room near the carrels. She closed the door behind us as she straddled a chair. “I hate to distract you,” she said, “but as Jerome K. Jerome once said, ‘It’s impossible to enjoy idling unless one has plenty of work to do.’”


“I like your sweater,” I said.


“They’re known as ‘jumpers’ here. You’ll know the other essential words. Particular to Scotland there’s dreich, which means, particularly miserable weather.”


“Dreich . . . sounds vaguely Yiddish.”


“Yeah. Oh, and don’t tell anyone something is ‘quite good’ if you’re intending to compliment them. It means just the opposite, a lesson I learned the hard way.”


“Any other pointers? About St Stephens, or Scotland in general?”


“I’m still a stranger in a strange land, but at least we’re a team of two now. I do know that the best scone to be had is at the Castle Café at five in the morning. If you’re nostalgic for American shopping, there’s a soulless mall thirty minutes away. The only pharmacy closes at five and isn’t open on Sunday.”


“Do you ever miss the States?”


“Yeah. I miss movie theaters that release recent films. I miss family and friends. I miss CVS and Whole Foods. I miss peanut butter. And pickles.”


“I love pickles so much I dressed up as one for Halloween. Remember the deli across from campus?”


“Yes! I loved that lady at the counter! But after a while you adapt. And there are things here I’d miss if I left. Being a cheap two-hour flight from the archives. Speaking of which, how’s your work going?” she asked, the center of her forehead creasing into a single attractive horseshoe of concern.


“There’s a woman at Cambridge working on my topic.”


“So what? Her book probably sucks.”


“Unlikely. She already has a contract.”


“There’s only one question that matters, Isabel,” she said. “Do you love what you’re working on? A dissertation is a marathon, not a sprint. You have to care about whatever you’re studying so much that you wake up in the middle of the night frustrated that it’s too early to go to the archives.”


“Is that how you feel about the Falcone?”


“Definitely,” she said. “I’m never bored with them, with my Federico. And I get bored easily.” She stood up. “Can I ask you a favor? Can I read you part of a paper I’m working on when I’m finished?” she asked. “I hate giving presentations.”


“Absolutely,” I said.


“Any other questions?”


“Well . . . do you have any advice about the PhD? I’m not overwhelmed yet, but I probably will be soon.”


“That’s normal! Everybody feels that way. As for advice. Start early every day. Don’t cut corners. Make reasonable goals in a realistic timeframe. Wish someone had told me that when I started. Keep in mind you can always ask for help. It’s a nice community here. For the most part.”


Someone triple knocked on the window and Catrina walked in.


“Our lunch date!” Rose said. “I was catching up with Isabel. It’s been, what,” she looked at me, “couple a’ years?”


“Back to work I go,” I said. My head had begun thumping again. Ever since I spit the meds into the sink, I’d known that it would hit me sooner or later. I found a water fountain and drank as much as possible.


Back in the stacks I pulled out the Dictionnaire de la Renaissance and went through the familiar biographical entries of the women of the French court, then sketched out brief details of each one. When I read through the page on Thérèse Du Montour, I realized why the name Falcone had sounded familiar. High-born Thérèse had caused a stir by marrying Federico Falcone, but as a wealthy widow she controlled her choices. Rose would enjoy this bit of overlap between our topics. My headache had become overpowering. I left and went back to Endicott’s office.


His door was closed—was it always closed?


“Come in,” he called when I knocked. I took a step into the room, and he placed a piece of paper inside the book he was holding. “Ah, Isabel. Have a seat.”


His desk was covered with neat piles of papers and recent monographs. “As you know I’ve been planning to write my dissertation on Catherine de’ Medici’s female court.”


“Go on.”


“I was recently made aware of a student at Cambridge who will soon be publishing a monograph on my very same topic.”


He smiled at me. “Someone’s done a PhD on Shakespeare! Can’t work on him, then, can you?”


“It’s not my intention to abandon my topic,” I said, “but I could adjust it.”


“I see,” he said. “It’s not possible to tell whether this would be a good idea until you have a concrete plan.” He switched off the lamp on his desk.


“I suggest that you don’t abandon Catherine de’ Medici’s circle entirely. Your scholarship is the reason a few of us here feel that you have so much promise. It’s why Madeleine wanted you to study under her supervision.” His expression was cryptic, but it appeared to convey disappointment. “However, a new angle is never a bad idea.” He stood up. “I don’t mean to rush,” he said. “And I want you to know that I’m available to meet whenever you like. But perhaps next time you could make an appointment? I’m meeting with the Chancellor of the University in five minutes.”


“Of course,” I said, standing up. I walked to the door and turned around. “Thanks again.” But he was buttoning his coat and did not look up or even acknowledge that he’d heard me.


I went back to the library right before it closed to see if they had a book I’d seen mentioned earlier. Luke was outside on the steps with a woman I didn’t recognize.


“I was sitting on the floor near her office,” he said in a low voice. “She walked past without saying hi, as if she hadn’t noticed me there. She was always so put together. Not that day. She had this look on her face, like fear. I heard her talking through the door. She said something I can’t forget, ‘I’m still deciding what to do but I’ll be in touch.’ A few hours later she was dead. Does that sound like an accident to you?”


It took me a few seconds to realize they were talking about Madeleine Grangier. Luke hadn’t seen me. Only one of the outside lamps was on, and it was very dark. I turned around and went home. I’d pick up the book some other time.




CHAPTER SIX


For the next few weeks, I worked ten hours a day, searching for new material and ways to shape my topic. Rose or Sean and I often had early breakfasts at the Castle Café, across from the caramel-colored ruins of St Stephens Castle on a cliff overlooking the sea.


Since my arrival in St Stephens, I’d avoided coffee. Drinking tea wasn’t an attempt to become more British, it was a tiny effort to redefine myself. Sean had shown me how they drank tea here, with milk but no sugar. After a while, it became the only caffeine I craved.


One week Rose told me she had to go somewhere distraction-free to work, but even when she wasn’t here, we exchanged emails on a daily basis. She sent me intriguing think pieces, recipes, op-eds about U.S. politics, and amusing comics. I didn’t know how she had the surplus time to sift through all of this non-thesis related material. I loved her sense of humor—I’d never met someone able to blend high and low culture references in the same breath. She knew so much about so many different things.


When my Visa bill arrived, it came to nearly $2,000. Even though I had tried to be frugal, the small expenses had added up. Supermarket shopping was twice as expensive as in the U.S., and the pound was stronger than ever. My throat knotted up. I didn’t know how I was going to pay the bill. Sean had told me it was complicated for American students to work in Scotland. If Rose were in town, I would’ve asked her for advice, but I didn’t want to bother her while she was writing. Endicott seemed as unapproachable as ever. I didn’t want William to know I was feeling desperate about money. So, I just kept my head down and put in the hours.


I also didn’t want William to know I was thinking about him. Assuming I would bump into him in the history building, I managed to find an excuse to walk by his office nearly every other day. I even went back to the cathedral a few times hoping for a chance meeting, but our paths didn’t cross.


One day Catrina saw me lingering in front of William’s door.


“You’re going to wait a while, Pet,” she said. “He’s researching in Paris.” She paused. “I wouldn’t mind going with him one day, though. He’s pretty easy on the eyes.”


I tried to look nonplussed and said, “I was actually looking for you, Catrina! I was going to ask if you wanted to go out for tea?”


She paused before answering. “Let me save what I’ve been working on.” She went into her office and came back out wrapped in a grey wool scarf and coat.


Catrina took me to a specialty tea place that was a bit of a walk, but they had a great selection, and the vibe was trendier than it was at Gianni’s. I wanted to ask about William, but instead I asked her about Madeleine Grangier.


“I found her arrogant,” Catrina said. “She and Endicott got on superficially, but it was always her students versus his students. We all thought they either hated each other or they were shagging, possibly both. Of course, I was gutted when she died. But he’s the best in the department, so in a bizarre way you’re lucky he’s your supervisor now.”


“That’s a cruel thing to say, Catrina.”


She shifted back in her seat. “Did I shock you, Pet? It was unintentional. I can be blunt sometimes.”


I took another sip of tea and decided not to mention what I’d overheard Luke say on the library steps.


“Are you and Rose close?”


“Rose? I adore her. We’ve had some wild times.”


“Wild, how?”


“I have relatives with money, so I understand her. She’s always busy, claims she’s close to a major discovery.”


“Her topic does sound amazing. Does Rose have a boyfriend these days?”


“She says she’s single, but I suspect she has someone.” She sighed. “Probably a lovely Italian. She gets giggly and sings and buys racy ensembles when she’s on her way to Italy. I thought you said you were friends.”


The rest of the week was devoted to creating spreadsheets to track the material I had compiled on court women. A month had passed, but the withdrawal still made me sick on and off, with some days worse than others.


That Saturday I walked to a beach east of town and continued to the far end where I reached a hiking trail, which I followed to the summit. The view was stunning, and it felt good to have a new perspective on St Stephens. When I came back Sean was on the library steps. I told him about my hike and his eyes widened.


“It’s certainly scenic. That’s where . . . Madeleine Grangier fell by the way.”


“Oh,” I said. “Wish you hadn’t told me.”


“I can show you some other areas to walk if you’d like,” he offered.


“Some other time, yeah.”


My desire to hike now somewhat dispelled, I spent the rest of the weekend watching old movies I’d checked out of the library, eating bagged popcorn that was unpleasantly sweet, and drinking copious amounts of Irn Bru, an orange-colored Scottish soda that tasted more like chemicals than oranges. Drinking it made me feel like a local. Almost.


The next morning Rose called to ask if I wanted to sign up for golf classes with her. “They’re free for students. I’ve played but I’m terrrrrrible,” Rose groaned. “But when you do such focused work, you need something physical to get out of your head, don’t you think?”


The first few lessons were held out on the driving range. Rose was actually pretty good at golfing. I found that I enjoyed hitting the ball and watching it fly. The instructor’s accent was difficult to understand, but when I focused on the ball I wasn’t worrying about my topic, and I wasn’t thinking about my dead advisor or my past. Each time, after an hour on the course I noticed that my stomach unknotted itself and I was breathing more easily, although it was so cold when the sun went down that I could barely feel my hands, and even with gloves I got blisters. After class Rose and I went to the Quaich for hot toddies.


The prospect of too much spare time scared me, so every day I went to the windowless Special Collections before they closed and stayed up late at night searching articles on JSTOR. I ignored the withdrawal headaches. By mid-October I had decided to stick with my original topic. There were many women in Catherine’s circle, and many ways to approach a historical problem.


While I’d been in Special Collections, late summer had faded into autumn. The days had grown short, and what little daylight we had was faint and filtered through a wispy fog. The sun had become lazy, showing up around eight, and beginning its retreat by three o’clock. Night melted into night, melted into night. The fall colors—when I saw them—were pale varieties of beige, dull in comparison to the tapestry of vermilion and amber that I knew from my childhood in New England.


I missed October in the States. Here storms came and went, blown in by the sea. And every day, at one time or another, it rained. “Four seasons in one day,” the woman in the tea shop said. To me, it felt as if there were only one. I called my mother once a week, but our conversations were tense, and full of things unsaid. I stuck to neutral topics like the weather. I didn’t tell her that I was lonely.


“As long as you’re alright,” she’d say, but I knew she meant “as long as you’re no longer in touch with him.”


After going off my medication my brain would sometimes zap me awake at night or jolt me in the library. The only thing that helped was lying down with a cold washcloth over my forehead. In some ways being in a new place had become the balm I had hoped it would be. I knew that someday I’d have to face everything, but not now. I was too busy.


At the same time, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right here. I was still upset about my advisor’s death, and I had never even met her, but no one else seemed perturbed. Had she been so disliked, as Charles had emphasized? What about her conversation Luke had overheard? It wasn’t only Madeleine Grangier. The atmosphere in St Stephens felt different from other universities where I’d studied. Everywhere there was a charged silence, as if everyone were keeping some secret that I alone didn’t know. Then again, I was different, too. And guarding my own secrets. It was more likely me who was not quite right.


My favorite part of the day was my regular scone breakfast with Sean, and spending time with Rose when I wasn’t working felt natural, easy. I’d always been a loner, but whenever she was away, I missed her. Her energy was helping me forget the past and stop dwelling on Professor Grangier.


“You and Rose have become close,” Sean said over breakfast one day.


“It’s true,” I said. “Aside from Rose and you, I haven’t made a lot of friends. It seems like a lot of the grad students here are coupled up, or strange. Mairead and I see each other in the library and talk about going out for tea, but never do. And really, I have so much work. No time to be social!”


“You should have fun, too. Then again, I wouldn’t let your guard down.”


I did worry I was falling behind, that I had something to prove to Endicott. To Catrina. To Rose. And though I tried to pretend it wasn’t so, I wanted William’s attention and admiration.


In the past academic writing had come easily to me, and my professors had always given me high marks and a lot of praise. I’d been the top student in most of my classes without trying too hard, but that had seemed unimportant compared with the thrill of the work itself.


“Can I ask you something that’s been on my mind?” I asked Sean. “It’s kind of weird.”


“I like weird.”


“Not this. I went to the library one night and saw Luke on the steps with someone, talking about Madeleine Grangier. He said the last time he saw her she looked disheveled, and he’d overheard a conversation she had alluding to something she needed to discuss, right before she died. He sort of implied her death wasn’t an accident.”


“That’s definitely not good weird. Who was he with?”


“I didn’t recognize her. But what about you? Had you heard anything about Madeleine that sounded odd? Rumors, or?”


“I went to her office hours, couple weeks before she died. She wasn’t my supervisor but she knew a lot about Catholic refugees. She was out of it, like. She shooed me out of the office, said she had another student meeting, even though I’d seen the schedule on her door and no one else’s name was on it. Anyway, that was it. But I wouldn’t worry. Unlikely we’ll ever figure that one out, right? Best focus on your topic.”


“I’m trying.”


“I trust things are working out with Endicott?”


“For sure,” I said. “Although every time I go to see him I feel like I’m interrupting something important.”


“You probably are.”


“Ha, I knew you’d say that. It’s difficult separating the professor from the man. Is he married? Kids?”


“He’s married to his work. Cautionary tale. But you’re right, he’s secretive about his personal life, even for an Englishman. They say he has a girlfriend at another Uni, but none of us has ever met her.”


That Saturday night I went to the library to return some overdue books and saw William at the circulation desk. After smoothing my hair and pinching my cheeks, I got in line behind him and tapped him on the shoulder, wishing I wasn’t wearing sweatpants.


“Hey, stranger.”


He turned around. “Oh, hello.”


“Whatcha got?” I asked, peering over his shoulder to see what book had been passed to him. The cover was worn and the words, Oeuvres poétiques, were written in bold Gothic letters across the top. “So, you read poetry? For fun?”


“You mustn’t say a word,” he whispered. “Wouldn’t want to undermine my reputation as a stoic historian.”


“Didn’t you tell me that reading widely gives perspective?”


“Good memory.”


“I didn’t realize you were back. If you’re free we could have coffee or a quick drink?”


“That sounds lovely, but it’s Saturday night, and I’ve got a date.”


“Oh.” I looked down.


“With an older gentleman by the name of . . .” he rotated the book so I could see the spine, “Joachim du Bellay.”


I smiled.


“I’ll drop this and a few things off first. Meet you at the Quaich in half an hour?”


[image: img]


At home I put on three coats of mascara and lip gloss, brushed my teeth, and changed into a skirt and my best pair of shoes, black leather heels I had purchased after I got my first full-time job out of college, then hurried to the pub, passing two men arguing in the parking lot.


William was waiting for me at the entrance. For a few seconds he appeared to look down, approvingly, at my heels.


“The Quaich is at full capacity already. But I think I know somewhere that won’t be too busy with drunken undergrads.”
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