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        * * *

      

      
        
        Yet with these April sunsets, that somehow recall My buried life, and Paris in the spring,

        I feel immeasurably at peace, and find the world

        To be wonderful and youthful after all

      

        

      
        T.S. Eliot

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          PARIS

        

      

    

    
      The sky hung gray and low over Pont Neuf. No twinkling sunshine on the thousands of padlocks attached like barnacles to railings on one end of the bridge. Just the oppressive dark of winter. Francie frowned at the romantic display of the so-called locks of love, more crass in person than she imagined. How did defiling a historic old bridge make love last, lock troubles out of your heart? Were the French so naïve? She wished she had some wire-cutters in her bag.

      Her sister Merle stood next to her, an orange scarf blowing in the breeze off the Seine— rather foul today— looking for all the world like a Frenchwoman. Francie had bought a new red trench coat for Paris. Redheads— or strawberry blond as she preferred— weren’t supposed to wear red but she loved it, the vibrancy of vivid color spoke to her. But it was her older sister who looked the part of the chic sophisticate. Why do I always try too hard, she mused. A real Frenchwoman would simply embody savoir faire.

      “What is it?” Merle asked. She always knew when you were annoyed, or blue.

      Francie gave her a smile. “You look like a real Parisienne.”

      Merle chuckled. “It’s the scarf. And the messy hair.” Francie agreed amiably. “No, really. What is it?” her sister demanded.

      Francie thought of shrugging it off, the way she did most problems. She was strong and capable. She could deal with things; she didn’t need to burden her sisters. But the sudden trip to France was already hanging in the ether, the question of why now. It was late March, hardly the most delightful time in Paris. It was rainy and cold. The flowers were still a wish. The trees were struggling to break out of winter’s doldrums. Maybe that’s all her problems were— winter blues. Cabin fever.

      But no. She slumped against the railing, clanging the love locks. It was more than just the winter.

      Merle nudged her. “Come on. Tell me.”

      “Office politics. Boring stuff.” Francie kept her eyes on the river.

      “Out with it,” Merle demanded.

      Francie took a deep breath. “So Old Ward had a stroke. You heard about that?”

      “No! He was a good old boy, wasn’t he? The last of the originals?”

      “The other one, Bailee, retired a few years ago. There’s some new partners. Two golfing buddies, typical Rotary Club types but good guys, good lawyers. Plus Brenda McFall. You remember her? She hired me.”

      “Of course. Brenda’s great.” Merle glanced at Francie. “Is she still great?”

      “Absolutely. She helped me with the promotion which has been good, more money and all that.” She paused. “Managing the junior associates is a real pain in the ass though.”

      They watched the couples walking along the bridge, arm in arm. Merle had her Frenchman, Pascal. They could legitimately put a lock of love on the bridge. But who did Francie have? She shook off the feeling. She’d never been one for negative thoughts. There just wasn’t the energy, or the time.

      “Managing partner is a big deal.”

      “Assistant managing partner.”

      Merle nodded but she wasn’t giving up. “So that’s it?”

      “There are some problem children. They’ve gotten under my skin. Real hand-holding cases. If there’s anything I can’t stand it’s an associate who has to be told and shown everything, point by point, step by step, ad nauseam.” She glanced at Merle. “So I decided to take a little time off and wash off the stink. That’s all.”

      Merle was squinting at her, unconvinced, but she didn’t ask again. Five asks must be her limit. Francie straightened, glad the interrogation was over. She just wanted to enjoy Paris. She hadn’t been here twenty-four hours yet. To the left was the tip of the little island that was the ancient center of the city, Île de la Cité. She thought she made out the white blush of a blooming tree and took it as a positive sign. Spring was coming.

      “Shall we walk along the river?” Merle asked. They were near the stone steps to the walkway below. Francie glanced down. She wasn’t wearing the best shoes for cobblestones. As she hesitated, peering over the stone balustrade, she saw a man on the sidewalk, next to a green bookseller’s stand. He was staring at them. She blinked and looked away.

      Weird but— “Sure, why not.”

      They walked toward the steps. When they reached the sidewalk, Francie looked up again. The man was still there. And still staring, hands in his jacket pockets. He looked familiar. Francie grabbed Merle’s arm.

      “Wait.” She turned her sister toward her. “You see that guy? Staring at us? Don’t look. You see him?”

      “How can I see him if I don’t look?” Merle whispered.

      “Just a glance then.”

      Merle flicked her eyes over Francie’s shoulder. “Which guy?” she whispered.

      “Dark hair, glasses, leather jacket, jeans. Ogling us.”

      Merle pushed back her hair and took another look. “Oh, the ogler. How rude. Do you have a stalker? Is that why you came to Paris?”

      Francie smiled. “No, silly. That’s— I think that’s Dylan Hardy. From law school?”

      Merle looked skeptical. “Someone you know from home? That’s unlikely. Anyway, who is Dylan Hardy from law school?”

      Francie grabbed her sister’s arm and turned them back the way they’d come. “There are stairs on the other side of the bridge, right?”

      She hustled her sister back across the street and down the opposite steps. The wide cobbled walkway wasn’t as romantic in the dreary gray light as it looked in movies, no magical glow and white dresses. But it was still lovely, like a walk through history. Except for the rotting banana peels under the bridge.

      Merle came to a halt. “Okay, who is Dylan Hardy and why are we avoiding him?”

      Francie pouted. “I never mentioned him?” She knew she hadn’t. It was so long ago anyway. Merle put her hands on her hips impatiently. “So, you remember Annie’s short engagement during law school? The one she never told us about?”

      Merle’s eyes widened. “You were engaged to Dylan Hardy?”

      “Not quite.” She shrugged and looked at the dirty water of the Seine rushing by. “Almost but no. It was around the time you were pregnant with Tristan. A long time ago.”

      “Eighteen years, give or take.”

      “We dated during second year. Some of third. It got pretty— intense.”

      “Too intense?”

      “For me, yes. He was fantastic in bed, honestly. Completely focused on— you know, all the right stuff.”

      “But—?”

      “We were polar opposites.”

      Francie looked at her sister, silently begging her to understand why she could have broken up with such a— how to describe Dylan? A decent man. Even though she didn’t really know why she’d broken it off herself. Yes, Dylan Hardy was a good man. He didn’t get the best grades in law school because he had to work nights, paying his own way. But he was honest, solid. Was he too boring for her? Not in bed.

      She suddenly felt a little lost. And stupid. God, she was an idiot in her youth.

      “In what way?” Merle asked.

      “Oh, you know me. Flighty and superficial. A social butterfly. Always the good-time girl.” As she said those words the law firm problems hit her hard. She was too flirty, too nice to everyone, trying to charm everyone, male and female. Why was she so eager for everyone’s good opinion? She was to blame for many of the things that happened. “And he was serious. Intense and serious.”

      Merle tipped her head thoughtfully. “You know, he looks a little like Tom. Tall, dark, and handsome. He’s a little gray now though, over the temples.”

      Tom Ramey was Francie’s ex-husband, and, although they’d been divorced for ages and he’d died a year ago, Tom was nevertheless the reason she found herself in Paris. She really had to tell Merle all about that.

      She sighed. “Maybe I married Tom on the rebound. Or maybe that’s just my type.”

      “He’s aged well, Francie,” Merle whispered, looking over her shoulder. Francie straightened and spun around. Dylan Hardy stood a few feet behind her.

      He stared into her eyes, causing her to be momentarily speechless, an odd feeling for Francie. She always had something to say.

      “Bennett,” he said in his low, musical voice. “I thought that was you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          Connecticut

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One Month Earlier

      

      

      The letter came registered, signed for by the receptionist. This was not unusual in the law firm of Ward & Bailee, Esq., as they were often given official notice from the courts, other lawyers, clients, and cranks. That it had sat since Thursday in the pile of mail, a small white fish swimming in a sea of manila sharks, could be written off as typical as well. Francine Bennett’s in-box tray often overflowed.

      She fished it from the tray and set it up against her upright pen in its granite base, a graduation gift from her parents. A white envelope, blue ink, hand-lettered with her name, the law firm, and the address. The return address was tiny, nearly illegible. She put on her hated reading glasses and held it close.

      Nobody she knew. Probably a crank then. Monday in the office was a hardworking day in general. Everyone was refreshed by the weekend and ready to tackle litigation, disagreements, and oddballs. She returned to her work, a motion in the divorce and contested prenuptial agreement of her client, the wife of a wealthy banker in Greenwich. Wealthy bankers were their bread, butter, and jam at Ward & Bailee. This woman was subject to the usual crap: a young mistress, public humiliation, and now, the prospect of being cut off from the banker’s millions and the good life to which she was accustomed.

      As Francie worked her mind drifted to her sister Merle’s similar situation a few years before. Merle didn’t find out about the other woman until her husband died of a heart attack. In a way, that was lucky. Not for Harry, of course. Or the other woman who got very little of the inheritance. But for her sister, things had worked out in the end. Harry was a bastard, a rich one like this banker. Harry had squandered and gambled away his fortune. He was gone. It was pointless to hate him now.

      This guy however: Francie despised this banker. He was vindictive and cruel. His lawyers were pit bulls. His soon-to-be ex-wife wasn’t the most pleasant woman in the world and had subjected herself to too much plastic surgery to keep the banker interested, but she didn’t deserve this. She’d given him twenty-five years of her life, and for what? To be stabbed in the back.

      Worked up to the proper level of indignation Francie wrote out the motion longhand. She was almost done, rising a crest of righteous anger, when the knock came. Her door stood open. In the doorway was the latest thorn in her side as assistant managing partner. Greg Leonard had been a junior associate for almost two years. He made a habit of interrupting her mid-flow.

      She kept writing, trying to keep her concentration going. Greg opened his mouth to speak and she held up one finger. “Hold it,” she said, writing furiously. Finally she set down her pen. “What’s up?”

      Greg was a bland but decent-looking guy, late 20s, with thinning blond hair, a middle-weight in every sense. He had a couple good recommendations from his profs in law school but he’d proven to be what could charitably be called a whiner. He made it his duty to complain about something or somebody weekly.

      “I’m sorry, Francie,” he shrugged, tugging his caterpillar eyebrows together as if he just couldn’t help himself. “It’s the fridge in the break room again. Somebody keeps turning down the temperature on the freezer and now it’s not even keeping stuff frozen. I had three frozen dinners in there and— ”

      Francie stood up, causing him to stutter to a stop. “Seriously, Greg? Figure it out for yourself. I’m not your mother.”

      “But the HR manual says I should bring issues to you as assistant managing partner. Is there another one?”

      He surprised her with his quick comeback. A sly look washed quickly over his face. What was he up to? She didn’t have time to figure it out.

      “You brought it to me already. I did what I could. I took it to the office manager. She said she was calling a repairman. I know you can figure this out, Greg. Maybe don’t bring frozen dinners to work? Check out peanut butter? I don’t know.”

      He raised his hands in surrender and backed out silently. Good, she thought. Maybe he won’t show up here every day with some asinine request. She sat down again and remembered his interview. Brenda McFall, her mentor and supervisor as managing partner, had recommended Greg. She knew his parents or something. He didn’t stand out to Francie, either good or bad, but that was okay. Junior associates were like clay, a raw material to be formed into a lawyer, like Pinocchio becoming a real boy. Now though she wished she’d passed on Greg. What a pain.

      She called in her legal assistant, Alice, and handed her the legal pad with the motion on it. Then she sat back in her chair, letting the Greg Annoyance seep out of her. She had second and third and fourth thoughts about taking on the new position as assistant managing partner. The raise was certainly welcome but it came with significant headaches. She glanced at her calendar. She had an interview with the local newspaper at three. She was now also the public face of the firm. Oh joy.

      Her eye caught the small envelope again. She ripped open the flap and pulled out a sheet of lined student notebook paper, folded into fourths. She smoothed out the wrinkles.

      

      
        
        Dear Ms. Bennett,

        You don’t know me but I am a friend of Reece Pugh. I don’t know where else to turn so am writing to you.

        Reece was arrested in Paris. He went over there about six months ago and got arrested about three months ago. I just got a letter from him, postmarked December 23. It had been opened and taped shut again. I guess the prison people read it or something. Anyway they got him on a drug rap, I guess, which doesn’t particularly surprise me. Well, you know Reece. He’s kind of a stoner. But I never knew him to sell drugs or get in trouble with the cops. Until now.

        Reece lived with me last year for awhile and we knew each other back in prep school. I won’t lie to you, he’s kind of a fuck-up but he needs a lawyer just the same. When I went through the stuff he left here when he took off for Europe I found your name in some documents. I hope it’s okay to write. I sent you two letters last week to another address but they came back.

        So here’s what I know. He’s being held at a place called Fresnes Prison. He’s been there awhile and I don’t think he’s got a lawyer, at least not a good one because he’s still in jail. The jail sounds really bad, like— horrible. His parents aren’t helping him, I guess? That’s what he says. They’re Harlan and Claudia. Divorced, I think. And then there’s Tom, but you know about that.

        Well, that’s it. I hope you can help him because he’s a good guy really. Thanks for reading this.

        Sincerely,

        Dewey Framingham.

        

      

      Dewey added a phone number. Francie frowned and re-read the letter. This wasn’t what she expected but it was definitely a crank letter.

      She carried the letter and envelope out to the reception desk. She asked Tiffany if she knew anything about it and she said all she did was sign for it. Francie asked her to be on the lookout for anything else from Dewey Framingham. Not that she expected anything, but just to be cautious.

      Back in her office she asked her assistant to do a background search on Dewey Framingham, Reece Pugh, Harlan Pugh, and Claudia Pugh. Who were these people? She’d never heard of any of them. Why was Dewey writing to her? Surely the boy’s parents were on this. But he’d been in jail for three months on a drug charge. That seemed excessive unless he really was a European drug kingpin.

      She sat down and stared at the letter again. Who were the Pughs? Why was her name on “some documents”— what documents? And what about “Tom?” Did Dewey mean her ex-husband? She hadn’t thought much about Tom Ramey in the ten years since their divorce. His death last year had been sad but their split had been amicable and total. Then out of the blue this letter. Curious. But she didn’t have time for wild goose chases today.

      At five that afternoon she finally wrapped up the interview with the reporter from the local paper. The woman was a bulldog on the story, refusing to let Francie give generic answers. She was doing a story about sexual harassment and wanted a woman’s point of view. When first asked to participate Francie had been flattered. She had more than a few stories from over the years but now she didn’t feel like it was her place to share them. They might make the firm look bad, and that was one of her new roles: keeping a shiny bright face on Ward & Bailee. Sometimes she wondered if that was the reason she’d been promoted, to put a pretty face on whatever bad stuff happened. She knew the effect her looks sometimes had on people— clients, opponents, judges. There was often a moment of surprise and look at her ankles. A gasp of she’s too pretty to be smart. She’d managed to mention a couple nasty things to the reporter, things that happened to her back in law school. They weren’t pleasant stories to recall but she kept them vague. At any rate, time had softened their awfulness.

      By the time she’d worked her charm on the reporter, had it fended off, re-worked it again and again, she was exhausted. She escorted the woman to the door and checked her watch. It was really time for a cocktail. But she was trying to be good these days, not only for her mental health but for her waistline. So she went back to her desk and began to clear her in-box again.

      Work was her life after all. She didn’t have a boyfriend or a roommate or even a cat to go home to, and that was fine. People were her business all day long. The evening quiet was necessary.

      Near the top of the pile in her in-box were the print-outs of the background checks she’d requested from Alice. She spread them out on her desk.

      Dewey Framingham was twenty-three and a recent graduate of Yale. Okay, that was something. He worked for a stockbroker in New Haven. His criminal background was clean except for a couple speeding tickets. Upstanding citizen. Harlan and Claudia Pugh were divorced, as Dewey suggested. Claudia was nearby in Greenwich, out in the tony hills, and Harlan lived in Hartford. Their divorce was final seven years before. Their son Reece was the same age as Dewey. His background was a little more checkered, littered with small-time offenses: possession of marijuana, drunk-driving, jay-walking, reckless driving. No college graduation or employment listed.

      So the letter checked out. What did that mean? The questions nagged at her as she went through the rest of the mail, tossing, filing, and putting into her out-box other correspondence. Finally, the office nearly silent, she put on her coat and gloves, stuffed the letter into her briefcase, and went out into the late winter dark.

      A light snow was falling. February felt relentless this year. The parking lot next to the building was still half full. The restaurants and shops down the block lit up the icy asphalt. Francie wove through the cars, around a large pickup truck, and was startled to find Greg Leonard standing idly between vehicles. She skidded to a stop.

      “Geez, Greg, you scared me.”

      He smiled. “Did I?”

      Francie gathered herself. This was no chance encounter. She glanced to the right. Her car was one row over, behind Greg.

      “What’s up?” She positioned her keys between her fingers as her father had taught her years before. “You headed home?”

      He scrunched his eyebrows. “I was thinking of getting a drink. Would you— is it all right to ask you to join me? Or should I check with HR first?”

      “Oh, how sweet of you,” she trilled, really pouring it on. Dial it back, Bennett. “I’m beat though. Maybe some other time.” Like when pigs fly. Or never.

      “Oh, right. You don’t drink anymore.”

      She stepped backwards and around the back of the sedan next to the pickup. Then stopped. “What did you say?”

      “Rumor around the office is you’re an ex-drinker.” He emphasized the word as if it was a cute way to say ‘alcoholic.’ She glared at him. “Hey, don’t look at me. Everyone says so.”

      Francie felt her temper rising. Last year she had gone a little overboard at her sister’s wedding but there was no way in hell anyone at the firm knew about that.

      “Do they? Well, you know what they say about rumors.”

      “No, what do they say?” He squirmed a little.

      “They’re concocted by haters, spread by fools, and accepted by idiots. Good night, Greg.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At nine o’clock Francie was staring inside her mostly empty refrigerator, contemplating old cheese for dinner. She’d had her one glass of wine and washed the glass. She’d changed into yoga pants. As if that would ever entice her to do yoga. The letter and its strange contents rattled in her mind, making her jumpy. There was something missing. Some information.

      She slammed the fridge closed and picked up the letter on her small kitchen table. Her apartment was barely big enough to have two people over, which was one more than she ever invited. She once thought she might rent Merle’s house while she was off in France with Pascal. But it was too big, she would rattle around and feel the walls closing in on her. Plus her sister found a nice family of four to rent it. No, her apartment suited her: manageable, small, and easy to keep clean because she was rarely home.

      She flopped on the green velvet sofa and read the letter for the fifth time. What the hell was she supposed to know about Tom? Had she forgotten something about their three-year marriage, something important? Of course she hadn’t. You didn’t forget bad experiences. They were seared in your memory.

      There was only one solution. She picked up her cell phone and punched in Dewey’s number. It rang then went to voicemail. Francie hesitated. Should she leave a message? She blurted out her name and hung up.

      She shook out her hands. She felt wound up thanks to Greg Leonard in the parking lot, and this letter. Maybe she would do a downward dog or something. Miraculously the phone rang, saving her from yoga.

      “Hey, Miss Bennett, it’s Dewey Framingham calling you back.”

      She sat up on the sofa, feet together on the floor: braced. Nervous suddenly. “Yes, I got your letter.”

      “Pretty weird huh? So you think you can help Reece then? You’re a lawyer, right?” He sounded a little spacey for a Yale grad.

      “I am. But first I need to know why you think this concerns me.”

      “Ah— what? Oh. Because of Tom.”

      “Who do you mean, Tom?”

      “Tom, ah— Reece’s dad? His real dad.” He sucked in air. “I mean, you knew that, right?”

      Francie blinked hard. “Do you mean Tom Ramey? My ex-husband?”

      “Right. I mean, I didn’t know his last name. I found a bunch of letters from him in Reece’s stuff and they were just signed ‘Tom.’ And he mentioned you in the letters.”

      “He mentioned me?” Francie was struggling to put all the facts together here. “Did Tom say he was Reece’s father?”

      “Um, I think Reece did some DNA test …? You know what I mean? And somehow they connected. He didn’t really discuss it much with me, just that he and his dad, the other one, Harlan, didn’t get along and there was a reason for that. That Tom was his real dad was the gist of it. Like, his biological father. Hey, you want to read the letters? I don’t think Reece would mind. Tom’s dead, right?”

      “Tom is dead.” He’d died in a car accident about year before. Francie was in Scotland at Annie and Callum’s wedding so she’d missed the funeral. Not that anyone really misses going to a funeral. They’d said their goodbyes years before. There was nothing left to say. It was sad though, for Tom, of course.

      “Yeah, that was tough on Reece, because he doesn’t get along with the other one, I guess. So you can help him? I don’t really know the first thing about getting somebody out of the slammer in Paris.”

      Francie almost said Neither do I. But she remembered how her sister Merle had helped a boyfriend with some legal troubles in France. Maybe between the two of them and some swishy French attorney they could figure out a way to help Reece.

      But first, she had to read these letters. Because she didn’t really believe Tom had fathered a son. With that girlfriend he had back in the ‘90s? Why hadn’t he mentioned him? What had he said about her to this stoner?

      What the hell was going on?
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          Return of Lawyrr Grrl
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BLOG tagged February, ick

      

      

      Welcome back, wenches of the bar! Have you missed me? It’s been a crazy year (or two) but I’ve missed talking to you— complaining, whining, raging— about the legal profession. I guess that’s because I decided I really love the law after all. It’s so freaking interesting, so varied, so combative. I love a good battle. The argument that twists them in knots, that delivers the checkmate. A lawyrr grrl can be as manipulative as she wants, right? Sneaky, snide, and wicked. And get paid for it.

      Thanks for your comments and questions. I will do my damnedest to answer them. My new role at my firm is assistant managing partner so I deal with questions, concerns, and broken toilets every day. Junior associates are so much fun— most of the time. Some of them are a little less than fully-functioning adults but that’s normal, right out of school. I guess we all were young and dumb once.

      The female associates are mostly great. They understand human behavior, the dynamics of the workplace, the give and take. The need to work together, to put the team and client first. The men? Hmmm. Why is it men need so much attention? Didn’t their mothers love them enough? Can’t they find girlfriends to wipe their tears, for Pete’s sake? I sometimes have to act like Mother Superior. I just wish rulers across knuckles were still legal.

      It has come to my attention that young men do not like working for older women. It brings out something childish in them. Again with the mommy issues! Some of the junior associates can’t decide if they want to date me or hate me. Personally I’d go with ‘work with me.’ Set aside your ego issues, your misguided machismo, your repressed desires, and do your job, boys! Don’t take every comment or criticism as an assault on your manhood!

      Oh, I try to be gentle. But I can’t and won’t coddle associates of any gender. It’s shape up or ship out time.

      Write to me, grrls, and let’s discuss the age-old problem of gender in the law firm. It’s a thorny one but we’ll strip it and spank it.

      Yes, we will.
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        * * *

      

      Francie sat propped on the pillows of her bed, re-reading her first blog post in a long time. She’d missed the anonymous, good-natured bitching that was possible through the blog. Why not use it to work out some of the issues at work? It seemed like helping other women lawyers must end up helping her too. Didn’t she dispense that advice all the time, that happiness comes from helping others be better? Just because it wasn’t exactly working that way in her new job meant nothing. She would try harder.

      She rubbed her eyes and shut the laptop. There hadn’t actually been many comments from readers, not for ages. Once again she’d probably be just talking to herself.

      She flicked off the lamp. The apartment felt warm and cozy as usual. Quiet, like a cocoon. The dark enveloped her. She blinked into it. It felt— not so cozy. Something was off. She felt restless, anxious. Like something was coming that she couldn’t control. Now the apartment felt cramped, suffocating.

      She turned over and put the pillow over her head. Ridiculous. It was just that stupid letter. What did it mean?

      She sighed. All she had to do is say ‘no’ to Dewey. Sorry, I can’t help your friend because it’s not my business.

      That was it. Channel that model of grrlhood, Nancy Reagan.

      Just say no.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The view from the thirty-first floor of Callum and Annie’s building in midtown Manhattan was stunning. Especially at night, the glittering lights of New York gathered like stardust along the boulevards, glowed along the winding paths of Central Park, and streaked across the Hudson River to Jersey.

      Francie stood at the floor-to-ceiling windows, careful not to leave hand prints on the glass, but steaming it up with her breath as she gaped at the view. Next to her Stasia and Elise did the same, the three of them wide-eyed. And it wasn’t their first time, not by a long shot. Every time they came to the high-rise apartment they did this for the first ten minutes. Annie waited patiently, pouring wine in the open kitchen behind them.

      Finally Stasia took a deep breath and turned away from the window. “Wow. How do you get anything done here? It’s mesmerizing.”

      Annie handed out wine glasses. “I hope red is all right. I forgot to ask.” She smiled at Francie. “Okay?”

      “Fine with me.”

      “The view takes some getting used to,” Annie told Stasia. “I didn’t get anything done the first couple months. It’s so distracting.”

      “It makes me a little dizzy,” Elise said, fanning her face. “Being up so high.”

      It was a Thursday night, an unusual time for a gathering of the Bennett sisters. The middle sister, Merle, was living in France now. None of them had seen her since New Years. Annie, the oldest, had called them together. With their parents in Florida for the winter and Merle gone away, they somehow disappeared into their busy lives.

      They settled on the modern furniture in the living room, trying to keep their eyes off the view. Callum had lived here before Annie moved in and the place was hard-edged and low-slung, full of chrome and glass. Not Annie’s bohemian style but she was adapting. The chair Francie sat on barely gave way. She kicked off her shoes and pulled her feet under her.

      They talked about work for awhile. Stasia worked at a fashion magazine and had a few celebrity stories to share. Annie worked from home now, doing legal consulting for environmental groups. Elise, the youngest, was also a lawyer, as were all five sisters. She didn’t have much to say about her law firm except she hated it and hoped to move on soon. Francie pondered that, wondering if it would work out if Elise came to work at Ward & Bailee. She winced, thinking about all the problems she already had with associates.

      “What about you, Francie? How’s work?” Annie asked.

      She set down her wine glass. “Something weird happened this week. I got a letter.” She told them about Dewey’s letter, and they all exclaimed about Tom. They all had pretty much the same opinion of him, that he was a relentless skirt-chaser who wasn’t worthy of their sister’s affection. It was always a relief for Francie to talk about her failed marriage with her sisters. Except for how stupid it made her feel.

      “Tom had a son?” Stasia asked. “How did we not know about that?”

      “I have to see the letters before I believe it. And even then?” She shrugged. “It seems like he might have mentioned he had spawn.”

      “What would be the angle, I mean, if he wasn’t really the kid’s father?”

      “Makes no sense,” Elise said.

      “Was he supporting the boy? Or the mother?” Annie asked.

      “Not while we were married. I guess.”

      “There were obviously a ton of things he kept from you,” Stasia said.

      “Mostly blonde, as I recall,” Annie said.

      “Poor Tom,” Elise said. “So handsome. He never caught a break.”

      “Poor Tom?!” Annie said, laughing. “You mean philandering asshat Tom whose demise was hastened by drinking and driving?”

      “Well, it’s not nice to speak ill of the dead,” Elise said defensively.

      “In this case it’s perfectly rational,” Annie said. “He had three affairs in three years while he was married to Francie.”

      Four actually. Francie never told her sisters about the last one, the one that finally did in the marriage.

      “You did get to take some fabulous trips,” Stasia said. “Remember Florence?”

      “Being married to an airline pilot does have some perks,” Elise said.

      “I’ll never forget it,” Francie said. “He tried to act like an Italian, pinching girls right and left.”

      “Right but Florence. I’d love to go to Italy,” Elise said.

      “I like that you are trying to see the positive side to this, Elise, but face it. He was an alcoholic, among his many bad qualities,” Francie said. “I still have a hard time flying because I want to do a breathalyzer test on every pilot.”

      “Seriously?” Annie asked. “It was so long ago.”

      “No, not really. Ten years makes you forget a lot. But I don’t think I forgot a son. Could Tom have had a kid with one of those women? While we were married?”

      The looks on her sisters’ faces were priceless: horror, shock, anger. Francie supposed she looked the same. They were stunned into silence.

      Of course it was possible. Tom Ramey was a hound of the worst sort, picking up women wherever he overnighted on a flight. Not to mention the long-term affairs, the ones she actually found out about. She was embarrassed that she ever fell for him. Where was her judgment, her ‘people skills’?

      She shut her eyes, picturing Tom’s face at the start, his wide, appealing smile, his blue eyes. How he’d turned his charm on her— turned it up so hot she got burned.

      “How old is this person?” Annie asked.

      “Around twenty-three.”

      “Then it wasn’t while you were married,” Stasia said with relief. “It had to be long before.”

      They chattered about the exact years Francie and Tom were together and came to Stasia’s conclusion: Tom’s son must have been born long before they were a couple. So why did Tom mention her in these letters?

      “How are you mentioned?” Elise asked.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t seen the letters yet. Dewey’s meeting me for lunch tomorrow in New Haven. He’s bringing them.”

      “That should be interesting,” Annie said.

      “Call us,” Stasia said.

      “Yes,” Elise said. “No matter what you decide about the stoner.”
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        * * *

      

      The traffic on Friday afternoon lived up to every expectation. Francie was late getting to the New Haven bistro Dewey Framingham had picked out, a once-hip place that had seen better days. It wasn’t far from campus. The skim of dirt and sawdust on the floor didn’t give her a good feeling as she pushed open the scuffed door and looked around. The fact that all the tables were full, and a low roar emanated from happy diners made her feel better.

      Across the room an arm was waving. Dewey hadn’t described himself so she’d told him the color of her coat— pink. She made her way toward the table of the waving arm and discovered Dewey, a tall, chunky young man with dark, wavy hair, wearing a loose tie, a striped shirt, and khakis. A  sports jacket and a ratty down coat hung on the back of his chair. He had an open face, the kind people trusted with their money, and smiled at her as he rose to pull out her chair.

      “Sorry I’m late, Dewey.”

      His name suited him, an old-fashioned nickname. He had pink cheeks and downturned eyes. He probably came from old money, with that Yale degree and all. He made her feel comfortable and recommended the hamburgers. Francie noticed truffle fries, thought of France, and ordered them. They fell onto their Cokes as if thirst was rampant.

      Francie kept her impatience in check, smoothing her napkin on her lap, smiling around the room, eating her burger— or as much of it as she could stomach. The fries did not disappoint. The burger was tasty but enormous. Dewey had a healthy appetite but then he was over six feet tall and looked like he rarely missed a meal.  Finally, their plates cleared, Dewey extracted a small manila envelope from his sports jacket.

      “Here they are,” he said, pushing them over. “I don’t know if I should let you keep them, but for sure Reece won’t mind if you read them. Especially the ones mentioning you.”

      Francie peeked inside the envelope. “Are they all from Tom?” There looked like about ten letters, on thin blue stationery.

      “Plus one from Reece in prison.” Dewey shrugged. “I hope you can help him. He must feel so alone over there, everybody speaking French and all.”

      “Tell me about him,” Francie said, pulling out the packet of letters. “How far back do these go?”

      “A couple years before Tom died. Reece’s a good guy. We were buds at prep— bros, you know? We took a bunch of the same classes. We were an odd pair but we had a lot in common back then. Then we went to different colleges so I didn’t see him much.” Dewey’s eyes turned even sadder.  “And, like I said, he was kind of a stoner. That kinda took over. He never finished college. He kept getting kicked out. Partied a lot. His parents were always on his case.”

      He looked up sheepishly. “I always thought if his parents had been more supportive, you know, like, understanding? Then he might have done well in school. He was good in chemistry and math— and even French, you know? For awhile.”

      Francie frowned at the packet tied with a bit of brown string. Or, he was just a party boy and his parents were right about cutting him off. But Tom hadn’t obviously.

      She tried to remember the last time she saw her ex-husband. Had it been at that wedding, the one where she couldn’t figure out why she was invited until she remembered the groom was one of Tom’s groomsmen at their wedding? Possibly. It was one of those full-on twinkly drunken-reception-at-a-fancy-country-club affairs. Crowds of strangers. And Tom. He looked worn-down that night, weathered, older. He told her he had quit flying and was a flight instructor. He looked baffled about that. He had been sweet though, and twirled her around the dance floor a couple times.

      When was that? Five years ago, at least.

      “Did you meet Tom?” she asked.

      “Nope. But Reece got together with him at least once while we roomed together.” He touched his napkin to his lips. “I see somebody I should talk to. I’m going to let you look through the letters on your own. Okay?”

      She smiled as he rose, winding through tables to greet somebody. It was kind of him to leave her alone and she quickly slipped the letters out of the string, one by one, smoothing them, glancing through them. There was Tom’s tortured handwriting, messy and hard to read. Her eye caught ‘father’ and ‘son’ and the usual pleasantries. How were they related exactly? Who was Reece’s mother? Harlan and Claudia must have adopted him, she figured. Tom mentioned a mother several times, but no name.

      There wasn’t time to read Tom’s chicken scratches and mull over hidden meanings. She had to get back to the office. She smoothed out the small, blue sheets of paper and quickly snapped photos of them with her phone. The loud diners surrounding her didn’t blink an eye. Everybody photographed their food these days— why not letters?

      She was staring at the last one, a plain white sheet, stained and wrinkled, from Reece in prison, when Dewey returned to the table.

      “He sounds desperate, doesn’t he?” Dewey said, grimacing. “Poor guy.”

      The letter from prison did sound bad. Reece had small but legible handwriting. Conditions were cramped. He was in a cell with a Tunisian and a Moroccan, neither of whom understood his French and fought with him and stole from him. He had no lawyer, no visitors, no communication with authorities. It was like he’d been thrown into solitary confinement, only somehow worse.

      “How can this be?” Francie wondered aloud. “No one is going to see him, no public defender or whatever they have?”

      “I don’t know,” Dewey said. “I guess not. Do you know a French lawyer?”

      She shook her head. “Maybe. I can try.” Dewey’s face lit up. Before he could exclaim his thanks she put her hand on his arm. “But wait, tell me. Who is Reece’s mother?”

      He frowned. “Claudia? She’s a good person. Not super warm but she always made me feel welcome there. I think she’s a nurse, or something. No, maybe she’s in sales. Anyway she and Reece argued a lot, especially after the divorce.”

      “I mean his biological mother. Did he find her too? With the DNA thing.”

      He looked confused. “Claudia is his biological mother.”

      Francie sucked in a breath. “Oh, I— I just assumed he was adopted.”

      Well, of course. Tom had an affair with a married woman. That would be just like him. That son of a bitch.

      Dewey took the packet of letters and put the string back around them. “I guess he liked kids, huh.”

      She blinked, coming back from her anger. “Why do you say that?”

      “That one letter.” He rifled through them and pulled one out. “I put this sticker on them for you. Did I forget to tell you?” He pointed to a small blue circular sticker on the back of one sheet. “That means you’re mentioned.” He opened it up and scanned down the sheet. He flipped it over. “Here it is.” He read it aloud.

      
        
        ‘My ex-wife, Francie Bennett, would have made a great mother, even if she doesn’t know it. She’s a high-powered lawyer so she doesn’t have time but I would have loved to have kids.’

        

      

      Dewey looked up. “That’s how I knew to contact you.”

      Francie stared across the table at nothing. The weight of the failure of her marriage, all the betrayals and regrets, the lost time and squandered opportunities, all the energy and emotion wasted, pushed down on her shoulders. Sometimes she wished she’d never met Tom Ramey. He felt like nothing but heartache.

      She shivered and tried to shake it off. Ten years had passed since the divorce. She hadn’t let herself wallow in should-have-beens or could-have-beens for years. Why had Tom had all those affairs? Had she not loved him enough? Why did he drink? Why couldn’t she save him? Why did anything happen in this crazy world?

      Because it did. That was all. Because it happened and there was no changing it now. Somehow that didn’t help the lump of regret in her chest.

      Dewey’s voice was soft: “Did you ever have kids?”

      She blinked, coming back to the bistro. “Thank you for letting me see the letters. I wonder if I should keep the one from Reece. If I’m going to help him find a lawyer.”

      “Sure!” Dewey pulled out the last letter, the only one with an envelope, and handed it to her. “So you’ll do it? You’ll get him out of prison?”

      “Let’s take it one step at a time. No promises, Dewey. Oh, can you send me a photo of him?”

      “Sure. His Facebook page is still up.”

      She fished out a business card from her purse. “You’ve talked to his parents about this?”

      “I talked to his mother. She said she was washing her hands of him. I don’t know what happened. Pretty sad when your own mother won’t help you.”

      “She knows he’s in prison?”

      He nodded. “She got a letter too.” Dewey leaned toward her, his young, earnest, peach-fuzz face deadly serious. “I really hope you can help him, Miss Bennett.”
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      Francie checked her watch: nearly three. The law firm was quiet, the usual for Friday afternoon when the partners ducked out for golf or cocktails. She threw off her coat and sat down at her desk, furiously checking her mail as her assistant stepped into the doorway.

      “Yes?” Francie liked Alice but the sight of her usually meant some new workload. What would it be today? New case, a break-room row, interview requests? She tossed the unimportant mail into a pile and looked up.

      Alice’s credentials as a legal assistant were above par. She could be a paralegal if she wanted. If only she dressed a little more professionally, instead of costume-y gingham dresses and torn goth tops. Today her tights had gaping holes and her skirt was a weird tie-dye thing. Her blond hair had a streak of pink through it. Not unattractive but— she was going to have to talk to Alice about office attire. No way around it. But not today.

      Alice wrung her hands then shook them out. Her young face looked worried. “What is it, Alice?”

      “Um, Miss McFall wants to talk to you. Pronto, she said.”

      “Pronto?” Francie had to smile. Her mentor, Brenda McFall, had never used that term before.

      Alice shrugged. “She’s waiting. I guess she has some thing soon, a meeting or a— something.” She stepped backwards and vanished down the hall.

      Francie took a few minutes to go through her email and her in-box for pressing business. Nothing from Brenda so she could wait. Finally Francie closed down her computer and walked to her mentor’s office. The door was shut.

      Brenda called out for her to come in when she knocked. “You wanted to see me?” Francie asked, breezing in. Brenda sat straight-backed behind her desk. She told Francie to shut the door and motioned for her to sit down.

      “What’s up?” Something was up. Francie felt a niggling itch of anxiety.

      Brenda folded her hands on the blotter. “There’s been a complaint filed. By Greg Leonard.”

      “Against who?”

      “Against you, Francie.”

      She paused, keeping her face neutral. “What about?”

      “He says you are unfair and condescending.”

      Then Francie couldn’t stop herself. She frowned, fiercely she knew, and rolled her eyes. “He’s immature, Brenda. Always asking for favors and special attention. Every day it’s some new complaint. His chicken pot pies melted in the freezer. Someone stole his best pens. His African violet was hideously sabotaged.”

      Brenda nodded solemnly. She had dyed black hair, piled high on her head. She was in her late sixties but still holding back the tide, as they say, with only a few crow’s feet around the eyes. She took off her half glasses and sighed.

      “There’s more. He says he asked you for a raise and you implied he would have to work for it. In, you know, a personal way.”

      Francie froze. “What?”

      “Let me just read it.” Brenda picked up a sheet of paper. “‘I have been working at Ward & Bailee long enough to be, at minimum, under consideration for a promotion. I consistently get good reports from clients and other lawyers but have been denied even a suggestion of a referral for promotion from Ms. Bennett. She often answers my concerns in an unfair and condescending manner. Instead of replying to my request for a promotion she implied I would need to do some ‘personal work’ for her if I wanted a raise. That is, I would have to offer sexual favors to her in exchange for a promotion.’”

      Francie felt the blood rush up her neck to her cheeks. “What the—?”

      Brenda’s mouth twisted to one side. “This is serious, Francie.”

      “Wait— you believe that little—?” Brenda’s frown stopped her. “Sorry, I know you know his parents— but he is not working out. I never should have hired him. He’s a lazy little liar.”

      Brenda stiffened. “I don’t know about that. But it doesn’t matter whether he’s right or you’re right. It’s always he said/she said in these situations. What I believe is immaterial. It can’t be ignored.”

      Francie jumped up and walked to the window, crossing her arms protectively across her chest. “When did whatever this was supposedly take place?”

      “He is vague on the details.”

      “I bet he is.” She turned back to her mentor. “What will you do?”

      “I have to take it to Human Resources. There’s a strict procedure for sexual harassment claims, as you know.”

      Francie spun back to the window, watching the gray clouds gather and the sleet begin to fall. An apt metaphor for her situation.

      The words “sexual harassment” hung in the air. As the new assistant managing partner, she had re-written the guidelines herself last fall, strengthening them, outlining the steps that must be taken if an accusation is made. Ironic now, she would find out how well she’d done. She’d been so careful to put in safeguards for accusers. Had she put in anything to save the careers of managers falsely accused? That remained to be seen. She’d never imagined herself as being accused, or any woman actually. It happened, she was sure, but was rare enough that she hadn’t thought about it while writing the guidelines. It was men who took advantage, who groped and made unwelcome advances. What had she done? Refused to have a drink with him?

      She closed her eyes, trying to remember what the guidelines said about the accused. Was there a hearing? Did they have to prove they hadn’t said— or done— something? Her stomach clenched. That would be difficult. It was next to impossible to prove something didn’t happen. Every lawyer knew that.

      She turned back. “When will you submit it? Today?”

      Brenda gave her a pitying look that made Francie’s skin crawl. “Oh, I think it can wait until Monday, don’t you?”
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        * * *

      

      Francie couldn’t sleep that night. She methodically went through every encounter with Greg Leonard she could dredge up in her memory, filing away any possible misunderstandings or flirtations for follow-up. What did she ever do to Greg Leonard? Well, she was a bit short with him, more than once. He seemed to invite that with his weaselly attitude. He was a simpering tool. But had she actually said something that could be construed as asking for sexual favors? Ugh. She certainly wasn’t attracted to him, she knew that for a fact. She’d never flirted with him, not consciously.

      No, Greg was getting back at her for something. For refusing to go for a drink? That couldn’t be the issue. It must be the promotion, or lack thereof. Had he asked for a promotion? She couldn’t remember. He asked for a lot of things, like a better break-room fridge, more vacation days, and more fascinating cases.

      Then she remembered a case they worked on together, about four months before. It was fairly standard, a contract dispute between a doctor and the hospital that employed him. She’d asked Greg to do the background work on the contract, to follow up with the doctor, to dig up some past decisions. He had gone overboard, working all weekend, finding dozens of similar cases and producing reams of documents. When she had gently told him— she had been gentle, hadn’t she— that he needed to focus, to cull his giant pile of cases to ones that would specifically help the doctor, he’d acted hurt and angry. He’d yelled at her. Told her to go to hell, that he’d been working his ass off, for her.

      By Monday morning though the whole thing had blown over. Greg was back to normal and Francie had forgotten about the incident, writing it off to fatigue. But Greg may not have written off. He may have been harboring resentment all this time.

      Did he have a significant other? Francie wracked her brain into the night, trying to remember everything she could about him. She searched his social media pages, finding very little except that he was a graduate of Swarthmore and her own law school. Like most lawyers he was nearly invisible on the internet.

      As dawn broke she fell into a fitful sleep, wondering what the hell would happen next. When she woke a couple hours later her dream lingered. She was in law school, back where she pictured Greg Leonard scribbling away in the front row, all eager eyes and sweaty armpits. But it wasn’t Greg in her dream, it was her own time in law school. With her boyfriend, Dylan, a classmate.

      Then they were in bed together, she and Dylan in his narrow single bed in the chilly sleeping porch in the apartment where he roomed with three other students. He was stroking her hair and humming artlessly.

      They had made love and were in the afterglow. She’d forgotten how warm and safe she felt against his body, but in the dream she felt it. His arms around her, sheltering her from harm.

      Then he told her a story. His German grandmother had a word— what was it? As she lay in bed now, looking at the ceiling, she tried to remember. Something very German, one of those long, combination words that English didn’t have, like ‘schadenfreude,’ or Mary Poppins’ supercalifragilistic-expialidocious.

      She rolled over, closing her eyes, willing the dream to come back. What was it? She could feel the stubble on Dylan’s chin, the hair on his chest, his breath in and out. Then his voice came back to her. The word was ‘weltschmerz.’ She’d looked it up later so she could remember how to spell it.

      Weltschmerz meant being world weary, a yearning for things to be different.  He said he’d inherited it from his grandmother who had patiently explained it to him. It was a sort of romantic melancholy for the past, like in novels where a character suffers the slings and arrows of the modern world and mopes about, wishing for something else. Like a Woody Allen character, or just some blue, downtrodden person.

      “I suffer it too, my boy,” his grandmother told him. “You must fight it as it will drown you.”

      Dylan told Francie that when she was with him his weltschmerz lifted like the clouds. All was right in the world. Sunshine poured down. Nothing should change. Everything was perfect.

      Francie stared at the ceiling. Was it depression in a clinical sense? Not if it turned off with a good roll in the hay. Dylan implied you had a choice to accept weltschmerz or not. To surrender to its wiles. She didn’t want it but he had somehow thrust it on her. Dylan had given her his weltschmerz and now she was the one to suffer.

      But no, that wasn’t right. She wasn’t depressed, then or now. But she had broken up with Dylan six months later, unable and unwilling to be his reason for living.

      It was all too much. The weight of responsibility for his happiness— for keeping  weltschmerz at bay— threatened to break her. So she left, told him he was too intense for her. She wanted to play, to laugh, to explore. To live large and weltschmerz-free. Dance the fandango until the sun came up. Go a little crazy once in awhile. He stared daggers through her that day, cut to the quick.

      But now she had a similar feeling. Not world-weariness exactly but a wish for something different than this reality. That things were not good at all, in fact they were out of control. Greg Leonard was out to get her, bring her down. The freight train was speeding toward her and she was tied to the damn tracks. She felt her heart race.

      Take it back, Dylan Hardy. I don’t want your stupid weltschmerz.

      She sat up in bed and slapped the duvet.  To nobody she called out: “I will not be a victim. I do not have weltschmerz. I am not weary of the world. I love the world. This world is beautiful and wild and fabulous. And I am in charge of my life.”

      Then, satisfied she’d slain those dragons, she got up and made coffee.
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      The hedge surrounding Claudia Pugh’s house stood fifteen feet tall, obscuring any view from the road. A white horse fence marched in front of the leafless hedge, a tangle of twigs with green still a promise in the spring. A FOR SALE sign swung from a white post, planted next to the driveway. Francie turned in and caught her first look at the house.

      ‘Traditional’ was the word that came to mind, a two-story clapboard with double front doors and the symmetrical windows of New England. The pale yellow siding shone against the dark evergreens hugging each side of the large, comfortable-looking home. A typical suburban oasis, lots of lawn now touched with frost and the remains of last month’s snow in the shadowy corners. At noon it looked hospitable but stuffy, like hundreds of other Greenwich homes built in the mid-century boom. This one sported a lovely setting at the end of a quiet street, backing up to woods and parkland.

      Before Francie could navigate the long sidewalk leading from the driveway to the front door, a woman stepped out and waited for her in the dappled midday sun. She wore a tight brown pencil skirt, a long-sleeved white blouse, and low heels. She held her arms tightly against her body as if to shield herself from harm or cold. Francie raised a hand and called a hello, smiling, but the woman stood, knees clenched together as if waiting for bad news.

      Francie had called her this morning. Claudia Pugh wasn’t terribly surprised, or happy, to hear from a lawyer looking into her son’s legal trouble. Perhaps it had a ring of familiarity. An early morning call to Reece’s father, Harlan, had gone to voicemail with no return call. That message was clear. Harlan wanted nothing to do with his son’s problems. Claudia’s message was still to be decoded.

      As Francie approached the woman standing guard on her front stoop, she couldn’t help but take her measure. Claudia was tall and slender, with a short bob of light brown hair. Her face was pale and drawn, with dark, receding eyes surrounded by bluish circles. She looked, in a word, unhappy.

      This was the woman who Tom Ramey had chosen, perhaps unwittingly, to bear his child. It was before Francie and Tom met, 24 years ago, when they were still strangers. Tom and Francie had met at a bat mitzvah for one of her partners’ granddaughters, a cheerful, loud, girly affair that Francie had attended out of professional duty. The chance meeting of a dashing pilot made it all worthwhile.

      What year was that? Fourteen or fifteen years ago, she figured. Their courtship was fast and crazy, flying to Venice then Morocco then Tahiti, all the most romantic places on earth. The gondola they floated in, the camels they rode, the remote huts on stilts in the water: they made for great stories. If only the marriage itself had such happy memories.

      Francie felt the woman’s eyes on her, measuring her up as if they were rivals. In a way they were, both old lovers of Tom Ramey. Her mouth was drawn in a tight line as her eyes flicked up and down. Francie felt self-conscious for wearing jeans and boots and an old sheepskin jacket that she loved. It made her feel warm, and just a little adventurous.

      Unlike a chilly New England divorcée.

      Claudia greeted her with a nod and a handshake, then ushered Francie inside. A cavernous central stairwell offered nothing, not even a rug to wipe your shoes. Claudia pointed the way to the living room, another over-large room with at least an oriental rug to warm it. They sat on facing blue sofas next to a gas fireplace, lit for the occasion. No tea or coffee or cookies: message received.

      Francie got out the letter from Reece to Dewey. She sat forward, trying to project sympathy.

      “Dewey Framingham contacted me,” she began. “He gave me this letter from Reece. From the prison.”

      Claudia’s face twitched ever so slightly. “And what is your connection to Dewey?”

      “He apparently saw my name in some of the letters to Reece from Tom. That’s all.”

      “And because you’re a lawyer you just leapt into this mess?”

      “I haven’t leapt, Mrs. Pugh—“

      “Call me Claudia. I haven’t been Mrs. Pugh for years.”

      Francie nodded. This wasn’t going well. What exactly did she want from this woman? Focus.

      “I work at Ward and Bailee, in Greenwich.”

      “So you said on the phone. I am acquainted with the firm. They represented my ex-husband in the divorce.”

      Oh, shit. “My apologies then. I hope it didn’t go too badly.”

      “Does divorce ever go well?” Claudia sighed and sat back a little. “I got the house and all the expenses related to it. It was fine for awhile but the taxes just keep going up. At least when it sells I get the proceeds.”

      “How is that going? Any offers yet?”

      “Not yet. It’s only been nine months,” she added bitterly. “Would you like a tour? There’s an open house tomorrow and I’ve been dusting all the corners.”

      Francie opened her mouth to decline but Claudia was on her feet, heading for the foyer again. She guided Francie through the house professionally and quickly, pointing out highlights like the oversized refrigerator, the solarium, the screen porch, the en-suite bathrooms, the many bedrooms. Along the way Claudia mentioned she was a real estate agent these days, the implication being she knew what she was doing even though the house was taking forever to sell. There was no time for chat, just a rush tour as if Claudia was doing her duty, however distasteful.

      They returned to the kitchen, a vast space stretching from front to back, with an eating area and a range the size of a Volkswagen. Claudia crossed her arms and leaned a hip against the island. There was nothing on the counters anywhere, as if no one lived here. The space was starkly white, almost too clean. Francie shivered, touching the marble. Had there ever been love here?

      “It’s a beautiful house,” she said. “If I needed this much space I’d be interested myself. I’m sure you’ll find a buyer soon.”

      Claudia raised an eyebrow in reply.

      “So what do we do about Reece, Claudia?”

      She rounded on Francie, eyes ablaze. “I have no money for lawyers, Ms. Bennett. Nothing. I can’t hire you or anyone else.”

      “I understand.”

      “Do you?” She turned away again, staring at the frosty front yard. “Reece was so wanted, so loved. And he’s turned into— what? A drug dealer. A criminal. It is so shameful. He’s lost to all of us. I’m done with him. He’s made his bed.”

      So it wasn’t the money.

      Claudia was just getting started. “He frittered away his education money. He leaned on his grandfather then his grandmother. Both sides of the family have helped him and coddled him. They—we— felt sorry for Reece. His poor broken family. We’re done, Ms. Bennett. All of us are finished with Reece.”

      “I see. Are you sure he’s guilty?” Francie asked. “I mean, it might be some misunderstanding.”

      Claudia gave a sour laugh. “If only you knew.”

      “Knew what?”

      “He lies, Ms. Bennett. Constantly, about everything. He would just lie to a lawyer, and how would that help? Let him figure it out for himself, that’s what I say. Do some soul-searching. Let him grow up in that French prison if that’s what it takes. Let him feel the consequences for once in his life.”

      Francie was taken aback. Claudia’s words stung. Her voice dripped with contempt, even hatred. Was this what happened to mothers of wayward children? Did she know what atrocities took place in that prison? Did she care? She wouldn’t even read the letter. “The conditions there seem pretty bad.”

      “He won’t stay there forever. He’ll get transferred somewhere else. That’s what people say.”

      “Have you consulted someone about his case?”

      “No.” She glanced guiltily at Francie. “Not formally. I told you, I can’t afford legal advice.”

      “So, a friend told you this? Because I’m not familiar with the French justice system either.”

      “Yes, it was a friend. She googled it. If you don’t know anything about the system over there, why are you even here? How can you help? What possible do-gooder impulse led you here?”

      Francie almost blushed. It had been awhile since anyone called her a ‘do-gooder’ and she sort of liked it.

      “It was just Dewey. And Tom.”

      “Tom. Ha. If only he’d stayed out of Reece’s life.”

      “Do you blame him for what happened to Reece?”

      “Blame him? He’s dead. He’s been dead for what— a year?”

      “More or less.”

      Claudia set her face and put both hands on the marble counter. “I think we’re done here.”
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        * * *

      

      Francie met Elise for lunch in the all-salad restaurant the youngest Bennett sister liked, not far from Claudia’s house. They ordered chopped salads with all sorts of extras that made no sense if you were watching your weight. But Elise felt righteous about this place and she and Francie had standing Saturday lunch dates every two weeks if they both were in town.

      Elise had come from the gym, in her workout clothes with a long down coat thrown over her tights. She looked rosy and healthy no matter what she weighed, and Francie told her that.

      “I’m down four pounds,” Elise said.

      “Good for you. Still you look good, don’t worry so much.”

      “If I don’t worry I eat chocolate.”

      “Which is good for you. I eat chocolate too.”

      Elise looked over Francie quickly. “Not much.”

      Francie pulled out her tablet, clicking through to the photos of Tom’s letters. “So here they are. There are eight letters from Tom, and one from Reece, that’s the son.” She scrolled through to the one that mentioned her. “There’s a lot of boring stuff, like what he had for dinner. Here’s something he said about me.” She flipped the tablet around so Elise could read it while she munched on her salad.

      Her eyes moved across the screen. She looked up at her sister, somber. “Wow. He wanted kids with you?”

      “He never said that to me. In fact he was adamant about not having kids.”

      “But he knew about whatshisname— Reece— when you were married, right?”

      Francie shrugged. “No idea when he found out. It could have been right away, when she got pregnant. Or she might not have told him because she was married.”

      “That seems more likely. She has an affair while she’s married and pretends it’s her husband’s child. Did she tell her husband about Tom?” Francie shrugged again. Elise touched the tablet. “Probably not. Are there more?”

      Francie searched for another letter to show Elise. “I’ll read this one to you. See what you think.”

      
        
        “Dear Reece,

        I’m sorry to hear things are bad between you and your dad. I never meant to come between you. I was just trying to help you get on your feet. I feel some responsibility toward you, as you know, even though I haven’t been there for most of your life.

        Listen to your mother. I know that’s hard for men. I never listened to mine, that’s for damn sure. Women want to keep us small, in our short pants, for as long as they can. Even if you’re grown up, they see you as a child who needs help and guidance. But sometimes you do. So listen to her.

        My wife tried to keep me down, just like my mother did. That’s the way I always felt. Francie was too smart, too good. Everyone loved her. It made me want to scream sometimes. Like she was so perfect she had the right to criticize everything I did. She—”

        

      

      “Wait. Stop.” Elise held up a hand. “This is too personal.”

      “It’s kinda fascinating though. How often do you get to hear what your spouse actually thought about you, as crazy as it is?”

      “But he’s blaming you for his failures.”

      “He could never blame himself. Accept responsibility? That’s a laugh. He—”

      Suddenly she pictured Tom, drunk and crying on the sofa, his face wet, blubbering about his affair with that cocktail waitress in Fort Worth. How much he cared about her, truly loved her, and she loved him. In fact she adored him in a way that Francie never could. She would always find fault with him, he said, so he had no choice but to find women who cherished and admired him just as he was. It wasn’t his fault— it was hers for being so critical.

      Her eyes welled up. Elise reached over and squeezed her hand.

      Francie brushed away the tears. “That pathetic shit.”

      “He’s not worth your tears, Francie.” After a lull to let her regroup, Elise asked: “What about the mother? You met her?”

      “A cool customer, basically your ice queen. I wonder what she was telling Reece here, that Tom mentions. She basically has disowned him. She won’t help him at all.”

      “No sympathy for him being in prison?”

      “Zero. Plus she’s broke and not happy about that either. She’s selling her house to get out from under property taxes. I looked her up. She’s five years in arrears.”

      “Is she in foreclosure?”

      “Not yet. But close.”

      “So she couldn’t pay for a French lawyer anyway.” Elise smiled. “Dang, I was hoping you would go over to France and find some cutie like Merle did.”

      “Nobody is as lucky as Merle.”

      “Harry was a bastard, remember.”

      Francie nodded. “Good thing the bastards are dead now.”

      “Oh, there are always more to fill in for the dead ones. I work with a couple.”

      The mention of workplace bastards brought Greg Leonard to mind. Francie chewed on lettuce, deciding whether to bring it up with her sister. The complaint hadn’t even been filed yet. Maybe it would miraculously disappear over the weekend.

      “What?” Elise said. “You were making that funny face you get when you’re debating something in your head.”

      Francie set down her fork. “If I tell you, it has to be secret. Just you and me.” Elise nodded. “Something happened at the firm. This dick is filing a sexual harassment claim against me.”

      “What?! Who?”

      “An associate. He says I’m mean to him and won’t let him get promoted unless he performs favors for me.”

      Elise sat back in the noisy café, stunned. “You’re kidding.”

      “I am not.”

      “What’s going to happen?”

      “Well, since I wrote the guidelines I can tell you that it will be investigated thoroughly by Human Resources which is overseen by the managing partner, my mentor Brenda McFall. She will have to recuse herself because of our friendship and one of the male partners will probably take over. It will be a case of he said/she said. And I will probably be forced to resign, or at the least take a leave of absence while they promote Greg and demote me.”

      Elise put her hand over her mouth, eyes wide. “Oh, Francie,” she whispered.

      “I will no longer be assistant managing partner because that’s what I was doing when all this supposedly happened. So there goes the promotion.”

      “And your reputation.”

      “And my reputation, and the money, and my career probably. All because of a little twit who didn’t get his promotion.” Francie leaned in. “He confronted me in the parking lot Thursday night. He asked me to go for a drink with him. I told him I was too tired. He scared me, Elise. He jumped out from behind a truck.”

      “So that’s why he’s doing this? Because you turned him down? You did turn him down, right?”

      “Of course. But he’s been complaining about stuff, like every day. Maybe just to be close to me, I don’t know. The drink thing came out of nowhere. I haven’t been friendly with him. I did not flirt with him at all. I’ve wracked my brain trying to figure out what I did that made him do this. God knows I do flirt.”

      “But not with twenty-somethings.”

      “Not at work at all. I was cured of that years ago. Too many uncomfortable moments. It never goes well. Remember that lawyer, the partner who got caught having sex with his client?”

      “Who could forget it? The firm got rid of him, didn’t they?”

      “Not because they wanted to, but, yes, eventually. He got suspended from practicing for mishandling funds so that made it easy.”

      “But this isn’t like that. There’s no evidence. How do you prove you didn’t say what he said you did?”

      Francie sighed. “If only I knew.”
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        Blog tagged J’accuse!

      

      

      Well, Grrls… this has been one interesting week here at Casa Legal Eagle. If I didn’t know better— that I am just a tiny speck of starlight in the universe— I would say that Evil Forces are aligning for an Epic Battle.

      But that would just be me being dramatic. The truth is more down-to-earth. Garden variety workplace complaints that morph into potentially career-ending accusations. That kind of truth.

      You wouldn’t think that a female lawyer would get accused of sexual harassment. Not often anyway. It’s like that Michael Crichton novel, right? She wants sex, he refuses, she accuses, he counter-accuses. J’accuse!

      In the movie Demi Moore was a sleaze-babe. Well, I am not a sleaze-babe. I play it straight and fair with employees, as long as they do the same. I am a professional and I expect you to be one too. You might not get the result you want from me but you will not get underhanded, manipulative blowback. If you don’t get what you want it’s because there’s a reason: you’re too pushy, you’re not that smart, you don’t play well with others, your dandruff is disgusting. There are a million reasons to get a promotion, and a million reasons NOT to get one. But when you add a human resources complaint to your reasons, we know what column that’s in, sonny.

      But in the meantime you are going to hurt a lot of people at the law firm. Yourself, but mostly the lawyer being falsely accused.

      The problem is the system we wrote is for sexual harassment by powerful men against less-powerful women. It should work both ways, and now that it is in play, we’ll see how that works out. Who will people believe? The accuser, in general, gets benefit of the doubt. I always supported that. Always.

      Until it happened to me.

      My problem is— me. I have been, in the past, called a flirt, a cock-tease, a  coquette. A slut— by those who didn’t get what they wanted. And the truth, although it pains me to admit it, is that I enjoyed that status for a time. When I was young there was power in it. You could see it in men’s eyes, the hunger you conjured up. There was a kind of sick pleasure in shutting them down.

      This new incident isn’t remotely like that. I stopped flirting at work ages ago. There was a moment, painful to remember, back in law school, when a classmate pinned me against a wall and groped me. He got his hand up my skirt before I could get my breath to scream. He was the sort of asshat we all recognize, the sneering macho stud, the swinging dick whose testosterone has gone from his little head to his big head, leading him to believe it is his right to do dangerous things to women. Leading him on, as I may have, with little sparring barbs he found seductive instead of their real meaning. That’s the trouble with flirting: you never know if you and the object of your flirtations are on the same page. Is it innocent and fun? Or is it a glimpse of a rape fantasy?

      That incident stopped my outrageous flirting. But it didn’t stop me forever. After my divorce I felt rejected and unlovable. I had quite a few ‘boyfriends.’ But I kept it out of the workplace, knowing full well how badly that would turn out.

      I did scream, that time in law school. And pushed that bully off me. He was coming back at me, hot and bothered, when a classmate showed up— the asshole had pushed me into a janitor’s closet— threw open the door and clocked him. Punched him in the face. I’ve never been more grateful to a man in my life.

      Does this story inform what is happening to me now? I don’t see it. I like men, I’ve dated them, married them, worked with them and for them. Without problems,  except for the divorce which was amicable, more or less.

      Until now. A junior associate twenty years younger than me is filing a complaint. It may be the end of my career. I know how these things go. I’m competent as a lawyer but no rainmaker. My record isn’t spotless; I can’t talk judges into everything. And I accidentally lost one of my co-workers in France a couple years ago. My firm will cut me loose in the blink of the eye.

      I wonder where I can find a good lawyer.
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      Francie drove in the dark Monday morning, arriving at the law firm before seven. She hadn’t slept much the night before, especially after getting the email from Brenda McFall about the ten a.m. meeting to discuss the complaint. Brenda didn’t specify who would be in attendance but Francie assumed, from her knowledge of procedures, that this would be a sit-down between the accuser and the accused. There was usually one such awkward face-to-face to get the ball rolling, to see if there was hope for forgetting the whole thing. She’d put that into the guidelines herself, so that no one could get away with making accusations without facing the accused, and the accused had the chance to face his accuser. Or, in this case, her accuser.

      There were already a dozen cars in the firm’s parking spaces, including one she recognized as Joshua Ward’s, a massive burgundy Mercedes. Ward was one of the original partners with Seymour Bailee. Bailee had retired five years before but Ward carried on, a kindly gentleman of the old school, who still brought in his well-heeled friends and golf buddies for legal work. His license plate read WRDOFST8— Ward of the State. Kinda clever, Francie always thought, smiling as she rounded the car.

      The doors were still locked at this hour. As she got out her keys she heard a phone ringing inside. Then some voices. Who else was here so early? Obviously quite a few, from the number of cars. Her stomach clenched. Was it something to do with the complaint? Were they meeting about her? Would she run into Greg Leonard?

      She turned back to the parking lot, looking for Greg’s car. She wasn’t sure what it looked like, but it was a dark color, small and a little rusty. Most of the cars in the lot looked like late model Lexuses and BMWs, plus a Jeep that belonged to Alice.

      Francie turned the key and pushed open the heavy wood door. She stomped her boots on the mat and was surprised to see so many lights on. The reception area was deserted but every lamp and overhead light blazed. Maybe that was just the prerogative of whoever came in first. She slipped off her wool coat as she walked past the reception desk toward her office. The light was on and the door open a crack in Brenda’s office, three down from hers. She would be getting ready for the morning meeting.

      As Francie entered her office she heard a faint shout from somewhere in the back. She paused, waiting for more. Hearing none she dumped her briefcase on the side chair, hung her coat on a hanger on the back of the door, and took a deep breath. She would get through this. She would be professional and clear-eyed and unemotional. She would survive.

      She opened her blinds before sitting down. Dawn was creeping into the eastern sky, still gray and drowsy. Then the siren reached her, surprising her with its volume. She blinked and there was the ambulance, pulling into the parking lot, screeching to a stop by the front door. The red flasher cut the quiet morning scene. Two uniformed EMTs jumped from the ambulance and ran to the door.

      Pounding. She’d locked the entrance again on her way in. Rousing herself she ran out of her office, toward reception, in time to collide with another lawyer. Joe Lyons skidded into her shoulder, apologized, and lunged at the front door. He flipped the deadbolt and yelled, “This way!” to the attendants.

      “What—“ she began but she was talking at their backs. She followed them, wondering what had happened. Had someone fainted, or hurt someone else, or—? Her mind was a blank.

      Three people stood outside Joshua Ward’s office, arms wrapped around their rib cages, grim looks on their faces. One was Ward’s longtime secretary, Marylou. She looked stricken. Through the open door to the expansive office she could see Mr. Ward lying on the red carpet, the two EMTs on either side of him, getting equipment out, checking his neck, wrist, chest.

      She glanced at Marylou. The secretary was staring at the floor. The woman next to her was a young associate. Francie couldn’t remember her name— Deborah or Denise or something. Odd, she always knew everyone’s name. She caught the lawyer’s eye and mouthed “what,” nodding toward Mr. Ward’s office.

      The lawyer touched her chest, over her heart, and grimaced. Then she shrugged. Maybe, or not, a heart attack.

      Suddenly two more EMTs appeared, carrying an orange gurney with its wheels retracted. They ordered the crowd to step aside and entered the office. Within minutes the EMTs had Mr. Ward strapped onto the gurney, wheels on the ground, on oxygen and all sorts of tubes and wires attached to him. Francie flattened herself to the wall as they whisked the old lawyer out of the office, down the hall, and into the ambulance. He looked gray. Marylou quick-stepped behind the EMTs but balked just outside the door. Did someone need to go with him, she called to the EMTs. They ignored her, hitting the siren as they peeled out.

      Francie felt for Marylou. She had worked for Joshua Ward so long she was like his second wife. Short and trim with a helmet of platinum hair, she was considered a force to be reckoned with around the firm. She turned back to the door and stepped inside the reception area. She picked up the phone and punched in a number.

      Her voice was flat, professional, with a touch of sympathy. “Mrs. Ward, this is Marylou. Sorry to wake you. Joshua, Mr. Ward, has had a—“ She glanced at Francie who shrugged. “A spell of some sort. The ambulance took him to the hospital. Stamford Hospital. I don’t know why, that’s just where they took him, ma’am. Minutes ago, yes, ma’am.”

      Marylou set the phone back on its cradle and burst into tears. Francie put an arm around the older woman’s shoulders. What did you say at a time like this? She let Marylou cry. In a minute she gathered herself, grabbed a tissue, and wiped her face.

      “Well,” Marylou said with a sniff. “We still have work to do, Ms. Bennett.”

      Francie watched her proud back as she marched to her office, just outside the scene of Mr. Ward’s collapse. If only Marylou had been a lawyer. She had what it took.
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        * * *

      

      Ten o’clock came and went with no mention of the harassment conference. The morning was crazy and loud and full of whispers and gasps as associates and partners came in and were informed of Mr. Ward’s “event.” Francie kept her head down and worked. She saw Greg Leonard across the secretarial pool, talking to some other associates. He didn’t look her way. Her assistant Alice was scarce. Just before noon Francie went looking for her. She was in the break room, in a chair behind the door, apparently hiding out. Her pink streak was bedraggled and she looked like she’d been crying. That was going on a lot today.

      “Alice. Are you okay?” Francie sat down at the table. Alice bent her head low, refusing to make eye contact.

      “Yes. Just, you know, upset about Mr. Ward.”

      Francie frowned. Had they worked together, he and Alice? “Were you here? I thought I saw your Jeep.”

      Alice nodded. Her voice was so low. “I came in early.  He asked me to help put together a document.”

      “With Marylou?”

      “No, she was busy.”

      “Did you see him collapse? Were you— there?”

      “I was outside his office.” Alice looked up, something fierce in her eyes. “I was collating that document.”

      “Was anyone with him?”

      Alice curled back into herself, shaking her head. “I heard him fall.”

      “That must have been hard. Mr. Ward is a good man, a good boss.” Alice said nothing. “Did you call 9-1-1?”

      “Joe Lyons did. I was, you know, paralyzed.”

      Francie stood up. “Did you hear about the Greg Leonard thing, Alice?”

      She looked up, eyebrows twitching. “What thing?”

      “Never mind. Take an early lunch, Alice. Take as long as you want. But do come back. I have some work for you.”

      Brenda McFall was standing outside her office when Francie returned.

      “There you are. We have an executive meeting at 12:30 in the conference room. We have to figure out what to do with Joshua’s clients.”

      “I’m still on the committee?”

      Brenda stopped in her tracks and turned back. “What do you mean? Of course you’re on the committee. You’re the secretary.” Francie waited, folding her hands.  It came to Brenda. “Oh. We’ll do that later. It’s all hands on deck. See you in a few minutes.”

      Francie wasn’t sure what to think. This new crisis with Joshua Ward had pushed everything else off the table, but the complaint wasn’t going away. Would it hang like an axe over her neck for weeks, waiting to drop? For months? Would Greg make a stink about proper procedure? Should she take it to HR herself?

      The head of Human Resources, a personable woman in her thirties, would attend the executive committee meeting. Francie could talk to her there, feel her out. They had a good relationship when they interviewed and hired junior associates. She was fair and practical.

      Maybe Greg had already filed his complaint directly with HR. Unlikely since Brenda was involved but anything was possible.

      The executive meeting turned into anything but conducive to a quiet side chat. Joshua Ward had been in the process of taking depositions and getting discovery on a huge investment fraud case involving one of his oldest friends, a banker accused of defrauding his trust department customers. As a friend of the client he’d taken the case personally, doing many of the depositions himself even though he was nearly eighty. Seventy-eight was the age waved around at the meeting, an age most partners would have stepped down, or at least slowed down. Joshua was a hard-charger, everyone agreed, and seemed to like working. At any rate it was his law firm and nobody was going to tell him how to practice law.

      He had a few side projects going as well, not as complicated, contracts, prenups, a divorce between an old friend and his wife. Too much work, really. He couldn’t have been giving all these clients his best, Francie thought, but kept it to herself. The meeting went on for three hours while they re-assigned, argued, split up work, took cases, gave out cases.

      Most of the partners in the room had little knowledge of what Joshua’s caseload was, so they had to rely on Marylou’s notes. Marylou herself wasn’t invited to the meeting. That was probably a mistake but Francie wasn’t in a position to do more than suggest it. She was shot down by Bill Turkett, the oldest-serving partner after Joshua. His enthusiasm in the meeting, and as the week went on, made it appear he was angling for control of the firm.

      The week roiled, day by day, with long hours learning new cases, figuring out what had been done, what hadn’t been done, what deadlines approached. In-fighting and power-grabs. The health of Joshua Ward was always at the back of the minds of all the lawyers and employees. The rumor was that he had a heart attack, or maybe a stroke. Whatever emergency procedures they’d done were only marginally successful and he remained in Intensive Care.

      Marylou sent around a card for everyone to sign and many, including Francie, sent him flowers to the hospital. Although she didn’t have a close working relationship with Joshua Ward, Francie felt gratitude that she’d been able to work in the firm for almost twenty years. It had been a good working relationship between her and all the firm’s employees, except, lately, Greg Leonard. And she was able to put him out of her mind for at least this week.

      As the days ticked by Francie felt less and less certain about discussing the complaint with the HR chief. And Brenda never mentioned it all week, busy wrangling associates to do tasks for the new cases they were assigned, giving pep talks, and listening to fears. HR would confer with Brenda and get some kind of ball rolling, a ball Francie would like to puncture with an icepick. Better to let it all slide a bit. Wasn’t it? She wasn’t sure.

      At any rate Greg Leonard kept a low profile. Brenda assigned him to help take depositions in the investment fraud case, so that kept him out of the office. Everyone was exhausted by Friday, dragging into the office, eating at their desks, wearing their less than flattering office clothes. Even Alice had switched to drab attire for once in her life.

      Francie was rubbing her eyes, bone tired, at three on Friday afternoon when the call came in. “Who is it, Alice?” she asked over the intercom.

      “He won’t say. Older man.”

      “Okay, put him through.” She picked up the receiver. “Good afternoon, this is Francine Bennett. How can I help you?”

      There was a pause. “Ah, I’m sorry to be so long getting back to you. This is Harlan Pugh.”

      Francie frowned. “I’m sorry—?“

      “Harlan Pugh. You called me last weekend. I’ve been out of town.”

      “Oh, yes. Excuse me, this has been a busy week.”

      “No problem. I’m familiar with your firm. Is Joshua Ward still there?”

      Then she remembered that the firm represented Harlan in the divorce. “Ah, yes. He is.”

      “Really. He must be as old as the hills.” He chuckled. “Not that I’m getting any younger. What is it you need from me, Miss Bennett?”

      “I called about Reece. His friend, Dewey Framingham, contacted me and read me his letter from prison.”

      A long pause. “Uh-huh.”

      “It’s a sticky situation, I realize. I don’t want to interfere. I have a few contacts in France. Legal ones.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “My ex-husband was Tom Ramey and—“

      “That’s enough, Miss Bennett.” His voice was harsh now, all the friendly lilt gone. “You and Dewey and my ex can wring your hands and weep and wail all you want over poor little Reece. But don’t involve me in your charity work.”
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      So Harlan Pugh was aware that Tom Ramey was the real father of his son. That appeared to be the message, Francie thought as she drove home. No wonder he wasn’t helping Reece with his legal problems. Maybe the affair had come out and that’s why they divorced. Or Harlan had somehow realized that he wasn’t the boy’s biological father. She’d heard of that happening in medical emergencies, blood tests and so on. What a shock.

      There was no Greg Leonard lurking in the parking lot tonight, nor suspicious calls on her phone. In fact no one had called her all week. No sisters, nobody. She was feeling a little lonely, pouring out her six ounces of wine, all by herself, when she remembered she had a date tomorrow. It was a lunch date, nothing too grand, but it would be nice to have something to mold the day around.

      Her date was a man she’d met at a bar association meeting. After the continuing education portion there was a social hour. Lawyers loved social hours. The lawyer was from a small town in the middle of the state somewhere but he’d called her that he was passing through on Saturday and asked her to lunch.

      He was not her type. A little short, a little boring: the story of her dating life. She needed to meet non-lawyers. But she dressed carefully in jeans and a pressed white shirt the next day and drove to the bistro in downtown Greenwich he’d picked out. As she waited for him, fiddling with her phone, she texted Stasia and Elise to see if one of them was up for a movie tonight. Somebody had to be available. Or, hell, she’d go by herself. It wouldn’t kill her.

      “Francie?”

      Her head popped up and she smiled. “Hi, Ed.” She rose halfway out of her chair and stuck out her hand. “Good to see you again.”

      He wasn’t bad looking, with a trim beard and short blond hair. He looked Australian or something, like a surfer. “It’s Edward actually.”

      “Sorry. Edward.” She smiled. Really?

      Not an auspicious start. Francie felt a chill off him, like he was using her to make someone jealous. Which was crazy, right? Lunch was pleasant enough. Bacon-lettuce-and-tomato sandwiches and sweet potato fries. Francie thought she would die of boredom before they finished. Somehow she did not. But she did not cry when he said he had to run. “Big meeting in the city.”

      “Good for you. Go!”

      “I’ll call you, okay?”

      “Sure!” She gave him her sexiest smile. In her dating experience, ‘I’ll call you’ was the equivalent of ‘nice knowin’ ya, ba-bye.’

      She watched him drive off in a big dark blue SUV, the kind that would be impossible to park in the city. She ordered herself a glass of white wine. The bistro was quiet and cozy, with a fire in the hearth and black-and-white floor tiles that reminded her of France. She was dreaming about Merle’s cozy little stone cottage, wondering what her sister was doing in the Dordogne right now, when her phone pinged. Expecting one of her sisters to reply about the movie she was surprised to see Claudia Pugh’s name on the screen. “Can you stop by this afternoon?” she asked.

      What was this about? Well, she’d gotten nowhere with Harlan, another try at Claudia wouldn’t hurt. She took a sip of wine, and a breath, and texted back.
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        * * *

      

      Francie took her time driving to Claudia Pugh’s house. She didn’t actually like being summoned on the spur of the moment as if she had nothing to do, she thought, winding through the forested hills. But did she have anything to do? She wasn’t going to join a gym like Elise. She’d spent her whole life avoiding physical exercise.

      She was contemplating the fact that she probably would have to start doing some maintenance work if she wanted to stay on the dating market when she saw the ‘Pending’ sign on the real estate placard in front of Claudia’s. So the open house must have gone well. Good for her.

      As she parked in the drive it occurred to Francie that this was an odd social call. The woman basically threw her out last weekend.

      Claudia was dressed in jeans and a red turtleneck. She opened the door wide and waved Francie in.

      “I’m sorry for the last minute summons,” Claudia said, echoing Francie’s thoughts. “I wanted to apologize for last week.”

      Francie slipped off her coat. “No problem. I was in the neighborhood.”

      “Come in. I have some tea in the kitchen.”

      The kitchen was cluttered this time— a tea pot on the island with cups, a fruit bowl with apples, paper napkins strewn. Claudia fussed with the tea, poured them both cups, and settled them at the kitchen table. She looked different, less tense, wearing bright pink lipstick, eyes less steely.

      After they’d both had a sip of tea, Claudia set down her cup. “I’ve sold the house, Ms. Bennett.”

      “I saw the ‘pending’ sign. Congrats.”

      “It’s more than pending. An all-cash deal. Not as much money as I hoped but nearly. And we close in a few weeks.” She smiled triumphantly.

      “That’s great. Where will you go?”

      “I inherited a little house from my mother. About forty miles away. It’s been just sitting there while I tried to figure out what to do. But now I know.”

      “You’ll move all your stuff?” She had a lot of furniture.

      She shook her head. “I sold about half of it to the buyer. Some dot-com guy without a mattress to his name.”

      “I’m thrilled for you, Claudia.” Francie sipped her tea. Had she been summoned to get this news?

      Claudia suddenly threw her head back and laughed in a forced, odd way. “Oh, I’m so sorry! I buried the lead, or whatever they say. I have the money now. I can help with Reece’s defense.”

      “Oh. Oh, that’s great.” Francie gave a little frown. “I thought you were done with him.”

      “This house has been hanging over me so long. Forgive me. It all felt so hopeless. I couldn’t think of anything else, not even Reece. I feel differently now. He shouldn’t stay in that terrible prison. He should get out on bail at least.”

      “I agree.”

      “So, please. Try to find a French lawyer for him, if you can. I called Dewey today too but he hasn’t got back to me yet. Maybe between the two of you you can find someone in Paris.”

      Francie left the house a little whiplashed by Claudia’s changeable moods. The woman had given her a big hug at the door, her face glowing in a strange way as if they were old friends, joined in this fight for Reece.

      Her phone was ringing as she opened the door to her apartment. Her stomach jumped a little. She rarely got calls on her landline anymore— did anyone? Was it something about the Greg Leonard ‘situation?’ Brenda with an update? Breathlessly she ran for the phone on her kitchen counter.

      “Francie! I tried your cell but you didn’t pick up!”

      She sighed in relief. It was one of her sisters. “Merle. So good to hear from you. I was thinking about you a little while ago, how you must be all snug and cozy in the Dordogne.”

      “More like cold and shivering. I still only have those little space heaters. It’s freezing. It even snowed this week.”

      “Poor Merle. Is Pascal there at least?”

      “Yes, when he’s not chasing down bad guys.” She went on to discuss Pascal’s health, a hot topic after his kidnapping last fall. He’d regained his strength but she was still worried about him.

      “You’ll always be worried about him, Merle. That’s what you do.”

      She sighed. “I know. I’m a worrier. Tristan is doing well in college though, and he sends me emails all the time. So many I now am concerned he doesn’t have enough friends!”

      “Let me know if you want me to check up on him. It’s not like I have anything else going on. My weekends are thrilling.”

      “Oh, come on. No dates?”

      Francie described the lunch date with Edward-not-Ed and they laughed and gossiped for awhile. She made a decision not to talk about the problems at work. Maybe they’d blow over, she mused again, knowing she was lying to herself. But still, it was possible that Greg would see his way to dropping the allegations.

      Merle was waxing on about France, the beautiful Dordogne, and springtime in the vineyards. “You should come over and see me this spring sometime. Get your fromage on.”

      There had been talk of a cheese import business but Francie had lost her enthusiasm for it. She did love cheese however. She promised to see if she could get away around Easter. She loved it that her sister had a house in France she could visit whenever she wanted. Hell, maybe Pascal had a friend.

      Another Saturday evening stretched ahead of her. Her sisters weren’t available for fun. She remembered Elise was out of town on a business trip. And Stasia texted back that she was going to a party, sorry. Well, Francie would just run a hot bath, light some candles, and read a book. It actually sounded fabulous and just the thing after this crazy week.

      She was undressing when her cell phone rang.

      “Hi, Miss Bennett, it’s me, Dewey. Mrs. Pugh said to call you.”

      Francie sat on the edge of her bed, pulling on her robe. “Yes, I saw her this afternoon. She’s flush now.”

      “Yeah, she sold her house. She seems pretty happy about that.”

      “I guess she was having some financial problems. Since the divorce. Oh, and I spoke to Harlan Pugh too. He said, and I quote, to not include him in our charity work.”

      “Really? Gee. I never really knew him.”

      “A tough customer.”

      “That kind of explains why he and Reece didn’t get along. So what’s next?”

      “I’ll ask around, see if I can find a recommendation on a criminal lawyer in Paris.”

      Dewey sighed. “I was trying to figure it out and I got totally freaked by the language thing. Do you speak French?”

      “Only a little. But I have a sister in France. She can help.”

      “I wish I had a brother or sister. I’m like Reece, an only child. But then it was so hard for them to have Reece, and expensive. They probably decided one and done.”

      “It is expensive to have a child.”

      “Yeah, especially the way they did it. I guess they tried for years before they gave up. That’s what Reece said.”

      Francie frowned. Before Claudia gave up and had a fling with Tom? “So Reece was a surprise?”

      “Not exactly. I mean, before they gave up and went to the sperm bank. Reece said that was super expensive. What’s it called? IV something? They put it all in a petri dish, stir, and hope for the best. Kinda freaky to think you started that way.”

      She blinked. “Sperm bank?”

      “That’s how Claudia got Reece, through the sperm bank. You know, like the lesbians do it?” Francie was silent, taking in this new information. Meanwhile Dewey rattled on. “There’s no man in that equation, you know? So off to the sperm bank they go.”

      “Dewey. Wait a second. Are you saying that Tom Ramey was—“

      “A donor. To the sperm bank. That’s how they had Reece. I’ve never done it myself but I guess it pays pretty well.”

      “So there was no affair?”

      “Uh, what?”

      “Tom and Claudia. They had a … relationship?”

      “They did? Who told you that?”

      Francie gulped. “No one. I— I leapt to conclusions where I shouldn’t have. Silly me.”

      “You know about sperm banks, right? Because if you wanted kids, like Tom said in that letter, you could actually still have a kid with Tom. Wouldn’t that be something?”

      Francie stifled a startled gasp. The thought of it made her blink hard. She turned the subject back to finding a French lawyer then hung up, promising to keep Dewey up-to-date on her progress. Then she held her head in her hands.

      Tom was a sperm donor. He’d fathered Reece through a sperm bank, not an extramarital affair. Of course he had.

      What an idiot.
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      Monday morning looked a little brighter. Finding out her ex was not as big a dirt-bag as she suspected lifted Francie’s mood. Tom had been a jerk, a lying, womanizing drunk, but at least he hadn’t had an affair with Claudia Pugh or broken up their marriage. Small favors.

      At Ward & Bailee Esq., the fate of Joshua Ward was still a hot topic. He remained in the hospital and his condition was guarded. No one knew exactly what was going on so they tried to skirt the subject. It came up anyway. Still, they were learning to live with the uncertainty, and the idea that Joshua Ward might never come back.

      Alice was back to her eccentric outfits and had added purple to her pink hair. Everyone had settled into their new assignments. Francie had taken on the prenup contract that Mr. Ward was drafting and looking forward to having that off her desk very soon. Prenups invariably screwed wives out of their due, in her opinion, but she couldn’t help brides who agreed to them. She wasn’t a marriage counselor.

      Then Brenda McFall showed up in her doorway, rapping softly on the door.

      “Good morning, Francie. That meeting from last week can’t be delayed any longer. Greg is in this morning, no depos until tomorrow. So let’s do it. Ten o’clock, in the conference room.”

      The meeting didn’t blindside her. If anything Francie was surprised by how resigned she was to it. No fluttering of nerves, nothing. She hadn’t had it on the front burner, but neither had she forgotten about it. She was actually looking forward to seeing how Greg Leonard was going to play this, when he had no real cards to play.

      At ten o’clock she made her way to the conference room. The door was still open and she left it that way, as Brenda hadn’t arrived yet. But several others sat around the table. Greg Leonard at one end with a stony expression, Toni Langhor from Human Resources, a female associate who looked bewildered, and a partner, Roger Scott. Francie cringed inwardly at the sight of Roger. A tall, thin, intense man in his fifties, he wore a perpetual scowl. Francie had never had a friendly relationship with him. She wasn’t sure anybody did. Would that help her now, or make his decision against her a given?

      Francie took a neutral seat, in the middle of one side of the table. She avoided looking at anyone directly, especially Greg. Brenda came in behind her and shut the door, taking a seat at the opposite end from Greg.

      Brenda cleared her throat, shuffling papers in front of her. “Thanks for being here, all of you. This is a preliminary conference on the human resources complaint received by me as managing partner of the firm. Mr. Leonard—“ she nodded to Greg— “has made allegations against Ms. Bennett. We will not be getting into the details of the complaint today. That will be investigated by the executive committee and whoever they see fit to assign it to, including Ms. Langhor.”

      The older woman paused then, staring at her papers as if looking for the next item on the agenda. She pushed up her glasses on her nose and frowned, but said nothing. Finally Toni Langhor said quietly, “Would you like me to take over, Ms. McFall?”

      Brenda looked up, staring hard at Toni, her mouth a grim line. She stood up. “I am going to recuse myself from all events related to this complaint. Ms. Bennett is a personal friend and I sponsored her promotion last year. So I believe you will have to take over, Mr. Scott.”

      She stepped out from her chair and around the table. She offered a sheaf of paperwork to Roger Scott who startled as she shoved them past his shoulder. Then she was gone.

      In the aftermath of Brenda’s departure a ripple of tension ran around the room, led by Roger Scott who squirmed and frowned. He blinked rapidly, staring at what Brenda had given him. Finally he croaked: “I am not prepared to continue with this today. But it’s my understanding that the procedure for sexual harassment complaints has been revised and approved by the executive committee recently.”

      “That is correct,” Toni said. She glanced at Francie who wiggled one eyebrow.

      “And could you tell all of us what the next step in the process is, Ms. Langhor?”

      “Of course.” Toni sat forward, glancing at Greg. “The complainant prepares a statement in writing, with specifics about what happened that he feels was a violation of office protocol and/or workplace culture.”

      Greg said, “I have it done. I’ll give you a copy, Mr. Scott.”

      “Everyone will need that, Greg,” Toni said. “Give me your original and I will distribute it. That’s the procedure.” He nodded.

      “Then what?” Roger asked.

      “Then we— the subcommittee for personnel— investigates the allegations.”

      “How long does that take?” the female associate asked.

      Toni shrugged. “It depends on the allegations. Certainly weeks.”

      Roger looked at Greg, then turned to examine Francie with his beady eyes. She met his stare. “Is there no chance this was all just a mistake? It could be a misunderstanding. Couldn’t it?”

      Everyone looked at Greg. He was wearing a navy suit today, with a white shirt and a red rep tie. He’d slicked back his hair, very Captain of Industry. He squared his shoulders and glared at Francie.

      “Absolutely not.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Francie sat in place, waiting for everyone to leave the conference room before she got up. She didn’t expect much from this meeting and she’d been right. Just a preliminary meet-and-greet for the two sides, a readying for the battle ahead but nothing more. She didn’t even know what Greg had said on his written statement. But it wouldn’t be long before she found out.

      Toni Langhor was an attractive young woman, about ten years younger than Francie. She had long black hair and startling blue eyes and an easy smile, a ‘people person’ who was energetic and efficient in her job as head of Human Resources for the firm. She had great social skills and the tact of a saint. She’d been on the job for five years and Francie had nothing but good things to say about her.

      But just before noon she stood in front of Francie’s desk, frowning, holding a sheet of paper.

      Francie rose, leaning forward on her hands. “Bad, is it?”

      Toni sighed. “Afraid so.” She handed the sheet to Francie. Francie glanced at it briefly, seeing the words “sex” and “promotion” and “inappropriate” and “retaliation.”

      She closed her eyes for a second. “Just tell me.”

      “It’s bad enough that a full investigation will have to take place, Francie,” Toni said. “The procedures, as you know, are iron-clad. They don’t leave us much room for our own opinions.”

      “Does he have proof?”

      “He says he does. He says he has emails, texts, conversations with friends. Maybe something from another junior associate.” Toni slumped against the desk. “You’re going to have to take a leave of absence, Francie.”

      The news hit Francie hard. She lived to work. She loved the law. And they were going to lock her out for this bullshit? It just wasn’t fair. But in the back of her mind she knew this was coming. She’d written the damn procedure. And maybe, just maybe, she deserved this in some twisted way.

      “When?”

      “End of the week, I guess. I’ll see what I can talk Roger into.”

      “No, please. Don’t plead my case with Roger. That will look like you’re biased. The end of the week is fine. Really, Toni. I’ll be fine.”

      “You’ll still earn your salary. It’ll just be held until you come back.”

      “If I come back.” Francie grimaced.

      Toni turned and shut the door. “Tell me now, Francie. Is there any truth, even a smidgen, to any of his allegations?”

      Francie raised the sheet and read through it quickly. There was little new in it, although he’d added some details as if that made it sound more believable. She lowered it and met Toni’s gaze.

      “He’s a disgruntled employee who didn’t get his promotion.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Who doesn’t like taking orders from women.”

      Toni nodded, lips tight. She was the soul of discretion but Francie knew she understood. She had to deal with the workplace crap every day herself.

      Francie asked, “How long will the leave of absence be?”

      “Until we’re done. I don’t know. Three weeks? Four?” She sighed. “I’m sorry, Francie. Really I am.”

      

      After lunch Francie asked Alice to come into the office. She worried about the young woman. What would she do while Francie was gone? She was just a little fragile.

      “Shut the door, please, Alice.”

      Alice closed the door and sat down in front of Francie’s desk, looking expectant with her notebook in hand.

      “The prenup is done. Here you go.” Francie pushed it across the desk. Alice set the yellow pad with the draft in her lap. “There’s something else.”

      The young woman paled, eyes widening. “Is it me— my— clothes?”

      “No, no. You’re fine just the way you are, Alice. It’s me.”

      “You?”

      Francie nodded. “I have to take a leave of absence. There have been complaints made against me, and while they’re investigated, well, I can’t be here.”

      “Against you? I don’t believe it.”

      “It can happen to anyone, Alice. Out of the blue.” Francie grinned. “Even the perfect amongst us.”

      Alice smiled, getting the joke. Then she frowned again. “But what? What complaints? You never do anything wrong.”

      “If only that were true.” Francie hesitated, not only because telling Alice was difficult, but also because she knew her own behavior wasn’t exemplary. My name is Francine Bennett and I am a flirt and I enjoy it. There was no looking away from that. She’d improved her relationships with men over the years but there were moments she wasn’t proud of. But she had to tell Alice the truth, what was happening. She hoped Alice could keep it to herself but she had no illusions about office rumors. Greg was probably spreading them already.

      “Someone, a male associate, has accused me of sexual harassment.”

      Alice froze. Her mouth dropped open and she whispered, “What?”

      Francie nodded. “Pretty weird but what’re you going to do? I wrote those procedures last fall. I know what they say. So, I’m out at the end of the week.”

      Alice’s eyes began to well. A tear spilled down her cheek. “This is so unfair. And what about me? What will I do while you’re gone? How long will it be?”

      “Alice. Please don’t cry.”

      Francie went around the desk and knelt next to her, putting an arm around her thin shoulders. Alice gulped, tried to stop crying, and swiped the back of her hand across her eyes. “I’m— okay,” she whispered, although she clearly wasn’t.

      “Everything will work out. This guy— look, I’m going to tell you who it is but you can’t tell anyone, okay?” Alice nodded. “It’s Greg Leonard. Yup, that guy. Anyway, it’ll probably be about three weeks. It takes some time to get people to corroborate his story, or disprove it. I’m not going to be involved in any of that. Just know that I did nothing wrong. He’s made up some bullshit but he’ll get caught in it.”

      Alice bit her lip.

      “Okay? We’ll find you someone else to work with, someone you like.”

      “Okay. I don’t like everybody, you know.”

      Francie smiled. “Neither do I. Now we have some work to do this week so let’s get on it.”

      When Alice left to type up the prenup, Francie stared at the stack of work files and pushed them aside. Instead she decided to dig a little more into the Pugh family. They intrigued her: Harlan, the hard case, and Claudia, the head case. She logged into the background check system, the same one that Alice had checked earlier. She knew a few tricks to get deeper data. She would check Lexis/Nexis too, see what legal action they’d been involved in.

      She spent a happy two hours immersed in the lives of the Pughs. Harlan, she discovered, was more than a hard case. He’d actually gone to prison twenty years ago for insider trading when he worked on Wall Street. He served eighteen months in a white collar prison, no doubt perfecting his backhand. He’d been hit with a large fine for that time, $2 million, although how much he’d actually made on his insider deals was a well-kept secret. Some gossips claimed he’d hidden millions in the Caymans or some other off-shore tax shelter. Others claimed he was bankrupt.

      Apparently he went with the bankruptcy story during the divorce proceedings. He’d been forced to offer spousal support that made him angry. And child support that he agreed to reluctantly, using the fact that he wasn’t Reece’s biological father as an argument. He’d lost that battle. Still, both support decrees were minimal for someone who probably salted away millions. No wonder Claudia was bitter.

      She held a series of low-paying jobs since the divorce, at nonprofits, art galleries, and gift shops. Her stint as a real estate agent wasn’t spectacular but paid enough to live on, barely, since the support stopped.

      Reece’s misdemeanors— shoplifting, weed, and the like— were already known through the other background check. Nothing new.

      In the end there wasn’t much. A marriage, a son, a stretch in the slammer, a few juvenile delinquency raps, a divorce. Francie shut down the search engines and took out another legal pad. Time to brainstorm getting Reece out of prison.

      She scribbled down a series of strategies. First on the list was ‘Call the French Ambassador.’

      Within moments she’d found the phone number and dialed. This task turned out to be harder than it should be. Getting through to a high-ranking official in the French embassy in Washington, DC, was next to impossible. She kept calling back, hoping to reach a different clerk, someone with some compassion, or something. No dice.

      She was probably approaching it the wrong way. Maybe she should call their Congressman and have that office call the French embassy. The Congressional representative from their part of Connecticut was a lovely woman but her staff hemmed and hawed, clearly baffled by the request. They took down the information and promised to get back to Francie ‘as soon as possible.’ Which she knew could be tomorrow or next month or never.

      No, she would have to find a French lawyer herself. She should call Merle. She checked her watch. Nearly midnight in France. She closed her eyes and thought of Merle’s garden in the moonlight, sparkles on the acacia tree, the frozen leaves hanging on the dormant pear, the frost on the windowpanes. The sound of wind through the hillsides, the bare grapevines, the calm of evening. It felt so peaceful, so idyllic. And so cold apparently. Poor Merle, she was probably shivering under the down comforter with Pascal, playing footsie in the dark.

      Pascal: could he help? He was a policier, part of the national police force. He must have contacts with prisons and prosecutors and courts. He must know policemen and judges. He would help, she was certain, if he knew what the deal was.

      What was the deal with Reece? Was he a drug dealer? Was he guilty? Could his crime be negotiated down, plea-bargained? That hadn’t worked for Merle’s old boyfriend, the infamous Jimmy J, who got himself in hot water in France a couple years ago. Would the American ambassador in Paris help? Had he or she even been approached?

      Then it hit her. She could go to France— to Paris. Now she had the time. She could find a lawyer for Reece, on the spot, in person. She could visit the kid in that notorious hell-hole where they were keeping him. Demand better conditions. Make sure he was safe. He deserved better. He deserved an advocate like herself.

      Because what else was she going to do for three or four weeks? Mope around her apartment, eat cheese, drink wine, binge Netflix, and get fat?

      I don’t think so, lawyrr grrls.
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      Francie couldn’t stop obsessing about Paris. The days plodded along but her mind floated, dangerously unmoored, half a world away. But she had to get the ball rolling here first. She called Merle at noon on Tuesday.

      “Hey, a bit busy here at work, but what was the name of that criminal lawyer you used a few years ago?”

      Merle hummed. “For James? You don’t want him.”

      “No, for you. When all that business with the house and the squatter was going on?”

      She had to go look up his name: Antoine Lalouche. She gave Francie his phone number and asked what was going on.

      “I’ve been asked— it’s an odd story, I’ll tell you later— to help this kid who is in jail in Paris. He needs a lawyer.”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “Drugs, so, yeah. Is this Lalouche good?”

      “I liked him. The kid’s in jail in Paris? You’re going to need a Paris lawyer.”

      “Maybe he can refer me. I’m doing a favor for the parents.” Was that what she was doing? Hmmm. “Hey, how’s everything over there?”

      Merle said her book she now called Odette and the Great Fear was going well. She was almost done with it. She was having to go work in the library though because her cottage was so cold she couldn’t keep her fingers from freezing up.

      It seemed already too late to call Antoine Lalouche but Francie dialed anyway to leave a message. She wasn’t really supposed to be making overseas phone calls about personal matters but it was legal work— right? What were they going to do— suspend her?

      The offices of Lalouche et Dupuis were closed for the day. French lawyers probably didn’t work long hours like American ones. Oh, to be a French lawyer.  Eat perfect little meals at long, leisurely lunches in sidewalk cafés, drink espresso in dainty cups, dress carelessly with starched perfection in the French way. Probably just a dream but a delicious one.

      Francie left a message in slow, deliberate English. She felt like a dolt afterwards but how was she to know if they spoke English? She told them she was looking for representation for an American and left her phone number. Surprisingly, Monsieur Lalouche returned the call an hour later.

      “Pardon me, madame. It is a late hour here but I stopped in for some business on my desk and found your telephone message.”

      His English was perfect.

      “Thank you for calling back. I represent the parent of a young American who was arrested in Paris. He is currently in the Fresnes Prison, I understand, and has been there for about three months, awaiting trial on drug charges. I don’t have all the facts as we have only had a few letters from him while in prison.”

      M. Lalouche sniffed. “Not a pleasant stay.”

      “Yes. I’m looking for an attorney to help get him out of there, on bail or whatever you call it there, as he awaits trial.”

      “What is his name please?”

      Francie supplied all the information she could, his name, address at the prison, age. His parents’ names. She knew so little about Reece. Claudia hadn’t even given her an address for him in France.

      “I will see what I can do.” He sighed. “You realize I am in Bordeaux, some distance from Paris?”

      “I know that, Monsieur. I’m sorry to bother you but I didn’t know who else to ask. You helped my sister a few years ago. Merle Bennett from Malcouziac?”

      “Oh?”

      “She’s also an American— of course. She was accused of being involved in the death of the squatter in her house?”

      “Aah. Yes. I remember. How did that all turn out?”

      “My sister was cleared. She’s living there now.”

      “Very good. I will see what I can find out in Paris then.”

      “Merci, Monsieur. Bonsoir.”

      Antoine Lalouche was very proper, she thought, hanging up. She wondered if he cringed at her bad accent. She pictured him in French cuffs and a rigid collar and a tie clip with his precisely-cut custom suit. Not the sort of criminal lawyer you ran into very often in the US who were a somewhat rougher breed. American criminal lawyers may have fancy suits but were street fighters in her experience, at the very least comfortable with lies, violence, and fraud and the people who perpetrated them.

      Sometimes she wished she’d gotten into criminal work. It felt exciting compared to the boring fare of contracts, divorces, and family law that was her bread and butter. But it suited her, helping families navigate changes: births, deaths, marriage, and divorce— it was like a sociology class. Maybe she’d get a little of that excitement from helping a French lawyer help Reece.

      She automatically logged the time for the call into the program on her computer, as if it was billable. As she hit ‘save’ she stopped. What was she doing? Was Claudia Pugh going to pay her for this? Had she offered to hire Francie or just the criminal lawyer in Paris? That had never been clear.

      Some of her regular work got in the way that afternoon and by the time she finished that up it was five-thirty. She needed to talk to Reece’s mother but didn’t feel like calling Claudia right before the dinner hour; the woman might invite her over again. So she wrote herself a note, stuck it on her computer, and went home.

      That evening Francie did a quick study of the French criminal code, as much as she could find in English. She remembered Merle had said something about researching French law once but she’d flamed out. It was so dense, she said, so full of nuance that you wouldn’t understand if you hadn’t grown up in the culture and gone to law school there. After three hours on the internet Francie agreed. She still had only the roughest of pictures of the court system, the crime and punishment norms, the culture of police and justice. She hadn’t even gotten to prisons, pre-trial motions, or bail procedures.

      It was mind-boggling and ultimately a waste of time.

      A French lawyer was an absolute necessity.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Francie made it through an associates meeting by sitting in the far back. She noticed Greg Leonard and two of his bros glance back at her and smirk but she looked away. They could smirk all they wanted while she was gone. The leave of absence was looking better and better. She might lash out at the jerk if she stayed here.

      Back in her office she saw the sticky note and called Claudia Pugh’s cell phone.

      “Good morning, Francie,” she said. She sounded perky today.

      “Hi, Claudia. So I started working on Reece’s case. I’m trying to find a lawyer for him in France. I got a lead on one criminal lawyer who I think will help.”

      “That’s great.” She paused. “I got another letter from Reece. Would you like me to read it to you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Let me get it— This was written three weeks ago.” She cleared her throat.

      

      “Dear Mom,

      I don’t know if you’re writing to me or not but I’m not getting any mail. Not a postcard from anybody for three months now. Every day is just like the one before: up at five, hash, back to the cell, shower once in a blue moon, repeat. It’s so boring I could scream. But I’m trying to hold it together here.

      Today I finally got a visitor, some lawyer they assigned to me. He’s just super. Really, I am not a racist, you know that, Mom? Anyway this guy is Algerian or Moroccan or maybe Lebanese. He wears a suit with a checkered scarf on his head like that Palestinian guy. He speaks no English and I can’t understand his French which I guess is heavily accented. That’s what the guys in my cell tell me. We can finally write little notes to each other. They speak a weird kind of French too but their written French is more or less comprehensible.

      I don’t know what this lawyer told me. No idea. I just nodded. I asked for a translator and they said they would get one but he left before they did.

      Is there any way you could get me a real lawyer? My cellies say that this Arab lawyer is well-known around the prison for taking government money to defend prisoners then doing nothing. The only good news around here is my cellmates have quit beating me up. I give them everything I own, cigarettes I barter for food, stuff like that. So they like me now.”

      

      “That’s it,” Claudia added sadly. “Just a greeting and he signed off.”

      “He sounds a little better,” Francie said.

      She sniffed. “I guess.”

      Francie hesitated then took a breath. “Claudia, I need to know if you see this as a real job, that is my part of it, finding your son a lawyer. Like, have you hired me? Or do you see it as a favor I’m doing for you? Because I can totally see it that way too.”

      “Oh! Ah…” Claudia paused, sounding flustered. “I don’t see how you could just be doing us a favor when you didn’t even know me or Reece.”

      “Well, I always try to help. But do you want to make this a formal hire? That’s my question.”

      “Yes, absolutely. If you had been a friend that would be different.”

      “I am sort of butting in though.”

      “We want you to butt in. We have no idea what to do. We want you to work to find him a good lawyer. Whatever it takes. When I say ‘we,’ well, I spoke to Harlan. Kind of a victory actually. We rarely talk any more and we were quite civil. He agreed to kick in some money.”

      “Wow. That was a change of heart.” Sort of like your own.

      “I know. He said you called him and he was rude with you. I’m sorry. He can be short-tempered with everybody, mean really. Part of the reason we divorced. But underneath he’s not so bad. Kind of the bark is worse than the bite.” She took a sip of something. “So are we clear then? You’re hired, Ms. Bennett. Find us a French criminal lawyer, a good one, and get Reece out of that awful place.”

      “I’ll do my best, Claudia. Um. One other thing. I will do what I can by phone. But there is a chance I might need to be on the ground there. What if I have to go to Paris? I’m not saying you would pay for all that. But I might have to go.”

      Please say I can go. Please please please.

      “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that. Travel would be awfully expensive.”

      “No, no. I won’t bill you for my trip to Paris, Claudia. I didn’t mean that. I’ll be honest— going to Paris wouldn’t be a hardship. I would only bill you for the time I put into finding the lawyer and helping him or her get Reece out. And it’ll just be as a liaison so I won’t bill you my usual rate. The real money will go to the French lawyer. But to find one, if this lead doesn’t pan out— well, I might need to be there. There is only so much I can do from here.”

      “I see. Well, if you can spare the time and the money. No surprise bills for five-star hotels and champagne?”

      “No, ma’am. Just for legal work. No expenses whatsoever. I give you my word.”

      “All right then. But I’ll need daily updates. From wherever you are. Is that possible?”

      “I’ll email you every day— if I go. I was thinking. Have you talked to the U.S. Ambassador in Paris?”

      “No. Would that help?”

      “Maybe. But that’s another thing that’s better in person.”

      “Who is our ambassador?”

      “Her name is Sheryl Brightson. That’s all I know. I’ll let you know if I decide to go.”

      “Will it be soon? Every day he’s in that awful place, I just can’t stand it.”

      “If I go, yes. It will be soon.”
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        * * *

      

      That evening Francie did more research. She looked up French lawyers who specialized in criminal cases. There were many listed but she knew nothing about any of them. She pinned her hopes on Antoine Lalouche’s recommendation. She dove into the background of Sheryl Brightson, the U.S. Ambassador. She was fairly new on the job, just six months in, and a political crony of the President. Weren’t all ambassadors? To get a plum job in Paris though, she probably was a huge donor.

      It appeared Ambassador Brightson was involved in the most expensive divorce in Florida history. Her ex-husband had owned an NFL franchise among other things. What she had going for her besides that, a bunch of sons, and a newfound love of the President, was not immediately known.

      Not much in common with Francine Bennett, in other words. She would have to put on her thinking cap to find an ‘in’ there. How did you find out about other embassy personnel? A conundrum. She kept clicking around. One of the names on the embassy website sounded familiar. Had she gone to college with someone by that name? She would check tomorrow. Her eyes hurt.

      

      In the morning she had a message on her voicemail from Antoine Lalouche. He referred her to a Paris law firm by the name of Broussard Frères. She put through the call right away. It took several people to get to someone who spoke English well enough to understand her request, something she may as well get used to, she thought.

      The lawyer or clerk or whoever listened carefully. He said he was making notes for the partner who handled criminal cases. He asked for her email address, phone number, and all the information about Reece. When she hung up she felt pretty good about this law firm. Maybe she could just go to France and play.

      But the next day she received an email from Broussard Frères. The partner in charge declined the case. It was not the type of criminal case they represented, and they did not have the time anyway.

      So much for playing in Paris, Francie thought, twirling a strand of hair. She picked up the phone, set it down, and went online to her favorite travel site.

      Time to get serious.
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          Return of Lawyrr Grrl
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Blog tagged why me, Paris, do-gooders

      

      

      Boy howdy, it’s been a week.

      In some respects it’s been like any other at the law firm. I went into work every day before the sun comes up, ate lunch at my desk, cleared my in-box, talked to many people on the phone, left in the dark again. The Big Man at the firm had a health event, leaving us scrambling to put out many fires, but otherwise, pretty normal.

      Except, no.

      The charges against me are going forward. One of them states that at a reception six months ago I got buzzed on champagne and groped this man-child. Which is ridiculous. I can barely remember the reception and not because of alcohol. I think it was for a batch of new junior associates. And I would definitely remember groping a man. I mean, wouldn’t you? I think I made an appearance, shook hands, and left early. I am very aware of my love of wine and do not over-imbibe, not for some time. Have I ever? Sure. But definitely not at a work function. My ex, sadly departed from this mortal coil, was an alcoholic. I’ve seen that up close and taken those lessons to heart.

      The other incidences are equally ludicrous. That time he jumped me in the parking lot and asked to go out for a drink turned into me ambushing him in the parking lot and threatening him. I’ve seen this scenario, the blame switcheroo. It will be hard to explain, to refute. But I will win this one, I feel certain. I still don’t have a lawyer yet though. I guess I should get on that.

      I could rant and rail: Why me? What is wrong with this man? What did I do to deserve these accusations? But what good would that do? The procedure for sexual harassment complaints is crystal clear. Locked down. No deviations from the steps allowed. I wrote them myself. For a reason.

      So what is the procedure? Well, wenches of the bar, the next step is taking a leave of absence so that you the accused aren’t involved in the investigation into the claims. So you can’t shoot eye-daggers at the accuser, spike the morning coffee, or spread rumors about him/her. Think of it as a paid vacation for the innocent, or a kick to the curb for the guilty. Either way, you don’t work here for awhile.

      And now, to my next step, the reason I am so sanguine about my forced leave. I am off to Paris to be a do-gooder for an incarcerated American who may or may not be guilty of drug trafficking. Yes, I was actually called a do-gooder! It surprised me too. Lawyrr grrls, at least in my line of lawyering, rarely get called that. An attorney known for a mean cross and a rousing divorce petition can apparently morph into a true heroine! Somehow, in its weird little way, it makes perfect sense, as if this whole stupid mess at the law firm was for a purpose.

      I love having a purpose, don’t you?

      So, yes, I am channeling the lovely Sabrina when I say: Paris is always a good idea.
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      Alice was sitting in Francie’s office on Friday afternoon when she returned from signing off her last clients to Brenda McFall. Brenda was, as usual, all business, reassuring her protégé that while she was extremely efficient and did an estimable job for her clients, she was not indispensable. She didn’t need to worry, Brenda said. She didn’t even ask what Francie was going to do with all this newfound free time. Maybe she didn’t want to know. Maybe she didn’t care.

      Alice’s pale face was splotchy, her eyes rimmed in red. Francie opened her mouth to console the girl but before she said anything, Alice burst into tears again. Francie waited, sympathetic but not that much. Alice was crying a lot these days.

      “Now, Alice. Please stop crying. It doesn’t help, honey.”

      The assistant sniffed and wiped her eyes on a well-used tissue. “I’m sorry. I just can’t—“ She took a deep breath. “I’m going to miss you, Miss Bennett.”

      “That’s sweet, Alice. I appreciate it. But you need to be strong while I’m gone. Don’t let anybody railroad you into anything or give you some ridiculous assignment. You report to Ms. McFall now. If you have a problem with someone, let her know.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      “Is there something else?” Alice shook her head, tearing the tissue into bits. “How are you getting along with Marylou?”

      She shrugged. “She’s okay. Not like you but, you know.”

      “Does she have enough work for you?”

      Alice nodded. “More than enough.”

      “Listen, she might farm you out to one of the partners. She can do that if somebody needs help. But if you get to some office or whatever where you’re not comfortable, you tell Brenda— Ms. McFall. That’s what she’s there for. She can intercede with the partners or with Marylou. Okay?”

      Another nod. “How long will you be gone?”

      “I wish I knew. Two or three weeks, if I had to guess. Long enough for the investigation to work through.”

      “But he’s lying. How can they find out the truth?”

      That was a question Francie was asking herself. How would they find out the truth? But she smiled at Alice. “The bad guys trip themselves up. They always do.”

      As Alice left, mollified and promising to write regular emails, Francie frowned to herself. She wasn’t a pollyanna; she knew the bad guys did win sometimes.

      She just hoped this wasn’t one of those times.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday morning Francie woke early, visions of Paris in her head. She knew she should be worried about what would happen at the law firm but somehow, knowing she wouldn’t see any of them for several weeks was enough to put them out of her mind. A niggling worry would always be there but she wasn’t going to let it ruin everything.

      But first, lunch with her parents and Elise. She’d sworn her younger sister to secrecy about the sexual harassment claim. She hadn’t told her other sisters either. Elise’s reaction was bad enough. What would her parents do? Would baby sister be able to keep her mouth shut? Her parents thought she was just taking a vacation. Let them enjoy that.

      The traffic west into the Connecticut countryside was heavy. An icy rain was falling, and a few cars slid into the snow-clogged ditches along the way. Francie kept her foot steady on the gas, avoiding the crazy drivers. Steady as she goes. Was that who she was: the one with the steady stride, plodding forward, rational and practical, avoiding the crazies? It was a worthy goal, right up there with Junior League presidency. She stuck out her tongue at the thought. Once she had mingled with that society crowd, organizing all sorts of fundraisers and doing walkathons for diseases. There was nothing wrong with that. She felt good doing all of it. But the appeal had worn off. She really wasn’t that sort of goodie two-shoes. Now she was a do-gooder for a druggie in a French prison. The thought gave her a little frisson of excitement.

      So Paris it was. If it took a major career road bump to get her to Paris, well, c’est la vie.

      

      Elise was already sitting with their parents in the musty dining room of the country club. She was dressed up for a Saturday in slacks and a cozy yellow sweater, her dark hair curled. Jack Bennett, their father, was a golfer and this stodgy old club, full of geezers and blue-hairs, had been his home away from home for many years. Their mother, Bernadette— Bernie to all— tolerated it well enough and had even joined a bridge group recently. She had retired from teaching and was never one to say no to a group activity that got her out of the house.

      Bernie and Jack looked tan and fit. They had just returned from Florida where they had been faithfully walking the beach. Francie gave them both hugs, blew a kiss to Elise, and sat down. They had ordered her a glass of white wine.

      “How is everyone?”

      Everyone’s health was discussed at length, neighbors, relatives, and friends, but especially Jack’s as he’d had some heart trouble the year before. His doctor had recently told him he now had the heart of a sixteen-year-old, he said, grinning. Bernie rolled her eyes and said she’d never felt better.

      “Elise tells us you’re going to France again,” their mother said, examining her daughter. “Are you sure?”

      “To Paris this time. I love Merle’s village but I might need a little more excitement this time.”

      “Dear me, I think you had too much excitement last time, with that runaway dog and all.”

      “I think she’s over that,” Jack said. “Aren’t you?”

      “Oh, yes. That was two years ago.”

      “But isn’t this a bit sudden?” her mother asked, never one to miss a trick.

      Francie caught Elise’s eye. “It is. But I had these vacation days I was going to lose if I didn’t use them. So, why not?”

      Elise was batting her eyelashes sarcastically. It was hardly the first time Francie had lied to her parents— for their own good obviously. But it didn’t feel good.

      “Well, I am jealous,” Elise said, sipping her wine. “Just for the record.”

      “Why don’t you go with her,” Bernie said. “I like it when you go together.”

      “Not this time, Mother,” Francie said quickly, before Elise could agree. “I’m going to see Merle though. She’ll meet me in Paris. I think she’s rented some quaint little apartment near Place des Vosges, in the Marais.”

      As she hoped her mother’s eyes went a little out of focus as she remembered fondly the atmospheric old plaza. Jack dredged up bits too, buying pink macarons for all five sisters, masterpieces seen at museums, sipping wine at sidewalk cafés when they were young. He reached over and squeezed his wife’s hand. The two single sisters glanced up, joining gazes for a split second before looking away. What was Elise thinking? Francie knew; she was thinking the same thing. When will it be my turn? The youngest of five sisters, both of them were over forty now.

      The conversation lagged, melancholy creeping in as they ate, then Francie changed the subject to the planning for their vegetable garden. It was a relief when Jack and Bernie began to argue about the practicality of planting celery and the right cultivar of raspberry.

      When it was time to go, they all walked out into the parking lot and hugged. She would see them very soon, she promised. Very soon.
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          PARIS

        

      

    

    
      In the shadow of the Pont Neuf Francie felt the breeze on her cheek. Merle’s scarf blew across her face then, momentarily blinding her. She stepped back, wobbling on the cobblestones. Her sister and the man who actually was Dylan Hardy reached out for her. Merle grabbed her sleeve, Dylan her right hand.

      Francie and Merle had just been standing on the bridge, watching the bateaux mouches go by full of chilly tourists, looking at the locks of love, enjoying the moment, when Francie had spotted the Dylan Hardy lookalike staring at them. And now— here he was.

      “Whoa there,” he said, concern in his eyes for a moment before he smiled. “No swimming in the Seine.”

      Merle chuckled, smoothing Francie’s raincoat from her fist. “You were right about those shoes, Francie.”

      Everyone looked down at her feet and the suspect heels which were as red and darling as they were impractical. “I need some walking shoes if I’m going to be in Paris.”

      Dylan tipped his head. “You are in Paris, Bennett. No ifs about it. Look around.” He raised both arms, gesturing to the bridge, the river, the historic buildings on the opposite bank, his face reflecting his obvious pleasure at being here in the City of Light. He lowered his voice and smirked. “You know that, right?”

      Francie stared at him. He was even better looking than in law school. That happened to some men. The baby fat left their cheeks, their shoulders broadened, their hair came into its own— or left entirely. In Dylan’s case his brown hair was still thick, tinged with gray over the temples, and immaculate. He’d never been a peacock back in law school, preferring jeans with holes and threadbare hoodies. Now he was in an expensive leather jacket, a navy turtleneck, denims with a crease, and fancy boots.

      He looked like a successful businessman, or a lawyer on his day off.

      Merle stuck out her hand. “Hi, I’m Merle, Francie’s sister.” They shook hands as Dylan introduced himself. “My sister seems to have lost her voice. Most unusual.”

      Then he grinned, looking deep into Francie’s eyes. She felt her equilibrium falter again and looked away. She cleared her throat. “It’s been awhile, hasn’t it, Dylan?”

      “Eons. Whatcha been up to?”

      Merle stepped to the side. Francie grabbed her arm and pulled her back. “Oh, this and that. What brings you to Paris?”

      “I’m working here.” He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Can you believe it? Sometimes I look outside the office window and freak out for a second. Oh, right, I’m in Paris. For a few months a year I work over here, helping with our French clients in the US, and Americans over here.”

      “Wow,” Merle and Francie said at the same time, then laughed at each other.

      “Sounds like a dream job,” Merle said. “What kind of law?”

      “It runs the gamut: business, family, a little corporate. What about you, Francie? You still an attorney?”

      Merle snorted. “Till the day she dies.”

      Francie rolled her eyes. “I am the most dedicated of the five Bennett sisters, I’ll give you that. I’ll probably be like old Joshua Ward. My senior partner who keeled over at his desk recently.”

      “Did he die?” Merle asked.

      “No. But I doubt he’ll come back to the firm and that will kill him.”

      The conversation lagged then. The three of them glanced at each other, wondering where this was going. Finally Merle asked the inevitable: “How long are you in Paris, Dylan?”

      “About three more weeks. Enough to see in spring, I hope. I love Paris in the springtime.”

      “Isn’t that a song?” Merle asked.

      Francie said, “I’m here for awhile myself. Maybe we’ll run into each other again.”

      Dylan’s face was pleasant but unreadable at that news. Francie had forgotten to ask if he was married and now was too embarrassed. No doubt he had a passel of kids and a glamazon wife back home.

      He made a noncommittal muttering and excused himself. He backed away toward the stairs, gave a quick wave, and turned to go. They watched him take the stairs two at a time and disappear down the sidewalk above them.

      “What, may I ask, was that?” Merle asked cheerfully.

      “That, dear sister, is the awkwardness of meeting your ex in a strange land.” Francie took her sister’s arm and led her down the cobblestones by the river. The afternoon was cooling. Francie felt a shiver go down her spine. Cold or—?

      “No, Francie. What I’m asking is— what was that reaction? It wasn’t just awkwardness. And the way he hightailed it out of here like you telegraphed some scary message with your eyebrows.”

      Francie laughed. “I’ve been known to scare people with my eyebrows. But I have no idea why he ran away. That was weird.”

      “Without even telling us where he worked, or giving us his card or anything. Like he doesn’t want to see us again, which is frankly impossible.”

      “Yeah, I wonder where he lives now, I mean back in the states.”

      Merle said, “You really haven’t seen him since law school?”

      “I didn’t say that.” Francie had actually seen him a couple times at bar events and was fairly certain he worked not too far from Greenwich. White Plains? “I’ve seen him around. I just didn’t make an effort to talk to him.” A bit of a lie. It seemed like he avoided her at those affairs. She resented it at the time but she had dumped him. What did she expect?

      “I guess he’s fluent in French,” Merle said. “That’s pretty cool.”

      Francie hadn’t remembered that about Dylan. But it never came up back then, they were too busy doing other things.

      “Now where is this adorable apartment you told me about?” Francie asked. “And that adorable Pascal.”

      “Just a few blocks away. Can you walk?” Merle looked at her stupid shoes again.

      “Tomorrow— shoes.”

      

      The apartment was up a flight of stairs, near a small square a few blocks from Place des Vosges. Francie’s suitcases had been delivered by the Uber driver and left in the lobby. They bumped them up the stairs and unlocked the scuffed door. Inside was a small, two-bedroom apartment with a kitchen about the same size as Francie’s tiny one at home. But this was Paris. They would eat at sidewalk bistros and glittering cafés.

      Merle had already been here for four days but offered Francie either bedroom. They were similar spaces so Francie took the unoccupied one and unpacked her bags. Then they ventured out for supplies. Merle was familiar with French shops and they quickly found themselves in a below-ground grocery, picking out wine and cheese and coffee. Feeling very Parisian, they bought a market basket as well and headed home with it full of good things.

      Since the unexpected appearance of Dylan Hardy, the sisters kept the conversation light. Merle mentioned Pascal was working in the city but he would be in and out for the next couple weeks. Otherwise no plans were discussed. Until, that is, the cheese was laid out on the small coffee table and the wine was poured.

      “This is a great place, Merle,” Francie said, glancing at a framed poster for an art exhibit long past. The furniture was not particularly fashionable or comfortable. Serviceable? Yes. And she didn’t even care. She was in the heart of Paris.

      “It was perfect timing, you coming over, I mean. Did I tell you Annie is having me do a little work for her in Paris?”

      “Yes. That’s awesome. We do like having a purpose.”

      “It’s mostly lobbying. She calls it recruitment, trying to talk to government people about environmental protections. How the US can still work through the states and cities, even if the feds are letting us down. She seems to think she can keep the Paris Accord on the table through sheer force of personality.” Merle rolled her eyes. “Maybe her personality. Not so sure about mine.”

      “You’ll do fine, I’m sure. Do you have appointments set up?”

      “I’ve got a call in to a lawyer who is supposed to hook me up with some of the French administrators.”

      “Well, for whatever reason, this is a super location. Thanks.” Francie raised her glass.

      “It was surprising how many apartments were available,” Merle said. “I guess lots of people have a little pied-à-terre tucked away in Paris.”

      “Really? Who are these people and how can we marry them?”

      Merle smiled. “Unfortunately Pascal does not have one. But maybe Dylan Hardy does.”

      Francie frowned into her glass. “That was a strange encounter.”

      Merle tipped her head. “We don’t have to talk about it— him.”

      Francie sipped her wine and set it down on the table. “I don’t care. What do you want to know?” She crossed her arms, hoping Merle would pick up on the body language. She didn’t.

      “Oh, I don’t know. How long were you together?”

      “Almost two years. We met in a first-year class. Legal writing, I think.”

      “How?”

      “How did we meet? Um, in the hallway, I think. You know, just chatting and flirting.”

      “You never had a difficult time meeting people, Francie. To this day.”

      “Social butterfly that I am.”

      Merle ate some cheese and pronounced it delicious. “You said that before. ‘Social butterfly.’”

      Francie shrugged. “I used to be. I flirted way too much.” Merle said nothing, concentrating on her cheese. “So I need to tell you why I’m here, Merle. It’s not just to get away for awhile. It’s this kid I am trying to help. The one who needs a Paris lawyer.”

      “I wondered. Did Antoine Lalouche help you?”

      “Not really. So I figured I’d work on it from here. Since I’m in Paris.”

      “I wish I knew someone. Maybe this lawyer I’m trying to talk to does. Or maybe Pascal.”

      “We need to seriously network everyone we know. We need a criminal lawyer who speaks English and French. The kid— his name is Reece Pugh— he got some court-appointed lawyer who only speaks French and he has no idea what’s happening.”

      “Damn.”

      “What?”

      “We should have got Dylan Hardy’s card. I bet everybody speaks French and English at his firm. Maybe Dylan could represent him himself.”

      Francie grimaced. She didn’t want Dylan Hardy to represent Reece but she couldn’t really say why. Too much water under the bridge? Or did she just not want to let Dylan win a case for her? Was she really that petty?

      “Okay, maybe not Dylan,” Merle said, eyeing her.

      “Maybe somebody at his firm?”

      “He probably doesn’t do criminal law anyway. They’ll have a French guy for that.”

      “You think they’re all men?”

      Merle sat back. “Let’s do some snooping.”

      Francie sat back, the jet lag of the sleepless overnight flight kicking in hard. She let Merle open her laptop and log into the wifi. Maybe they would find a criminal lawyer right off the bat. They would spring little Reece quickly and she could go to museums and shoe-shop every day. Dylan’s words— I love Paris in the springtime— rang in her head. So do I, she mused. Very much. Actually she loved almost anywhere that wasn’t Ward & Bailee Esquire in this particular springtime.

      While Merle tapped on her keyboard, making sighs and squeals over whatever she was reading, Francie closed her eyes. What was happening at work? It was Tuesday here, was it Tuesday there? Yes, of course it was. That meant what? Committee meetings, depositions, and the investigation into one assistant managing partner’s so-called bad behavior.

      She felt anxious and helpless so far from the fray. Should she have hired a lawyer before she left? Something stopped her— perhaps it was her bank account. She would need that money when they cut her loose. What was she going to do then? Should she start looking for work? How far away did one have to be to not have your sexual harassment file chase you down? She was admitted to the bar in New York and Massachusetts, besides Connecticut. She might have to go out-of-state. Her apartment was the only thing pinning her to Greenwich, and it wouldn’t be hard to get out of her lease.

      “Oh, wow.” Merle said. “Wake up, Francie.”

      Francie popped open her eyes. “What is it?”

      “Not only does Dylan Hardy work for a very elite international law firm. . .” She gave her younger sister a mysterious smile.

      “But what?”

      “He is single.”
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      Merle sat opposite Pascal in a dimly-lit restaurant on a side street in the Marais. The meal had been delicious in every way and having Pascal back made it all quite romantic, not to mention the candlelight. He had been away on assignment and had just returned in the afternoon, Francie’s second day in Paris.

      They sipped cognac, an extravagance. Pascal said, “Dining out in Paris makes me feel strange, like a tourist.”

      Merle smiled. “I always feel like a tourist in France. Still.”

      “Does it change you? This feeling?”

      “It opens your eyes. Gives you that now feeling, an urgency. As if everything is new but ephemeral. Like if you don’t see something now, do something now, eat something now— you may never get another chance. You take nothing for granted and seize every moment like it’s the last.”

      He grimaced. “It sounds more like anxiety to me.”

      “That’s been mentioned before.” Merle smiled at him then frowned. “My sister isn’t herself. I’m worried about her. She went out just once today, to buy walking shoes, then went home and took a nap. She went to bed before dinner last night too.”

      “Jet lag. C’est normale.”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s more than that. Something is bringing her down.”

      “This is Francie? With the freckles and the— how do you say— perky? The red-haired one with the —“ He gestured to his chest. Merle chuckled.

      “Yes, the one with the bosom. She is always so outgoing, she even calls herself a social butterfly. But now that’s, like, a bad thing. I don’t get it.”

      “Maybe she has been flitting about too much. She’s worn her wings out.”

      “Maybe,” Merle agreed. But why come to Paris to cocoon? Nobody did that. You come to Paris to walk, to eat, to drink wine, to see art and monuments. Or help a kid in prison. Francie hadn’t done any of that. She had dark circles under her eyes and all she did was sleep. Plus her reaction to the fact that Dylan Hardy was single had been underwhelming. The old Francie’s eyes would have sparkled, finding out her ex was in town and available. It was baffling.

      “Have you ever been to Fresnes Prison?” Merle asked.

      “Once, many years ago. Why?”

      “Francie is supposed to help this kid, an American, who is in there for a drug bust. His parents have hired her to find a French lawyer for him. To get him out at least until the trial. Is it a terrible place?”

      “It has a bad reputation, that is true. As do all the big prisons. I heard they were improving conditions there but I think it is still overcrowded.”

      “Do you know any criminal lawyers who speak English?”

      Pascal narrowed his eyes, thinking. “Their foreign language skills rarely come up with the police.”

      “Can you ask around?”

      “Of course, blackbird. I will ask tomorrow. What is the charge for this American?”

      “I’m not sure. Possession.”

      “Of what exactly?”

      “I think marijuana.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “Possibly something more, chérie. He would not be in jail for possession of cannabis.”

      “No?”

      “Not in that prison. Unless it was a large amount.”

      “Well, Francie probably knows the whole charge. She’s going out there tomorrow to try to talk to him.”

      “By herself? Her French is not so good.”

      “Should I go with her?”

      “Your French is not so good either.” Merle swatted him. “But it is better than hers— which is not saying much.”

      “Do you have time to go?”

      “Not tomorrow. Does she have an appointment?”

      “I think so. The kid’s parents arranged it.”

      “Then go with her. You know where the prison is?” She shook her head. “Far from here. It will take at least an hour, maybe two, on the Métro and the bus.”
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        * * *

      

      Merle left Pascal sleeping the next morning as she and Francie rose early, mapping out the route to the prison on their phones. A light rain was falling from a dark sky as they stepped down into the Métro tunnel. As they waited for the subway Francie got a phone call.

      “It’s his mother. Should I answer?”

      “Of course,” Merle said. “But make it short.”

      “Claudia. Good to hear from you.” Francie put her finger in her other ear as a subway train roared by in the opposite direction. “Speak up, it’s very noisy here.”

      “Where are you?” Claudia shouted.

      “In a subway station in Paris.”

      “The prison called and cancelled the appointment.”

      “Cancelled?”

      “Yes. Are you on your way?”

      “No, I’m— do you have a number for them?”

      “Yes, I’ll send it to you. And thank you, Miss Bennett, for the email. I’m glad your phone works there too.”

      “Of course. I’ll see what I can find out.”

      Francie waved at Merle and pointed up the stairs again. “It’s been cancelled. I’ll try to find out what’s happening.”

      They emerged on the wet pavement near the shopping street of Rue de Rivoli. Merle paused and looked at her sister. “What now? Shopping?”

      Francie shook raindrops off her hair. “I need to find a lawyer. Somebody who knows criminal procedure. Did Pascal know of one?”

      “No. I asked him to inquire around last night.”

      They walked back toward their apartment, stopping in to a small salon du thé, a teahouse on a side street. It was warm and steamy, smelling of spices. They found a table near the windows and ordered a pot of something from the lengthy, incomprehensible menu. They laughed at their artless choosing.

      “I hope it’s good,” Merle said.

      “Whatever it is.” Francie was checking her email. “What am I going to do about a lawyer? I wonder if they’re going to let me see that kid, even with an appointment. I’m not a relative, or his lawyer. They’ll stonewall me unless I have somebody official with me.” She glanced at her sister. “No offense.”

      “None taken. I have no idea what to do at a French prison.”

      “Can you text Pascal and see if he found somebody?”

      While they waited on a response from Pascal the tea arrived. A white ceramic tea pot, delicate china cups decorated with sprigs of flowers, a small basket of pastry bits that looked like the random leftovers from making croissants and shortbread. They checked the pot, waited, poured, and sipped.

      Finally Pascal responded. “Nothing yet,” Merle said, staring at her phone. “Sorry.”

      Francie frowned.

      Merle asked, “Do you want me to ask this lawyer that Annie set me up with? I haven’t met him yet but I could still ask.”

      “Is he in a big firm?”

      “No, it’s small. Specialized. An NGO, not a law firm.”

      Francie shook her head. “Waste of time.”

      Merle sighed. “What about Dylan Hardy?”

      “I don’t want to. But maybe we should.”

      They argued about who should call him. Merle said she should as they didn’t have a history and it would be smoother. Francie said she should call because they did have a history. Merle said she could tell Francie wasn’t comfortable having him involved.

      “If it helps Reece get a lawyer and gets me in to see him sooner, I guess I shouldn’t be so touchy.”

      “Call on my phone. I saved the firm’s website on here. And then he won’t have your number,” Merle said. “I do love a little subterfuge.”

      As the phone was ringing on the other end, Francie had a spike of anxiety. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t talk to Dylan. Then she chastised herself. What was she afraid of?

      Someone answered, a woman, in French.

      “Um, excuse me, if you speak English — Is Dylan Hardy available please?”

      “Yes, madame, one moment.”

      Francie whispered to Merle: “She speaks English, hooray.”

      Merle smiled, watching her sister fidget. Suddenly Francie thrust the phone back at her. “I changed my mind. You do it.”

      Merle bobbled the phone and got it to her ear in time to hear his voice. “This is Dylan Hardy.”

      “Oh, hi, Dylan. This is Merle Bennett, Francie’s sister. We ran into you the other day by the river.”

      There was the smallest of pauses. “Yes. Hello. How are you?”

      “Fine. And you?” Francie rolled her eyes at the pleasantries.

      “Good. What can I do for you, Merle?”

      “Oh, well, it’s actually Francie that needs some advice. Here she is.” Merle held out the phone to her sister. Francie pulled a face and took the phone.

      “Hi, Dylan. Listen, I need a recommendation for a good criminal lawyer here in Paris. Not for me, of course. I’ve been sent here by a kid’s parents back in Connecticut to help him out. He’s in prison. I can’t even get in to see him, I figure, without a French lawyer.”

      “I see. What prison?” Francie named it. “That’s too bad. Let me ask around for some names. We don’t do that here but the lawyers all know each other. These enarques, you know.”

      “These what?”

      “Enarques. That’s what everyone calls them. They all graduated from this elite university. That’s where they got the name, from E-N-A. École for National Administration. Then they go into top jobs in government and elsewhere. It’s like a club. Or maybe just a good criminal lawyer.”

      “Who speaks English well. My French is, well, terrible.”

      “Is this a good number to call you back?”

      Francie gave him her cell number. What the hell. What was she afraid of again?

      “I’ll try to get you some names this afternoon. Is that good?”

      “Perfect. Thanks.”

      Francie handed the phone back to her sister. Merle said, “That wasn’t so hard.”

      “I’m being stupid these days. I’ve never second-guessed myself in my life, you know. Except maybe about Tom Ramey. And now I’m doing it constantly. It’s crazy.”

      Francie paused, thinking she should really tell Merle about Tom’s connection to Reece. But she felt so tired, exhausted really. She hadn’t slept well. What did it matter anyway? Francie would have helped the kid anyway, as would her sister. Merle would want to see the letters, read all the dirty details. She just couldn’t muster the energy.

      Back at the apartment Francie said she was going to lie down for awhile. Merle looked at her watch.

      “It’s barely noon, Francie. What’s going on?”

      “I’m tired. I have jet lag.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Can’t I just rest a bit? We’ll go out later.”

      

      Merle left the apartment about two to meet with her new— potential— colleague in the lobbying consultancy. His name was Brant Prescott. He was an attorney but he didn’t practice in France. Like Annie, the oldest Bennett sister, he had an environmental law background and lobbied governments and other institutions on behalf of nonprofits and the general public, trying to impress upon them the benefit of clean air, water, and land. Annie had met him years before at some international conference and re-connected with him when she set up her consultancy in New York City.

      Business, she’d told Merle, was slow. But she was just getting started after working in an environmental law firm in Pittsburgh for years. She had good contacts though and assured Merle that Brant Prescott was one of the best.

      Merle still wasn’t sure what she had to offer her sister. Boots on the ground, Annie cried as if rallying the troops. Eyes and ears! The words echoed in Merle’s head as she rang the bell in the lobby of the modest building in Montmartre. The office of Défenseurs de la terre— Defenders of the Earth— was on the third floor. A voice, then a buzzer unlocked the door to the stairwell.  By the time she reached the door of the office she was more than glad she’d worn her running shoes.

      Brant Prescott was about fifty— that is to say, about Merle’s age— with graying hair that spread in unkempt wings on the sides of his head, bushy eyebrows, and appeared to be enjoying French food. He wore a casual polo shirt, green, and khakis. He made Merle a cappuccino— decaf even— from a fancy machine in a corner of his office.

      “How is ol’ Ann Bennett these days? Wait, you’re the middle sister. The one whose husband—“ He bit off the words, with a tug of his cheek.

      “Died, yes. My husband was an investment advisor in Manhattan. Too many of these one morning, they say.” She held up her demitasse cup. Harry hadn’t died of coffee of course; it was his heart. But the mass quantities, plus a newfound exercise kick, didn’t help.

      “I’m sorry. It’s been awhile then?”

      “Yes, I’m doing fine now. Thanks.” Pascal was more than fine, she thought, smiling to herself.

      As they discussed Annie’s new business, her goals, potential roadblocks in France, Merle felt a familiarity and warmth in Brant’s company. He was a good person, that was easy to see, one who had dedicated his life to making the Earth better. Not an intense busybody or holier-than-thou type but just a good person. He was easy to like.

      He gave Merle the names of three government officials she could contact about Annie’s goals. In person was always better than email or the phone, he said. A little food and drink didn’t hurt either.

      “How long are you in Paris?” he asked.

      “A few weeks. I have a cottage in the Dordogne, I’m just renting here for a short stretch. In the Marais. My younger sister is here with me.”

      “Oh, I love that old quarter. Down the alleys, the little museums. There is a Canaletto at the Musée Cognacq-Jay that I adore. Have you been there? It’s not well-known.”

      He provided a number of enticing suggestions for things to see and do in Paris. His enthusiasm was endearing and made Merle eager to search out the lesser known haunts. As they wound up the conversation he mentioned he might have a dinner party soon and Merle and her sister should come.

      “I invite lots of English-speakers. Everyone wants to keep our language skills up,” he said merrily. “So many discussions. It’s like we’re French!”

      Merle thanked him and made her way down the stairs and the street through the heart of Montmartre, looking in windows at scarves and cheap jewelry, fancy pastries and ordinary bread, imports from Africa and baskets from the Mediterranean. There was so much to see, it was a feast.

      When she returned to the apartment, ready for a glass of wine, Francie was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at her phone.

      “What is it?” Merle kicked off her shoes and massaged her feet.

      “Dylan texted me the name of a lawyer. He says he talked to this one and he’d love to take the case.”

      “That’s great. Did you call him?”

      Francie shook her head. She was hunched over, like the weight of the world sat on her shoulders.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” She sighed. “He texted me.”

      “So?”

      She flopped back on the bed and covered her eyes with her arm. “It’s nothing, Merle. Nothing at all, compared to the story of Reece Pugh.”

      “What about Reece Pugh?”

      Francie opened her eyes and rolled over to face her sister. “Let’s get a glass of wine. It’ll take awhile.”
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      Merle held her wine glass with both hands. It was untouched, Francie noticed, the sure sign of a rapt listener. Her sister’s eyes were wide, locked on her, holding her down on the sofa until the story was done, keeping her focused.

      In the silence Merle released a breath. She raised her eyebrows. “Wow.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That was out of left field,” Merle said, getting her voice back. “When was the last time you heard from Tom?”

      “A few years ago. He needed some old tax returns, I think. Not a friendly call. But not unfriendly, you know.”

      “And when do you think all this happened— when he found out about Reece?”

      “I’m not sure. Don’t you have to be eighteen to get that sort of information from the sperm bank?”

      “Probably. How old is Reece?”

      “Twenty-three or so. They could have been corresponding for four or five years. The letters aren’t dated but I think they go back at least a year before Tom’s death.” Francie eyed Merle. “Do you want to see them?”

      “You have them?!”

      “I took photos.” She got out her iPad and located the photographs. “Here you go. This is the first one.”

      Francie fiddled with the stem of her wine glass, swirling the dark red liquid, as Merle read through the letters. Francie had the letters almost memorized, at least bits and pieces. She could hear Tom’s voice in them now, after multiple read-throughs, his pet phrases like “but, you know, whatever” and “you know how men are.” He obsessed over certain movies and liked to quote them for effect. He would let loose Schwarzenegger’s “I’ll be back!” whenever he was leaving on a trip. Now of course he would never be back with the living. His favorite ‘Gladiator’ line seemed like a forewarning now: “I will have my vengeance, in this life or the next!”

      Hearing it now, in her head, Francie shivered. Was her taking on his son’s troubles Tom’s vengeance? He never did marry that cocktail waitress from Texas. He just bounced from girlfriend to girlfriend, each one starry-eyed for the cocky pilot until his dark side emerged. Only Francie had been dumb enough to marry the bastard.

      Merle cleared her throat, causing Francie to look up. She smiled. “He sounds like he changed a little.”

      “Really? In what way?”

      “Softened? Became more of a human being. Had a real connection with somebody he cared about?”

      Francie frowned. She hadn’t thought of Tom that way. She still considered him a top-drawer asshat.

      “He sounds,” Merle continued, “I don’t know, sad. Kinda lonely. Otherwise why write all these letters to a son he never knew?” Francie shrugged. “While he was jetting around the world he wrote honest-to-God letters? Bizarre but  wonderful, don’t you think? Have you read any of Reece’s letters?”

      “To Tom? No. His mother read me a couple he wrote from prison.”

      “They must have been descriptive if they got you all the way to Paris to help spring him.”

      “They were. That prison is notoriously awful. It’s been written up by some EU Human Rights commission. Rats and crowded cells and violence.”

      “That’s what Pascal said. We have to get him out of there, Francie. At least until the trial.” She tipped her head, thinking. “Do we think he’s a drug dealer?”

      “Oh, I doubt it. His friend who contacted me didn’t think so. He called him a stoner but that’s all.”

      “I wish we had gotten in today. We need more facts.” Merle sighed. “So you called that lawyer that Dylan Hardy recommended?”

      “Not yet. I figured first thing in the morning was soon enough.” Francie looked at her watch and remembered the evening call from the Bordeaux attorney. It was just after five. “Unless lawyers work late here?”

      “It’s worth a try.”

      The phone rang on the other end of the line. Francie waited, counting the rings as she always did. She sometimes got angry around ring number five but always waited for somebody or a machine to pick up. Finally an automated voice said something in French. She replied, “Allo. My name is Francine Bennett and I would like to speak to —“ she held out her phone to read the text— “Monsieur Yvon Caillaud.”

      She put the phone to her chest and whispered to Merle. “Is that right, my pronunciation?” Merle shrugged. Back on the phone she continued, “I’m sorry if I said his name wrong. I’m American and got his name from a mutual friend, Dylan Hardy.” She said her number slowly and hung up.

      “They must be closed,” Merle said. “Let’s go get an early bite to eat. Are you up for that?”

      Francie felt strangely refreshed. Confession will do that to you. “Let’s do it.”

      One of Brant Prescott’s recommendations to Merle this afternoon was an out-of-the-way bistro nearby. Merle and Francie started giggling as they bumped into each other, each trying to follow directions on their phones. Finally they spied it down a shadowy alley. The sign looked like it was written in chalk on a blackboard: Les Saisons. The painted red wood of the old storefront was fresh and welcoming. But when they tried the door, it was locked.

      “It doesn’t even open until seven-thirty,” Francie said.

      Promising themselves they would come back another day they turned back to the busier tourist streets, finding a cozy wine bar that served a cheese and meat board. The sisters were astonished at their luck in finding something so delightful by chance. “But then maybe all restaurants in Paris are fabulous,” Francie said.

      “Of course they are. Just being in Paris makes everything taste delicious.”

      “France in general, I’d say.”

      Merle sighed. “There is the French effect. It comes over vulnerable young women.”

      “And old single ladies,” Francie said, smiling.

      The evening had cooled when they left the wine bar. Merle suggested they walk a bit, check out the action at the Hotel de Ville, the city hall of Paris, a venerable 19th century building with a huge plaza where events are often staged. She had heard about an ice rink set up there but when they arrived the plaza was empty. Just some teenaged skateboarders, and the usual lovers, arm-in-arm.

      “We’re too late or too early for everything,” Francie groused.

      “I guess we should do some research,” Merle suggested. “But we have to work anyway.”

      “It doesn’t seem fair. Working in Paris.”

      “Well,” Merle said, putting her hand through Francie’s arm, “we’re not working too hard, are we?”

      Francie’s cell phone rang as they approached the apartment again.

      “Madame Bennett? I am Yvon Caillaud from AV-Benoît, Avocats. Returning your call, madame. How may I be of service?”

      His voice was smooth and low, very soothing. Francie felt her anxiety fall away, just from his kind phone presence.

      “Ah, thank you so much for calling back. I am here in Paris, representing the family of a young American who has been arrested. He’s in Fresnes prison, awaiting, um, whatever comes next, bail, trial. The family wants to see if they can hire someone to help him. Is that something you might do?”

      “Bien sûr, madame. Monsieur Hardy explained some details to me and I am happy to help.” He suggested they meet the next day about eleven at his office. He promised to text her the address.

      She beamed at Merle. “Finally! Progress. We meet tomorrow morning.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Pascal paused on the corner with Francie, across the street from an imposing Haussmann-Type building in a quarter across the river from the Marais. He had worked late last night, arriving just before Francie went to bed. He offered to get her to this morning’s appointment. Near the end of the Boulevard St-Germain-de-Près, they had walked just a couple blocks from the Métro but long enough for Francie to wish she’d worn her walking shoes.

      “Shall I go with you?” Pascal asked, gesturing to the door.

      “Thank you, Pascal, for escorting me. You may go now,” she said, smiling. In truth she would never have found the place. Her navigational skills were crap.

      “Are you late, early, or terribly prompt?”

      She glanced at her watch. “Terribly prompt. Oh, dear. Should I go buy a coffee or something?”

      Pascal laughed. “No. They will expect you on time. Good luck.” He waved and turned, striding back down the sidewalk in his leather jacket and black jeans that he always wore. His outfit wasn’t much different than Dylan Hardy’s, she thought, admiring the view. And why do I keep thinking about Dylan Hardy when there is serious work to be done?

      Squaring her shoulders she waited for the light, crossed the Boulevard, and reached the entry door. Baffled by the instructions over the mail slots she almost called Pascal back. Then she saw the name of the law firm: AV-Benoît. She pressed a buzzer next to it, was greeted by somebody in French, said her name, and asked for the lawyer. With a sigh of relief she pushed open the entry door at the sound of another buzzer.

      No different than New York, she told herself. They speak English, they’re lawyers, we’re all lawyers. We can do this.

      She’d worn the suit she brought especially for prison and attorney visits, a navy skirt and blazer. The skirt was rather tight, accentuating her backside, but this was France. She wore a simple pink shell underneath, no jewelry. Exiting the elevator, she smoothed the skirt, dismayed to see wrinkles remained from packing her clothes in her suitcase. Presentation was key, wasn’t it? She wouldn’t abide a disheveled appearance from a lawyer herself.

      She glanced at her reflection in the glass door for a moment before entering the offices. Her hair was pulled back and looked neat and serious. Her lipstick was still bright. Her nails were freshly polished. Still she felt an unease, a lack of confidence, and told herself to stop. She looked fine. It wasn’t a beauty contest.

      As she waited in the outer offices for the attorney to collect her, she sat down and tried to calm her nerves. Too much coffee? She sighed silently and looked down at her clothes again. There was a large brown coffee stain on her shell, right in the middle of her chest. Horrified, she pulled the lapels of her jacket together, trying to hide it, just as someone said her name.

      In front of her stood a short, middle-aged man with wild gray-brown hair, smeared glasses, in shirt sleeves and a loose tie. His suit pants were creased from sitting and there was— thank you Jesus— a coffee stain on his white shirt.

      “Madame Bennett, bonjour.” He held out his hand and she shook it. It was warm and soft. “I am Yvon Caillaud. It is very nice to make your acquaintance.”

      “Please, call me Francie. Or Francine.”

      He blinked, smiling. “Which do you prefer?”

      “Francie. Thank you for seeing me, monsieur.”

      “You must call me Yvon. We are colleagues, d’accord?”

      “Yes.” She made a note to ask Merle for a simple French phrase book. What did whatever he said mean? She followed Caillaud down a hall to an office overflowing with paperwork. Every surface was piled high. He made no excuses for it, which made her like him more. Paperwork in the motherland of bureaucracy had to be massive.

      She sat in a comfortable leather chair, one of the few clean items in the office. He sat behind his large wood desk, resting his arms on a clear spot on his blotter. “Now, what are we to do about Monsieur Pugh?”

      “Yes, it is a problem. I was hoping you could accompany me to the prison so we could talk to him.”

      “Of course. And we shall. But I have done some preparatory work in advance of our meeting today.” He searched briefly for a manila file folder and found it behind him on a credenza strewn with identical file folders. He opened it and picked up a sheet of paper. “Monsieur Pugh has been a guest of the republic since nineteen December of last year. Correct?”

      “I’m not sure of the dates.”

      “That is what the official documentation says. Before he was transferred to Fresnes Prison he was arrested, of course. This was on—“ He consulted another sheet. “Sixteen December. He was taken to the gendarmerie near his apartment in the 20th Arrondissement. There he was under what we call here garde à vue. This is the initial period where a suspect is detained until charged with a crime. In the case of Monsieur Pugh this took two days. On the third day he was charged by the prosecutor with a variety of crimes related to narcotics and drugs trafficking and remanded into custody.”

      “Wait, um, excuse me, Yvon. What is he charged with exactly?”

      Yvon raised his unruly eyebrows. “Let’s see. Possession of cannabis with intent to distribute. Possession of heroin with intent to distribute. Possession of cocaine with intent to distribute. Possession of drug paraphernalia. There is also an excess charge for the amount of drugs found. It was a large amount, Francie.”

      Her heart sunk. Reece was a drug dealer. This was not going to end well. She could see his mother’s face now when she found out he wouldn’t be out of prison for years.

      “I see. So he was charged with these crimes. Did he have a lawyer present?”

      “Of course. This does not go to the courts without an avocat.”

      “Who was that?”

      “Someone by the name of—“ Again he consulted, peering over his glasses. “Fareed Auffret.”

      “Someone you know?”

      “I have not had the pleasure. It appears he may be an assigned lawyer. What do you call them?”

      “Legal aid?”

      “Correct. Monsieur Pugh apparently has very few resources.”

      “Or has hidden them somewhere. I never heard of a poor drug dealer.”

      “Also there was found a quantity of prescription pills, the type sold on the street.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. This was not how she envisioned this going. Reece Pugh was only supposed to be a stoner with a little weed on him, a few joints or whatever. He was supposed to be held without counsel, without basic human rights, without just cause. And Francine Bennett was supposed to swoop in like an avenging angel and save the damn day. None of that was happening.

      Yvon said, “We must assume at this point that Monsieur Pugh has been busy since his arrival in France last summer.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Very busy. What was he supposed to be doing? Officially.”

      “He enrolled in two classes at the University of American Business. It is in the same general area as his flat.”

      “He had a student visa?”

      “I have not seen a passport at this time, but presumably.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Ah, yes. After l'accusation criminelle, he was transferred to Fresnes Prison where he remains today.”

      “What has been done on his case? For his release?”

      “Monsieur Auffret made a request for house arrest. That was in January. But it was denied by the judge.” He looked at Francie seriously. “There is little chance of pre-trial release, I’m afraid. Not with drug trafficking, especially by a foreign national.”

      “I understand. I mean, I didn’t understand how serious the charges were until now. I don’t think his parents were aware.”

      “They were informed, according to this. As was the American embassy. That is standard as well.”

      “But the embassy did nothing?”

      “Ah, well.” He shrugged. “It is a serious criminal matter.”

      “Do you know anyone at the American embassy?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      Francie leaned forward, poking her fingernails into her forehead, elbows on her knees. “We must be able to do something.”

      “But of course, madame,” he said brightly. “All is not lost.”

      She sat up, frowning. “He sounds like a drug dealer if I ever saw one.”

      “Be that as it may, there are things to be done. The police will be assembling the case against Monsieur Pugh. We need to do everything we can, find every scrap of information available— and more.”

      “How do we do that?”

      He closed the file and smiled. “I have many methods, Francie. But first, we must speak to Monsieur Pugh.”

      “When?”

      Yvon took off his glasses and peered at her. “I have made arrangements for tomorrow. You will come?”
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      When Francie climbed up out of the subway station into a small park, the sun had broken through the gray skies. Puddles turned into mirrors, reflecting the tulips in the sidewalk stalls, the new leaves unfurling on trees, the clouds against the blue above. Francie stopped, stunned by the beauty. Here was springtime in Paris, in all its glory.

      She paused, turned toward the apartment, then back to the park. The benches were damp but she found a semi-dry spot on one and sat down, facing a small fountain and a patch of grass. She felt the sun on her face, warm and comforting, like Yvon Caillaud’s voice. He seemed like he cared. Would he be a competent lawyer for Reece? Could anyone help the boy?

      She’d rehearsed in her mind what she’d say to Claudia Pugh. She pulled out her phone and hesitated. Maybe an email would be better. Easier, for sure, but not as personal. Maybe she wouldn’t answer. Francie couldn’t leave a voice message about this. All right, if she didn’t answer an email would suffice.

      Francie punched the number. It took ten or fifteen seconds to connect and then, there was Claudia.

      “It’s Francie— in Paris.” She felt a stab of guilt. She was in Paris. PARIS.

      “Yes! Hi. Have you talked to Reece?”

      “Not yet. But we have an appointment for tomorrow. The new lawyer has made it happen.”

      “Oh, good, you found someone! A lawyer for Reece. Great!” She was so eager. It was disheartening.

      “His name is Yvon Caillaud. I liked him. He comes highly recommended.” Francie spelled the name for her. “You can look him up on the internet if you want.”

      “What did he say? When can we get Reece out?”

      “I’m— I’m not sure. We’re going to the prison to talk to him tomorrow though. That should clear up a few things.” Things like, how long have you been a drug dealer? “I’m anxious to talk to him, to see if he’s doing all right.”

      Claudia made her promise to call her right away, and take photos of Reece, videos if possible, if they allowed them. It seemed unlikely, Francie thought, but she agreed to all of Claudia’s demands. It was the least she could do.

      She couldn’t tell Claudia about the charges. She just couldn’t. Yvon Caillaud said his parents were told about them. So they knew, right? She could fall back on that excuse. She tried to sound peppy and hopeful on the phone as she said goodbye and promised to call.

      Cradling the phone in her hands, the call disconnected, Francie struggled to stay upbeat. Yvon seemed hopeful but he was a criminal defense attorney. He probably had to deal with horrific deeds done by clients all the time.  Maybe any incremental success was a good outcome for him. Francie wasn’t as accustomed to straight-up crime. Sure, she had unsavory clients once in awhile. Now she was helping a young man who clearly had no boundaries, no sense of decency and responsibility. His parents were going to disown him— again. Just when he’d somehow gotten them to help him, that would be over. And with it, Francie Bennett’s little Parisian jaunt into the justice system.

      She didn’t care about that. She could still have fun in Paris while awaiting the fate of her career. At least she could try.

      She closed her eyes and tried to summon that cocky Lawyrr Grrl voice, the one that was so self-assured and in-your-face.

      

      “Oh Paris! What young lass wouldn’t die for a couple devil-may-care weeks in the City of Light? Dancing along the Seine, riding bicycles through the Tuileries with the wind in your hair, chatting up Frenchmen, drinking champagne with handsome strangers— it’s what we’re made for, right, grrls?”

      

      She didn’t feel it. Not one bit. She didn’t deserve to come to Paris for her forced leave. She had made a mess of it back home. She wasn’t going to find justice for a poor abandoned soul in a medieval prison. She was just going to pretend that everything was great and beautiful and wonderful, faking her smile and twirling her hair around her finger until she couldn’t stand herself. She was just going to pretend to the boy’s parents that she was doing something useful until she threw up her hands in defeat. That moment was coming sooner rather than later, she could tell.

      Cannabis, pills, cocaine… heroin!? Dear god, what had she gotten herself into? What had Reece gotten himself into? How had he had time in five or six months to set himself up as an International Man of Smack & Blow? Presumably there were already plenty of drug dealers here. Paris was a huge European city, a crossroads for all sorts of illicit mood-heighteners. Did he have a boss, someone he was working for? Did he have a partner? How had he been able to connect all that, find buyers, dealers, street sellers, junkies, party people, in such a short time?

      She opened her eyes. She had to find out more about illicit drugs in Paris. She would grill Pascal for information. He must know somebody in that department at the police. Or at least he could tell her how things like this went, cases of possession and intent to distribute. What were the standard punishments? She grimaced. So many charges, he would get years and years if found guilty. That was obvious.

      If found guilty? Who was she kidding? That prison would probably break him and he’d confess to the whole thing.

      She stood up, finally ready to look the facts head-on. Reece was in deep trouble. He faced a long string of very serious charges. Yvon Caillaud wasn’t discouraged though, so she wouldn’t be either. She was a lawyer. Lawyers dealt with illicit behavior of all sorts. Last year she had boldly stated she wanted to do more criminal work, finding it very satisfying in Scotland, digging out the facts, making people tell the truth, connecting all the dots. So this was her punishment for that silly Highland high. A real criminal case with very real stakes.

      She walked out of the park toward the apartment, head up toward the afternoon sun. It flashed off the freshly-washed monuments, promising something new and bright. Resolve for justice, whatever journey it took, coursed through her.

      I can do this, Lawyrr Grrls. I really can.
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        * * *

      

      Merle took off her reading glasses— still not accustomed to them— and rubbed the knot in the middle of her forehead. She’d spent the morning reading reams of documents that Annie had emailed her, about environmental treaties, climate change, the possibility of individual US states joining the Paris Accord, and myriad ecological disasters past and present. It was mind-boggling, all the science and research and arm-twisting and diplomacy that had gone into the treaty. Merle felt over her head, especially on the scientific issues, the data. But she’d made a crib sheet of important details, things Annie had sent her in bullet points.

      Merle had yet to call any of the French environmental lawyers that Brant Prescott had recommended. Her next task would be researching them, what they did in their practices or government agencies. She needed to prioritize which ones were most important, and she really had no idea where to start.

      The apartment was filled with sunshine this afternoon, streaming through the south-facing windows. Below, in the small square, children were playing on their lunch hour, old women and men sat soaking up rays, mothers with babies in strollers marched through on their way to somewhere. Merle watched, noting how similar Parisian lives were to New York lives, and no doubt all urban dwellers’ lives. Yet forces beyond our control, in the atmosphere, the oceans, the land ruined by mines and war, all of that was out of sight. But, if Annie Bennett and Brant Prescott had their way, everyone would know, get anxious, and work together to change the trajectory of the Earth.

      She poured herself a glass of water from the tap in the kitchen. An ordinary act she now didn’t take for granted. As she sipped she wondered which lawyer she should contact first, and what enticement to dangle in front of him or her. Wine tasting? Full dinner? A box of macarons? This wasn’t the white shoe lawyers in New York that she wined and dined. Thank goodness that was done. She’d never been so glad to see the back of a Brooks Brothers posse in her life. But she needed to know more about Paris society before she made the ask.

      Back at the coffee table where she’d laid out her laptop and a stack of print-outs, Merle reread Annie’s emails. Her directions were vague enough that she must not know exactly how to cajole these lawyers into helping. Merle did a search on the first one Brant had mentioned, a woman named Simone Lachance. Her name meant ‘luck,’ that was all Merle knew about her so far. The search led to her law firm’s website where her résumé described a variety of universities, bar associations, and honors. She spoke five languages.

      Merle clicked through her partners’ work histories. Very similar, it appeared. They were all very well-educated, accomplished, and well-regarded. What did that tell her? A bit intimidating but nothing else.

      She sat back on the sofa and stared at the play of sunshine on the far wall. She was getting nowhere. She needed help.

      Brant Prescott answered his phone from what sounded like the inside of a café. The sounds of forks against porcelain, murmuring voices, shuffling feet— then Brant said a bright hello.

      “How are you doing today, Merle?”

      “Fine, thanks. No, actually— am I interrupting your lunch?”

      The roar of a vehicle filled her ear.

      “Not a problem. I’m outside on the sidewalk where no one cares as much about whether you use your phone. And I’m finished. Just having a coffee.”

      “Oh, we tried to eat at that bistro you recommended, Les Saisons? But we were too early. But now we know where it is, all tucked away in that alley.” She sat forward. “So. I need a little advice. About Paris lawyers.”

      “Of course. What can I tell you?”

      “The culture is baffling to me. You said offer them wine, or food. So do I just ask them to lunch, or dinner? Or meet at a fancy wine bar— which we found last night after Les Saisons. What is the protocol? That’s what I’m asking. What’s pushy and what’s normal. How far out should I make these dates? Or is it more informal?”

      “Hmmm. It depends on the lawyer. I don’t know most of those people personally. I deal with them through the nonprofit but it’s strictly business. The French are more formal than Americans.”

      “Oh. You don’t know them?”

      “Mostly by reputation. They’re all heavy hitters, so to speak.”

      Great. That was a big help. It only made her more anxious of making a faux pas. “Okay, so, if you wanted to ask one of them a favor, how would you do it? Warm them up first? Get to know them then ask? Or just take them out somewhere?”

      “This will be seen as business. After you introduce yourself and your cause you can ask them anything. Business isn’t personal here. Can you entertain at your apartment? That always makes a good impression.”

      “It’s pretty small.” She glanced around the run-down furnishings and scuffed walls. “And not that impressive.”

      “Then I would look for a two-star, or maybe a one-star, restaurant near their offices. Something close by will make it much easier for them to say ‘yes.’”

      “For lunch? Dinner? What?”

      “Start with lunch. Everyone goes out for a long lunch in Paris but many lawyers are breaking the old traditions and working through. If that doesn’t work, go with aperitifs, you know, wine or whatever around six or seven in the evening, before they head home. Dinner is a bit harder to schedule. As you discovered, everyone eats late here.”

      “Okay, that’s very helpful. Thanks, Brant.”

      “Any time. Hey, after I talked to you I asked my wife about a dinner party and she already had one planned for this weekend. Saturday. You must come— and bring your sister.”

      Merle said she’d be honored, and got all the details of time and place. The Prescotts lived north of the Marais, near the Canal St-Martin, an urban canal with locks that had somehow survived from the days of barges and warehouses. Merle said she’d never seen the canal.

      “Oh, it’s beautiful in summer. This time of year, well, you’ll see. Still pretty but the trees aren’t out yet,” Brant said. He gave her directions to their apartment and said it would take a half-hour if they chose to walk. “You can take the Métro, of course.”

      “If the weather is nice, I’d love to walk. Thank you so much, Brant.”

      “Should be fun. The group is what one of the Brits calls ‘lively.’ And my wife is an excellent cook, as you can tell by looking at me!”

      When she hung up, Merle wondered what it would be like to actually live and work in Paris. For awhile, until the novelty wore off, she would like it, she was sure. There were the cheese shops, parfumeries, fresh baguettes, beautiful people, fancy food, world-class art. How could anyone not be happy in Paris? Then she remembered Pascal’s ex-wife lived here. Would she bother him like she had once before? He hadn’t mentioned her on this trip, but then he didn’t like her very much.

      Pascal! Merle sucked in a breath. She had forgotten to ask if she could bring him to the dinner party. Now it would be awkward. Maybe he was busy. Maybe he had to go somewhere and catch a vineyard fraudster, a bottling scammer, a wine thief. She would ask him about his weekend plans before calling Brant back.

      She heard the key in the lock. Francie walked in and threw her purse on the chair. She did the same with her coat before she spied Merle in the sitting room.

      “Hey, guess what?” Francie smiled down at her sister, hands on her hips. “We’ve got a French lawyer.”

      “And we like him?”

      “Yup, we do.” Francie sprawled in a chair opposite Merle. “We’re off to the prison tomorrow to check on Monsieur Pugh.”

      “That was quick. The lawyer must be well connected.”

      “Yes. I think so. He’s not one of those slick guys. Smart, cuts to the chase, no bullshit. More like you and me.”

      Francie was giving her mischievous grin but Merle could see a wrinkle of something on her sister’s forehead. Doubt? Fear? Francie kicked off her shoes, legs splayed. “Definitely wear pants,” Merle suggested.

      Francie crossed her legs, pulled down her tight skirt, and laughed. “Oui oui, madame.”

      “How are you getting out there?”

      “The lawyer is picking me up here. He lives somewhere up north and we’re on the way.”

      “Speaking of north,” Merle said. “We’ve been invited to a dinner party on Saturday. At a real French apartment. The host is that nonprofit lawyer I saw yesterday. He invites English-speakers so don’t worry about the French. He says his wife is a very good cook.”

      “Oh, my. We’re integrating into haute society, Merle.” Francie batted her eyelashes coquettishly. “Ooh la la.”
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      The sky was dark the next morning as the sisters made coffee and got dressed. Francie kept checking her phone, obsessed with not missing her ride to the prison. Yvon Caillaud said he would text her when he was close and she would run down to the street. She felt a hard pit in her stomach. Was she going to blow this? Something so simple as connecting with your ride?

      She squinted into the mirror and contemplated her makeup. A little or none— those were the choices. She opted for a skiff of mascara and nothing more. Her freckles stood out like acne. She alternately hated them and loved them. Today it was hate.

      She put both hands on the sink and took a deep breath. She could do this— couldn’t she? Something about facing this drug dealer kid, walking into a notorious prison full of criminals, bad smells, and dead rats: it made her so anxious. She was such a wuss. Yes, the voice of the Lawyrr Grrls is nothing but a pansy. Her first big criminal case and her knees are knocking.

      She left the bathroom, still reeling from anxiety, and found Merle in dark slacks, boots, and gray trench coat, standing by the door.

      “Where are you going so early?” Francie asked.

      “I’m going with you. To the prison.” Merle smiled. “You didn’t think I’d let you go without me, did you?”

      “You don’t have to do that,” Francie said automatically. She felt a rush of gratitude toward her sister. Merle tipped her head and raised her eyebrows. “Thank you,” Francie whispered and gave her a quick hug.

      After the text from Yvon they stood on the curb in the morning mist. Shopkeepers swept the sidewalks. The bakers in the patisserie set out croissants in their window. The quiet routine felt so normal and comforting. Merle said, “You didn’t sleep much, did you?”

      Francie shook her head. She wore her red trench coat, a bad choice for a prison visit but the only raincoat she had. “Did you hear me?”

      “You flushed the toilet three times.”

      “Sorry.” Francie poked her with her elbow. “At least I flushed.”

      A black sedan pulled up next to them. Francie bent down and waved to Yvon behind the wheel. She pulled open the passenger door.

      “Is it all right if my sister comes along? She’s also a lawyer. We can be a team or whatever?”

      “Bien sûr,” the French lawyer said, glancing at Merle. “What do you say— the more the merrier?”

      Francie got in the front seat while Merle slid into the back. She doubted if anything about today would be merry.

      As he wound his way out of the center of the city Merle asked, “Did you need to clear us beforehand? WiIl that be a problem with me?”

      “Non, madame. I tell the officials I bring American lawyers to represent the young man. I didn’t tell them how many.”

      The relief of having her sister along calmed Francie. She started to think about the boy’s defense instead of her nervousness and asked Yvon a series of questions that had roiled in her brain all night. How could they prove that the drugs didn’t belong to him? Who was he shielding? Who was his supplier? Could he give up someone and strike a deal?

      The French lawyer concentrated on his driving, easing out onto a busy divided highway on the edge of Paris. He was pleasant, smiling, but gave her perfunctory answers. They would wait and hear what Monsieur Pugh had to say for himself.

      After over an hour in heavy traffic they approached the high stone walls of the old prison. A large blue door, guarded by two men wearing body armor and carrying automatic rifles, was apparently the entrance, but they passed by it and found parking about two blocks away. The town of Fresnes, where the prison had been built over a hundred years ago, was far from fashionable, cosmopolitan Paris. This was the suburbs, dense in places, spacious in others, quiet, with roundabouts and shopping malls. As they walked back toward the entrance of the prison, Yvon came to life, talking rapidly.

      “There will be some issues with seeing the prisoner,” he explained, waving his hands. “Just go along with whatever they ask. Probably we will wait for some time. That is normal. There have been security issues here and they are very strict.”

      “What kind of issues?” Francie asked, skipping to keep up with the Frenchman.

      “Riots, dramatic escapes, assaults. Recently the guards went on strike because of violence by prisoners.”

      “Against them?” Merle asked.

      “Yes, it is a rough place. Mafia, jihadists, terrorists, and ordinary criminals.”

      “That’s why we want to get him out of there.”

      The lawyer looked at her, then at Francie. Francie said, “There doesn’t seem to be much hope of bail. Not with drug trafficking.”

      “Oh.” Merle frowned, craning her neck at the high walls, probably twenty feet of smooth stone topped with razor wire.

      Francie touched her arm as they slowed down. Yvon was getting his wallet out and extracting identification for a guard at a small side door. “You don’t have to go in with me, Merle. Really.” She leaned closer. “It may be nasty.”

      Merle hooked her arm through her sister’s. “Oh, I have no doubt.”

      And nasty it was, from the first look down a dim, medieval hallway that smelled of cleaner and sweat. Before they got to the waiting room, which was filthy with trash and cigarette butts, their purses were confiscated, their pockets turned inside out, and they were each given a full pat-down. Yvon went off with a male guard. Merle and Francie rolled their eyes at each other as a stocky, taciturn female guard felt in every armpit, shoe, and crotch angle. If they hadn’t recently gone through nearly the same experience at a US airport they would have felt violated. But these days, not so much.

      Their coats were taken away to be looked at carefully but they were allowed to go on to the waiting room. Yvon stood against the wall. His eyebrows rose as he looked them over. “Okay? It is somewhat humiliating.”

      “We’re fine,” Francie said, rearranging her blouse. “I suppose it’s necessary.”

      “The lawyers get the easy one. You should see what they do to family visitors.”

      Merle grimaced, imagining body cavity searches. She pulled down the sleeves of her black shirt and was thankful for small favors.

      They waited nearly an hour for the prisoner to be delivered. Francie wished she had water. Yvon said he was dying for a smoke, eyeing all the butts on the floor. Merle sat in a chair she’d swept off, closing her eyes as if pretending she was somewhere else.

      They heard the clank of chains before the door opened. As it creaked and swung they spied Reece Pugh, a short man, not five-nine, with a buzz cut. His youthful face was pale and thin. He wore gray sweat pants and sweatshirt. Around his waist was a fabric belt with chains to his handcuffs. His feet were also chained so he could barely shuffle forward. His hands were chained together and his weak wave when he saw them nearly broke Francie’s heart.

      “Asseyez-vous,” the guard behind him growled, pushing him down into a metal chair. He then locked Reece’s hands to a ring on the table and stepped back. He gave some warnings or instructions or something and backed away, out the door, closing it behind him.

      Francie spoke first. Yvon had taken Merle’s chair across from him and the sisters stood on either side of the scratched metal table that was bolted to the floor.

      “Reece. We’re from the US. Your parents sent us. And this is Yvon Caillaud, your new lawyer.”

      He blinked several times, looking at each of them with wide eyes. He croaked, “Dear God. Thank you, mom. Thank you, thank you.”

      Francie told him her name, and Merle’s, and gave him perfunctory greetings from his parents, then let Yvon take over.

      “Now, Monsieur Pugh, we need you to tell us what led to your arrest. The whole story, beginning to end.”

      Reece blinked some more, like he’d waken from a dream. He had scratches on his face and scalp, both scabbed over and fresh. His knuckles were scraped and one ear had a gash in it. His teeth appeared intact but not particularly freshly brushed. He had the look of a scared rabbit who’d been tossed around by wolves.

      “Wait,” Francie said. “Before that, are you all right? Are you injured?”

      He bobbed his head. “Not now. I got beat up at first but that stopped. Mostly. We watch out for each other in the showers. That’s the worst place but we don’t get many showers, so there’s that.”

      “D’accord. You are okay? Yes?” Yvon asked again, somewhat impatiently. “So tell us how it all happened.”

      “I— I just came home from my classes one day. It was near the end of term, lots of studying at the library and stuff. And the cops were inside my apartment. They threw me down on the floor and cuffed me.”

      “And before this. You had no reason to believe the police were interested in you?”

      Reece looked sideways. “Well, I don’t think so. I saw a cruiser, you know, a cop car, outside the building about a week before but nothing else.”

      “Do you— did you— live alone? Have a roommate?”

      “Yeah, he’s a student too. We hooked up at the beginning of the term. Sami Amoud. He’s Tunisian, I think. S-A-M-I. Quiet guy. No problems.”

      Francie and Merle glanced at each other. Maybe it was the roommate. “How did you ‘hook up’?” Francie asked.

      “I put up a little ad in the student lounge, on the bulletin board, for a roommate. Sami was the first to call and we got along fine. Have you talked to him?”

      “We will do that,” Yvon said. “What else do you know about him besides his nationality?”

      “Um, his parents are rich, I guess. He had a lot of walking-around money. He liked to cook and smelled up the place with his spicy stuff. His English was good for a north African, I thought. And his French too of course.” Reece squinted, thinking. “No friends. That was odd but he was a quiet guy and that made it easier to be his roommate.”

      “And you?” Yvon asked. “Are you a quiet guy?”

      Reece startled. “What do you mean?”

      “Did you have friends? Go to parties?” Francie added.

      “I went to some parties, sure. I’m in college. And I’m more outgoing than Sami. And not Muslim. Maybe that’s why he kept to himself.”

      “We need the names of your friends,” Yvon said. He got out a stub of a pencil and tiny pad of paper that the security guards had allowed him to bring into the room.

      “You do? Don’t hassle them, okay?” Reece squirmed, waiting for confirmation that didn’t come. “Well, um. Hans, um, don’t know his last name. From the Netherlands obviously. And, let’s see, Janine and Teresa from New Jersey. Nice girls. I don’t know anybody’s last name, sorry. We just see each other around, at classes, at the coffee shop, you know?”

      “Anyone else?” Yvon said, scribbling on his pad.

      Reece started to breathe rapidly. “Uh. I went to this party. Oh, shit. Who’s place was that? Uh. Vicky— Victoria? From the UK. And her roommate was—“ He squeezed his eyes shut. “Crap. Her roommate was Jean. Australian or something?” He moaned. “Why? Why do you need to know my friends? Can’t you just get me out of here? I’m dying in here. Don’t I get bail or something? Please, sir.”

      Yvon finished writing and put his pad back in his coat pocket. He looked soberly at Reece whose forehead was a wrinkled revolt. He appeared about to cry.

      “I am sorry, Monsieur Pugh, but I must inform you— as a foreign national pre-trial release for these offenses is unlikely. I will petition the court for you, of course. But I do not expect release, homebound or otherwise.”

      “What?! What the fuck!” He began to raise his voice then crouched lower, whispering his anger. “What the hell kind of lawyer are you anyway?”

      “I am a criminal defense attorney, monsieur,” Yvon said calmly. “Your first lawyer tried to get you pre-trial release and that was denied. You are a foreign national, likely to flee the country, and have been charged with serious drug trafficking. That is not taken lightly by the French courts.”

      “Drug trafficking? Me?” He looked at them wide-eyed with disbelief. It was a good act.

      “Do you know your charges, Reece?” Francie asked.

      He shook his head. “Nobody ever— that lawyer— I couldn’t understand—“

      Yvon sat forward and stared in his face. “Monsieur, let me enlighten you. Two kilograms of cannabis, one kilogram of heroin, a quarter kilo of cocaine, and three-hundred tablets of Subutex and two-hundred tablets of OxyNorm were found in your apartment. Under your bed. Street value, over ten-thousand euros. Maybe more. Are you saying this was for personal use?”

      “No, no— I don’t—it’s not mine, I swear to you.”

      “You didn’t know it was there?”

      Reece blinked rapidly but bit his lip. He didn’t answer.

      “You knew it was there?” Francie said, getting annoyed.

      “No—! I mean, I didn’t see it. I never touched it, never bought it. It has nothing to do with me. It’s not mine.”

      “Then who does it belong to?” Yvon asked.

      He hung his head. “Ask Sami.”

      “It belongs to Sami?”

      “Yes— maybe. Or somebody he knows. I swear it’s not mine. Somebody set me up.”

      “Your supplier?”

      “What? No, I don’t have a supplier. I don’t use drugs, I told you.” Reece swore again.

      “Sami set you up?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. He didn’t seem like the type but you never know.”

      “So he gave you the drugs?”

      Reece moaned a little then nodded.

      “For selling on the street?” Yvon asked.

      “No! I’m not a dealer, I’m telling you.”

      “Who is your partner in this, besides Sami?”

      “Partner? I don’t have a partner.”

      “So it’s just you and quiet Sami the Muslim. Roaming the halls of the University of American Business, dispensing pills and study aids and party favors and anything else the students need.”

      Reece began to cry in earnest, while protesting his innocence. His face reddened and tears streamed down his cheeks and he began to rock in his chair, constrained by his chains. “I thought you were here to help me. I thought you came because my mother is paying you to get me out of here.”

      “I can’t help you, Monsieur Pugh, unless you tell me who else is in this. I need to know who to find, who to talk to, to clear your name.”

      “I told you, ask Sami. I don’t know who set me up.”

      “Just came out of the blue, as you say?”

      “Yes! Out of the blue. I’m studying accounting and business administration and—“

      And he burst into tears again.
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      Merle settled into the back seat of the lawyer’s sedan, wiping rain drops off her coat. Yvon had given them his keys when he was asked to stay and talk to someone at the prison. Francie and Merle had walked quickly back to the car, silent in their questions. Or silent in their fury, Merle thought, glancing at the back of Francie’s head. Did she know Reece Pugh had that many drugs? She’d failed to share it if she did. But now, worse, it seemed he knew about the drugs and was probably dealing them around his school. She knew from talking to Pascal that the French justice system was harsh and unrelenting. Reece was in for a world of hurt.

      Francie let out a long sigh and slumped in her seat, resting her head. “What a cluster-fuck,” she muttered. “What am I going to tell his mother?”

      “Do you think he’s guilty?”

      “What else? He basically confessed.”

      “That his roommate gave him some drugs to stash under his bed. But, yeah, it looks bad.”

      Francie turned in the seat. “Do you think we can find this Sami the quiet Muslim?”

      “Probably long gone.”

      She nodded. “Maybe some of the other kids though.”

      Merle took out her phone. “What is this business college?”

      “It’s affiliated with some American university, Indiana or somewhere. You can get US degrees there, BAs and MBAs. A pretty international crowd.”

      “Nobody’s going to believe that story about him never actually seeing the drugs. Not after he said that Sami gave them to him.”

      “Could it be true?” Francie asked.

      Merle shrugged. “He takes what he knows are drugs and puts them under his bed. Whether he looks at them or not— he’s screwed.”

      “It looks they were partners, right?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Do you think Sami set him up?”

      “Seems likely. He didn’t get arrested, did he?” Merle saw Yvon Caillaud walking toward them in the rain. “Here he comes.”

      Francie unlocked his door and he fell inside, shaking water from his hair, flinging it across the seat.

      “Oh, so sorry. I am like a dog,” he said laughing.

      Francie handed him his keys and he started the car. “What did they want from you?”

      “Oh, the prison administrators? They want me to join their public defense team, for the indigent. Those who cannot pay for their own lawyers.”

      “Did you agree?” Merle asked.

      “I said perhaps. Many of the cases are very complicated, terrorists and anarchists. I am at a stage in my life when I don’t really want any more work that doesn’t pay well.” He glanced at Francie. “You understand, madame.”

      “Of course. I’ve been at that stage for decades.”

      “Does it pay at all?” Merle asked, curious about Legal Aid in France.

      “The state pays a flat rate. It does not attract the best talent, I have to say. That attorney that Monsieur Pugh had before us, the rumor is he has fifty clients in that prison. It is ridiculous. There is no chance he is giving them his best.”

      Yvon looked in the mirror and pulled the car into the traffic. “Now, shall we find a café for lunch and discuss matters?”

      They found a bustling brasserie nearby with a variety of beers and ales on tap. Francie and Merle exchanged glances over the menu as Yvon ordered himself a glass of Belgian blond ale from a waiter. They knew lunch in France generally included a glass of wine or whatever but this always seemed to Merle to indicate that lunch would be a leisurely affair.

      “You don’t have to be back at a certain time?” Francie asked, picking up on her sister’s expression.

      “Oh, no. Pascal wants to go out to dinner, but that’s later.”

      Yvon was enjoying his cold ale. “This is not your usual type of place for lunch?” he asked, smiling. “I always come here when I visit the prison.”

      “A bonus for all that misery,” Francie said.

      The menu was a vast offering of pub food. He recommended moules frites or a hamburger. Merle ordered the mussels and fries but Francie decided on a smoked salmon salad. He insisted they have a glass of wine. “It is done, ladies.” As they waited for their food he broached the subject at hand.

      “Now, it is a delicate situation that this Monsieur Pugh has found himself.”

      Merle nodded. “We call it a pickle in the US.”

      “A pickle? Like this?” He laughed, waving a limp dill slice. “Well, it is one then. What can we do for him?”

      “First we try to find Sami, the roommate,” Francie said.

      “And then the friends,” added Merle.

      Yvon nodded. “Of course. Sami will be—“ He made a tooting sound and waved his hands like a bird flying away. “It is probable he gave Reece the drugs, as the prisoner has stated.”

      “You believe him then?” Merle asked. “About his innocence?”

      Francie peered at the lawyer. “You seemed to be picking him apart in there.”

      “Innocent—guilty. We shall see,” Yvon said, hiking his shoulders. “It makes no difference. Now we must find evidence. From the friends, yes. And teachers, neighbors, all the people he knew in Paris.”

      Merle sipped a rather nice rosé, her favorite wine. “What is the strategy then?”

      “Prepare for trial, madame. That is our only strategy.”

      “By searching out alternate theories about the drugs?” Francie asked.

      He nodded. “The police have not released any information about the drugs to the defendant’s legal team, the other guy or me. There is always something to be gained from knowing about the analysis, the chemical basis of the products.”

      “Like where it came from?” Merle asked doubtfully.

      “Maybe, maybe not. But still, they sometimes match it to other seizures. It has happened. The heroin in particular has a sort of identification to it, the make-up of the additives. And the cocaine.”

      “Do you have investigators, Yvon?” Francie asked.

      “We have access to them. Whether we use them depends on the resources of the client.” He looked pointedly at Francie again.

      “I’ll have to ask,” she said. “It’s not a bottomless resource.”

      “Bien sûr. But we must do what we can. Talk to mama.”
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      Pascal was waiting for them when they returned from the trip to the prison, leaning against the building, checking his phone. Merle and Francie walked around the corner from the little plaza and there he was.

      “Ah,” Francie said involuntarily. She glanced at Merle, embarrassed, but her sister wasn’t paying any attention. She had her eyes on Pascal.

      The sky had cleared and sunshine broke through for a late afternoon pick-me-up. The discussion in Yvon’s car dwindled as their ideas for exonerating Reece Pugh had run their course. The lawyer promised to work on the authorities, get them to open up about the evidence against Reece, how they happened to be at that apartment, who phoned in the tip, anything else that might tie Reece, or someone else, to the drugs. Francie said she would start sniffing around the University, trying to find some of the friends Reece mentioned, although they only had first names. Merle was quiet, as if she knew they were just going through the paces and Reece Pugh was doomed with a capital D.

      Pascal spotted them and pulled away from the building, his face alight. He and Merle were really the most lovey-dovey pair, Francie thought sourly. She didn’t begrudge them their romance, their relationship. How could she? Pascal had saved her life, and Merle had too. They deserved all the happiness in the world, all the love.

      And yet. Being around them so much was grating. The touching, the little gifts, the long hugs. The sex! They tried to be quiet in the other bedroom but failed miserably, laughing and more after bedtime. It just made Francie feel— alone. She still hadn’t told Merle about the sexual harassment charge back at the law firm. She wasn’t sure she could. It was painful to be accused, and still more painful to be in the wrong. She couldn’t shake her guilt, her easy seductiveness that was so ingrained in her she worried she’d never be able to change. Why did she flirt so mercilessly? It wasn’t like she had nothing but her boobs going for her.

      Right. There were always her freckles.

      Maybe she’d get some counseling when she got home. Yes, she needed to talk to someone about this. She needed to understand.

      Pascal had forgotten his key to the apartment, he said, bounding up the stairs with Merle’s key and unlocking the door. He waved them in gallantly, with a little bow. Francie smiled politely, hoping to discourage him from being so damn cute all the time.

      They hung up their damp raincoats and took off their wet shoes. It was late afternoon. Too early for dinner. “Tea?” Merle asked. “And some of your yummy cheese, Francie? We have a baguette.”

      Francie flopped in a chair. “Sure. Why not.” She really wanted a glass of wine, or maybe a walk down to Île Saint-Louis to see if the trees were in bloom. But cheese was an attractive alternative.

      “Come pick out the fromage,” Merle called. “I don’t know what they are.”

      Francie squeezed by Pascal in the tiny kitchen and opened the refrigerator. She chose three cheeses: a fresh goat cheese with a lavender flower rind, a semi-hard artisanal cheese called Cantal Fermier, meaning it is made in the farmhouse, and a Basque sheep cheese called Ossau-Iraty. She arranged them on a pretty yellow plate, added two knives, one butter knife, one sharp.

      “There,” she said, showing them her masterpiece of cheese-boarding.

      “Voilà!” Pascal agreed. “Très jolie. And I have done a hatchet job on the baguette.”

      In the sitting room Pascal and Francie ate bits of creamy French delights while waiting for Merle to finish preparing the tea.

      “Are you coming to dinner with us, Francie?” he asked, seemingly innocently. “It is a lovely resto nearby. Called Les Saisons.”

      “Oh, I— I’ve heard of it.” Damn it. Merle was going to that special bistro without her. “No, I can’t tonight. Lots of work to do.”

      “On a Friday night? Don’t be so American.” He smiled at her.

      “Can’t help it.” She shrugged pleasantly. “It’s what I am. And this kid in prison needs help.”

      “Are you getting him released?”

      “Doubtful. The French system is a bit different, no bail because he might skip the country. So listen, I think he really is, or was, selling drugs at his university. They found heroin, cocaine, weed, and pills in his apartment. Under his bed.”

      Pascal’s eyebrows danced as he finished a bite of Basque cheese. “But you found a good lawyer, Merle tells me.”

      “I hope he’s good.” She leaned closer. “Pascal, tell me. Is there any chance of getting him off? Can the American Ambassador help?”

      “He was found in possession of all this? More than a small amount?”

      “Much more.”

      He grimaced. “Unless it can be proven that they were not his, I don’t know. Maybe someone else feels guilty and confesses? Even the Ambassador does not help drug dealers.”

      “What I don’t understand is who tipped the cops. His roommate, he’s a Tunisian, is possibly the owner of the drugs so he wouldn’t tip off the cops. And they were inside the apartment already when Reece arrived home.”

      “The police have many informants on the street. Especially les Stups. Could be anyone, a student, a shopkeeper, someone at the University.” He frowned as Merle arrived with the tea and began pouring from the porcelain pot. “That department has had its problems over the last few years.”

      “Like what— corruption?”

      He nodded. “Suddenly an ordinary detective buys a luxury home in Provence. That sort of thing. Drugs go missing from evidence. Look it up, it was in the newspapers.”

      Merle sat down on the sofa next to him, cradling her tea cup in both hands. “Is that an angle to pursue? Narcotics cops set him up? Planted evidence?”

      “But why?” Pascal asked. “Is he a bad person?”

      “I don’t think so,” Merle said. “Is he?” She looked at Francie.

      “His friend— who got me into this— says he’s kind of a screw-up but decent. A little pot smoking, some shoplifting, but nothing terrible. Petty, juvenile stuff. Not dealing. His parents aren’t the most supportive but obviously they feel he’s worth saving.”

      “But they do not come to France to visit him in prison?” Pascal asked.

      Francie’s turn to grimace. “They’re divorced and kind of fighting still. His mother says she might come but she’s strapped for money.”

      “I thought the father was some Wall Street guy,” Merle said.

      “He was but he got caught insider trading and went to prison. He lost his trading license for five years.”

      “And then Reece isn’t really his son either,” Merle said.

      Pascal raised his eyebrows again. “Oh?”

      “Reece is his son,” Francie said. “He raised the boy. They raised him. But he was conceived with the help of a sperm bank.” She sighed and faced Pascal. “It turns out that my ex-husband is his biological father. That’s how I got involved.”

      He startled. “Your ex-husband?”

      “Yup, I was married. You never met him. He died last year. We’ve been divorced for ages. Before we were married he apparently made— donations.”

      “Ah ha,” Pascal said. “This is very tangled.”

      “At some point my ex and Reece started corresponding.”

      “Emails?”

      “Real letters, believe it or not. From all over the world, wherever Tom was flying. He was a pilot.”

      Merle explained, “He mentioned Francie in the letters. Reece’s roommate tracked her down when Reece got arrested.”

      They drank tea and contemplated all that. Francie could see what a crazy connection it was between her and Reece Pugh, through Tom and a lot of time-traveling. And now, having met Reece, seeing his scabby hands and cut ear, watching him bawl, she wondered. Was this worth it?

      He seemed like any other stoner/screw-up, off to Paris to play and do dope. The 21st Century version of the Lost Generation. Had he brought it all on himself? Part of her didn’t want to pull out the stops for Reece. She’d be putting her own reputation on the line for a kid who had clearly messed up.

      But part of her still wanted justice, and the truth to come out. Even the screw-ups of the world deserve a defense. Especially the screw-ups. They’re the ones that don’t have a clue how to help themselves.

      Pascal had spread goat cheese on a slice of baguette and sat back, a thoughtful look on his face. Francie hoped he had an idea because they were thin on the ground. She waited, sipped lukewarm tea. He continued to look pensive.

      “What is it?” she asked finally.

      “I don’t know. I have some people to talk to at the headquarters.” He raised a hand to caution her. “I don’t want to get the hopes up.”

      Merle grinned at Francie who said, “Anything you can do, Pascal, is most welcome. We need any and all glimmers of hope.”

      “No promises. I just talk to some guys.”

      “Of course.”

      “Meanwhile we will Google that corruption thing,” Merle said. “I love a good Google.”

      

      The lovebirds went out to the fabulous restaurant about seven-thirty. Francie spent some time changing her clothes before they left and told them she needed to clear her head so was going for a walk. They all went down the stairs together then called out, “Bonsoir!” and went their separate ways.

      The spring air was moist and heavy, laced with exhaust and the rank smells of the Seine. Francie headed toward the river anyway, going down the steps to walk along the lower quai, the sidewalk along the water, despite banana peels and fish odors. She liked looking at the houseboats and the bicyclists and the occasional large freighter tied up on the edge. The night sky turned purple and a crescent moon rose over the Louvre, the old palace of kings long dead.

      She tried to shun thoughts altogether, to truly clear her head. The determined walking helped, keeping the pace focused her. The cobblestones were no challenge for her new walking shoes yet she did almost twist her ankle by walking too briskly. A picture of Merle and Pascal sitting at their table, in candlelight, sharing bites of delicious food and drinking amazing wine, popped into her head. She banished it. She wasn’t jealous of her own sister. Stop.

      She walked faster, off to that bridge with the locks. Which pont was it? How far down the Seine? She craned her neck as she passed under a bridge, unable to see any locks. She kept going and suddenly, there she was at the bottom of the steps where she’d seen Dylan Hardy. Where she’d talked to him after so many years.

      Bounding up the steps with uncharacteristic speed, Francie reached the top, breathing hard. She had to put her hands on her hips and bend forward, catching her breath. Gasping, she straightened, telling herself she needed to get into shape for once in her life. Maybe she’d start jogging like Merle.

      She glanced around to make sure no one was paying attention to her wheezing then walked to the jumble of locks. They were all still there: no surprise. What did she think had happened? A crackdown on love? She walked across the bridge to the center, near a large statue of a soldier or king, somebody on a horse, where on the spit of the island below she’d seen that flash of white or pink trees, a portend of spring. From up on the bridge the tree was invisible so she walked down another set of steps to the grassy park in the middle of the river.

      Walking all the way to the pointy end of the island she looked in vain for a flowering tree. There was a gnarled old one that may have recently bloomed but nothing now. Not even a smushed pile of old petals. She frowned. How long had it been since she’d seen it? Since she arrived in Paris? A week, not more. Yet, the bloom was off. That wasn’t true, was it? The bloom wasn’t off Paris. She still loved Paris. Red tulips bloomed in a bare bed nearby, looking sad against the dirt. Monotone, ruby red, they didn’t thrill her the way the idea of a pink tree did.

      She sat down on a bench. Maybe it was time to go home. Paris hadn’t really helped her dilemma at home, or her feelings about it. And Reece Pugh wasn’t going to be a cheer-me-up story. His mother would be angry or frustrated or disappointed or distraught, but she wasn’t going to get her son out of this mess soon. His friend Dewey would be sad but he’d live. Francie scoffed at her own bravado, thinking she could just waltz in and fix things. It was so American, this feeling that your force of will or personality or intellect could bend things your way. That you were innately superior somehow. It was so French to feel despondent about changing anything. She felt more than half French tonight.

      So what’s your plan, Lawyrr Grrl?

      The lights came on in the park, along the pathways and the elaborately-carved ramparts of the old bridge, glowing in the twilight. The sight was insanely beautiful, the violet sky against the lamps tinging everything golden. It was a scene out of a movie, or a Cinderella fantasy.

      And the light in your plan, Lawyrr Grrl? Will the bulb over your head ever come on?

      She forced herself to think, to be practical. She would try to locate Sami and talk to neighbors in Reece’s building. She would find the girls from New Jersey, plus the party girls. They might be into the drug scene. His professors from the two classes could be helpful. It wasn’t much.

      She couldn’t ask Claudia Pugh for money for investigators, not without doing a little legwork of her own. It was a money pit. She couldn’t bill Claudia for her detective work. In a way it was on the side, not really legal work. So she’d spend a couple days at it, talking to people. It would be interesting to discover what people thought of Reece anyway.

      Then she’d go home. She couldn’t help Reece with his legal affairs. She’d been a fool to think she could. He had Yvon Caillaud now, and she was just in the way. No, a couple days of asking around, then she’d head back to the lion’s den of Ward & Bailee Esquire.

      As she stood up she wondered what was happening back home. Alice hadn’t emailed as she promised. Time for a nudge.
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      So there she was, glamorous American Lawyrr Grrl, swanning around Paris in her fancy red raincoat, the wind in her hair, and—

      Also the rain in her hair, and in her socks, and down her collar. Mud splashed against her pants from a passing bus. Hands slick and filthy from brushing off said mud. But she kept her cool, head high as she shivered all the way back to the apartment and took a hot shower to warm up. The conclusion of another terribly glamorous day in the City of Light.

      Paris, as they say, is always a good idea— when the sun is out. In the rain, the sky lowering against your head like a lumpy pillow, everything sticky wet, no outdoor cafés open— merde! The crowds inside the restaurants! The closeness of smelly patrons! The museums overflowing!

      The lack of lingering on sidewalks is positively shocking.

      I know you’ve been just dying to know all that. Seriously, I am overdue with a missive about the law firm affairs, or lack thereof. *I* certainly had no affairs, if you get my drift. And I finally heard from my assistant, who we’ll call Pollyanna, after a late-night nudge.

      It was only mid-afternoon back at the law firm, a time of drowsy coffee breaks and — oh look at the time!— tee times. Pollyanna apologized for not keeping in touch but she’d been busy playing step-and-fetch-it for all the older partners. One sent her to the drugstore to pick up his prescription. Another ordered lunch for the junior associates and told her to pick it up, all eighteen box lunches plus drinks. Apparently they think she’s a gal Friday, available for almost anything, instead of a sharp legal assistant. I am so sorry, Pollyanna. I will get back as soon as I can.

      But will I? What is happening on the sexual harassment front, I asked. She claims to know nothing but she’s heard a few rumors. One rumor is that the accuser is gay and hates women. Pretty sure the latter is true. Don’t know about the first. Does it matter? No. Stupid gossip.

      The second rumor is that accuser is in a new relationship with someone in the firm. A junior associate or two is suspected because of the age range, plus a couple of them are single and attractive. Again, pointless talk.

      The investigation into the claims by the accuser are still a secret. Nobody’s talking. Which seems weird, doesn’t it? One would think some sort of juicy tidbit would leak. My mentor at the law firm is avoiding Pollyanna, steering in other directions whenever they are set to pass in the hallway. What could that mean? Mentor knows something and doesn’t want to project it to Pollyanna? What does Mentor know?

      Oh, I wish I had someone on the inside. But alas I have been banished to Paris. Actually doing a little legal work here, which is not as fun as it sounds. Have you ever imagined the inside of an overcrowded maximum security prison? Me neither but now I don’t have to. Let me just say one four-letter word: RATS.

      Trying to stay positive here, which would be easier if the sun came out. It’s dark now, the rain is sluicing down the windowpanes, and besides being snug and dry in my miniature French bed, I am not succeeding. Must smile more, let the sun come from inside me. That’s the ticket.

      Right?

      Ooh, look, there’s a little wine left in the bottle…
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      The display in the patisserie just off the Rue de Rivoli made a woman blush with desire. Francie and Merle walked in silent awe— and lust— down the glass case, pointing at epicurean delights: mouthwatering gateaux with chocolate icing and elaborate decorations, simple tarts with strawberries and raspberries and more, fancy éclairs and macarons in every color, sumptuous concoctions called Absolute Lemon and Green Absinthe.

      “I’m gaining weight just from the aromas,” Francie whispered. “Decide quickly.”

      They had gone out on a mission to find a dessert to take to the dinner party. When Merle had called Brant Prescott back to ask whether Pascal was invited (the answer was a resounding yes), she asked what to bring. Dessert was the answer. The Prescotts were very fond of desserts, he said, and enjoyed the leftovers, whatever they were. Since neither Merle nor Francie felt the need to impress with their baking skills, had they possessed any, they did a little research and found the fanciest patisserie nearby. Not too close, Merle said, so they could walk off any luscious samples.

      They had already hit the Saturday market on the boulevard, another display of so many good things Francie had to stop at a bunch of daffodils and a baguette for fear of sensory overload. Pascal had run off to work after declaring last night’s restaurant, Les Saisons, ready for its Michelin star. Merle took Francie’s arm as they walked through the streets of Paris.

      “I’m sorry about Les Saisons,” she said. “I thought you would go with us.”

      Francie chuckled. “Seriously?” She was practicing smiling and kept a big grin stuck on her face. Merle looked askance.

      “You would have loved it. Now what shall we get for dessert?” They were leaving the market and headed toward the fancy pastry shop. “I don’t know these people so it’s a blind guess.”

      “Chocolate. Everybody loves chocolate, especially here.”

      But now, staring at the array in the display cases, the alternatives looked amazing. Everything did. The baker here was a master chef, obviously. This was no mom-and-pop croissant shop. These people were serious.

      Finally they decided on a beautiful flourless chocolate cake decorated with a drizzle of ganache and a spray of preserved spring flowers with green confectionary leaves. Buying an elaborate dessert seemed so French. Francie made herself smile, broadly, causing passersby to look at her strangely.

      Merle carried the box with the cake, delicately in both hands. After a couple blocks she paused and looked at Francie. “What are you smiling about?”

      “Nothing.” Francie flashed her smile at an old gentlemen who blinked and gave her a wide berth. “Just trying to let my sunshine out.”

      Merle glanced at the sky. It was still gray and drizzly. “Well, stop it. You’re scaring people. They’ll think you’re insane.”

      Francie laughed loudly. Merle shushed her. “Stop. Really. This is Paris, not Connecticut.”

      Sighing in defeat Francie let her face go back to resting frown. Now she noticed women gave her little nods and men looked appreciative. All right. So the French don’t appreciate American optimism. She would go back to moping.

      Back in the apartment Merle put the box in the refrigerator. Francie watched her clean up the dishes from last night. “Dry?” Merle said, handing her a dishcloth. Francie didn’t answer, realizing she should have been helping more but feeling disconnected. Paris should be making her smile. But it was fake. All of it.

      “Is everything all right?” Merle asked, handing her the cheese plate.

      Francie wiped down the droplets. “I should go home in a couple days.”

      “Should or are?”

      She bobbled her head. “I don’t think I’m much help for Reece Pugh.”

      “But we can go talk to his friends and teachers. You told Yvon you would.”

      “Sure. But when that’s done— and I don’t expect anything from them— I should go home. Paris is nice and all but—“ She glanced at her sister who was frowning at the sink. “You’ve been so good to me. Both you and Pascal.”

      “Is it because we didn’t make you go with us last night? I knew it. I knew we should have insisted. You were left all alone.”

      “Of course not. I walked all over, down along the Seine. It was lovely in the dusk. All purple-y.”

      Merle turned to her, wiping her hands. “Then what is it? Why are you leaving early?”

      Francie hung the dishcloth on a hook. “Okay, part of it is that I’m a third wheel here. That’s awkward. But that’s not really what’s eating me.”

      Merle said nothing, crossing her arms.

      “I’ve been accused of sexual harassment. At the law firm.” Francie held up her hand when Merle gasped. “It’s bogus of course. Some junior jerk-off who thinks I don’t appreciate him. But— remember last year when I got promoted and helped rewrite the HR manual for sexual harassment claims?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, apparently I did the job too well. The accused must take a leave of absence while the investigation is going on. That’s why I’m here in beautiful Paris. I can’t go to work. I can’t defend myself. I haven’t even found representation yet. I don’t know if I’ll need it, and guess what, I can’t really afford a lawyer.”

      “But— use Elise. Or Daddy.”

      “Neither of whom are employment attorneys. No, I’ll wait until I find out what they discover in the investigation which I’m sure will be nothing.”

      “Positive? I mean, sometimes things get misconstrued, like in emails.”

      “I’m positive.” Francie frowned, a little annoyed that her sister had to ask that question. But then Merle knew her, knew she liked to flirt. “I don’t do anything like that at work. No flirting or anything.”

      “I’m sure.” Merle touched her shoulder and pulled her in for a hug. “I didn’t mean that. God, I’m sorry. So sorry this is happening to you.”

      Francie let her sister hold her for a long minute. She needed a hug, she thought, as her eyes began to moisten. No! No crying in law! She pulled away, turning so Merle couldn’t see her tears. She went into the bathroom and grabbed a tissue. Merle followed her.

      “This is serious, isn’t it?” Merle asked.

      “Maybe. We’ll see.”

      “No, it is. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me, Francie. Come, sit down and we’ll talk about it.” In the living room Francie felt so like the little sister getting unwanted advice from her perfect older sister, or a paddling. Then felt even worse for that thought. She needed advice, and help, at least the emotional kind.

      “So,” Merle said. “Who is it? This junior associate?”

      “His name is Greg. You don’t know him. He’s been at the firm for two years. A pain-in-the-ass type, always complaining about little stuff, like the fridge defrosted and ruined his frozen dinners.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “That’s a true story. And there’s more like it. When I got the promotion I was so excited. Moving on up. But these kids. I shouldn’t call them that but they act so juvenile sometimes. Like I need to clean up their messes for them. I don’t want to be a den mother. I want to shepherd them to good careers in law. But some of them seem more focused on scoring points around the associates room.”

      “Did something happen that precipitated the accusation?”

      “Well, he asked me out for a drink. It was after dark, in the parking lot, and he jumped out from behind a truck and startled me.”

      “And you said no.”

      “Of course. I was nice about it, said I was tired. I don’t even like him. He’s nerdy and bland. Not my type at all. And even if he was— it’s the damn office! You know how it is. You don’t date at the office.”

      “Always been my motto,” Merle said smiling.

      “And mine. I learned my lesson after Tom and I split up. Remember when I had that little fling with— well, I never told you his name, did I?”

      “Is this the married man?”

      Francie nodded. “It didn’t get far, just a few dinners. About the fourth one, I think, I caught myself up. What the hell are you doing, Bennett? This is wrong on so many levels. So I broke it off.”

      “Is he still there, at the law firm?”

      “No, he moved on to greener pastures. Got a divorce, I think.”

      “Good, she threw him out.”

      “I was vulnerable, you know? I thought Tom was ‘it.’ But he wasn’t.” She shrugged and tried to look nonchalant. “Bygones.”

      Then a flashback popped into her head: her first date with the ‘married man.’ Simon was handsome and sexy. Gorgeous eyes, she remembered. They had an immediate flare of attraction when they met at the firm. Two years later, when he asked her to dinner because his wife was out of town and she was freshly divorced, she went willingly. After dinner there had been a heated kissing session in the car, despite what she told Merle. He wanted to go to her apartment. What stopped them? She tried to remember. He got a phone call. From his wife. That was the cooling-off point. They both came to their senses.

      She hadn’t allowed herself to get into that position again with him, although she did enjoy his company at dinner. He was funny and sweet. But he worked at the law firm. And he was married. She felt the flash of shame from that point in her life. Definitely a low point. She’d been trying to be the person she wanted to be ever since. So maybe Tom had made her life better.

      “Good old Tom,” Merle was saying. “What a mess.”

      Francie gave her sister a weak smile. “Truer words…”

      Merle scooted toward her and held out her fist. “Come on. Case of courage—“

      Francie bumped her own fist down on Merle’s and they reversed positions. “Bucket of balls.”

      “You’ll get through this, Francie,” Merle said. “You will. And don’t keep me out of the loop. That makes me sad.”

      Her pouty face made Francie smile. “We can’t have that.”
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        * * *

      

      Francie was three steps into the Prescotts’ lovely apartment when she saw him. Had she known somehow, that he’d be here? Had she hoped? Had she simply conjured him from her dreams?

      But no. That was him, all right, his back, broad in the shoulder. Wearing a blue sweater, his neckline untrimmed, hair curling over his collar. Francie froze as Merle and Pascal moved toward Brant Prescott, handing him the cake box and getting introduced. She saw Dylan Hardy move his head and his profile came into view, confirming her fears. She gasped and turned her back, fiddling with her raincoat buttons.

      Suddenly a large woman with a cheery face was in front of her. “Hello! You must be the new ladies my husband invited. Can I help you with your coat?”

      She wore a flowered apron, splattered with something, over a polka dot blouse and skirt with daisies embroidered on it. She had a kind face with round cheeks, dancing eyes, and a messy tousle of dyed blond hair. She peered closer at Francie who stood frozen to the spot.

      “Are you all right? You look flushed.” The hostess turned to her husband. “Brantley dear! Open a window. It’s too warm in here!” Back to Francie she gestured at her buttons. “Your coat? It will be fine now. Brant is opening the windows. Come now, you must have a glass of wine. You don’t prefer water, do you? Maybe because of the warmth? One of each then.”

      After handing over her raincoat Francie allowed herself to be drawn by Mrs. Prescott into the side of the kitchen where a sink had been filled with ice and various bottles. “Anything you’d like, dear. I like them all, red or white. Sparkling or flat. Pick your poison!” She chattered on as she went to check on her pots on the range. It was a friendly, casual kitchen, the kind that welcomed strangers and friends and dogs. Francie shook herself and regained her composure.

      “I didn’t catch your name,” she called across the room. “I’m Francie.” She poured herself sparkling water. She did feel overheated. Or embarrassed or something.

      “I’m Vera,” the cook replied. “I hope you like cassoulet. I try to make it once a year, usually when it’s cold and damp. A little late this year but, oh, well!”

      “I adore cassoulet,” Francie said, trying to remember what was in the stew. “Duck confit and all that, right?”

      At that moment Brant Prescott burst in. He was as round as his wife, and as friendly, introducing himself and pumping her hand. “So happy to see new faces. A treat. I was told your sister and her friend like wine but what sort, do you think? Red?”

      Francie picked out a rosé for her sister and a red for Pascal. She followed Brant into the living room. She had to find her sister. The room had more people in it than she’d seen as she entered. Three obvious couples— she was an expert on this now— and a variety of singles mingled in the small sitting room, spilling into the dining area and out on the terrace. She tried to sweep her eyes quickly, not stopping on Dylan.

      Definitely not stopping.

      “Francie,” Merle whispered, appearing at her side. “That’s him, right?”

      Francie turned, jumping at the hiss in her ear. She blinked rapidly.

      Merle continued unabated: “Dylan Hardy?”

      “Shhhhh.” Francie rolled her eyes. “Is he looking?”

      “He’s checking out your ass.” Merle tried not to laugh and failed.

      “Oh, shit,” Francie mumbled to herself as the color crept back up her neck. “I thought that was him. What should I do? Can I feign sudden illness?”

      Merle fake-laughed, throwing back her head. “Oh, sweetie,” she said loudly.

      “Stop it,” Francie whispered. “People will think you’re insane, remember?”

      Merle collected herself. “He’s moving away. I think I scared him.”

      “Of course you did. But the question remains: what am I going to do?”

      “Eat dinner. Have a glass of wine. Relax and enjoy yourself. You know that old adage— never let ‘em see you sweat?” Merle nodded, right up in her face. “That’s what you’re going to do.”

      Francie took a breath. “Okay, okay. You’re right. But I need that wine— now.”

      By the time they were called to sit at the long table for dinner Francie had sipped through the small glass of wine that Pascal had brought her, a nice Sancerre with a buttery glow. It reminded her of the fabulous bistro in the middle of France where she and Merle had once dined. She had calmed enough to move normally, stepping toward the table, wondering who she would be seated with. Surely they would put her with Merle, maybe between her and Pascal.

      But no. Tiny place cards marked their spots. She found hers at the end of the table, next to Vera Prescott who presided at one end. On her left elbow: Dylan Hardy. Their eyes met quickly as they pulled out their chairs and sat down.

      Calm. Breathe in, breathe out. Francie remembered the courtroom rituals that their eldest sister had taught them all. Hold your breath, count to ten, let it out slowly in a slow sip through your mouth. By the time she got to seven she felt lightheaded and gulped a new breath. And felt ridiculous.

      “Dylan.” She turned to him and he looked up from fiddling with his napkin. “What a surprise.”

      “We meet again. Paris has some magical powers, it seems.” He gave her a tiny smile and looked away.

      His words were intriguing but his tone left no doubt. It was cold, dismissive. She felt the words stab her heart. She looked down the opposite side of the table for Merle and caught her eye. She smiled and raised an eyebrow. Francie shrugged, noncommittal.

      Yet it was obvious. Whatever schoolgirl crush she’d felt revived by his appearance along the Seine was ridiculous. There was no there there. No us. She felt like a fool. But in a way it would make things easier. They were just acquaintances, people who once knew each other but no longer did.

      Vera Prescott was gabbing to the person on the other side of her, a well-preserved British lady of a certain age. They were discussing the weather and flowers. “Everything seems awfully late this year, doesn’t it?” the lady said in a posh accent.

      “Have the pink trees bloomed?” Francie said, aware of her intrusion into their conversation but not caring. “The ones on the islands in the Seine? I thought I saw some but then I never found them.”

      Vera and the British woman looked at her with the strangeness she deserved. “The plum trees?” Vera asked. “They bloomed two weeks ago. And the magnolias too.”

      “Ah. So I’m late, not the trees,” Francie said nonsensically.

      “Are you staying long in Paris,” the British woman asked. “I’m Millie, by the way.”

      “Hello, Millie. No, not long. I’ve been helping an American student who got himself into some trouble here. But I’ve found him a good lawyer so I’m done, more or less.”

      “Oh, you should stay on,” Vera said. “The gardens are only going to get prettier. April is usually in full bloom by now.”

      Francie smiled and ate her soup. It was creamy asparagus and delicious. She concentrated on it with a fervor. This dinner party was going to drag on for hours. She ran a litany of excuses through her head: stomach cramps, early flight, food allergies, fainting spells. All seemed ridiculous.

      Dylan cleared his throat. “So, the lawyer worked out?”

      “Oh, yes. I’m sorry I didn’t get back to you. Monsieur Caillaud was very helpful.”

      “I’m glad.” She looked up and his eyes smiled at her. That was confusing.

      “The only problem is getting him out before trial.” Legal discussion was safe. Strictly professional, that was the way to play it. “No bail or whatever for him, it appears.”

      “That’s unfortunate.”

      “If you saw that prison—“ She shuddered. “But he’s a foreigner. They think he’ll skip, I guess.”

      “Did you visit him in prison?” Dylan asked as the soup bowls were taken away by a young man.

      Francie nodded. “Fresnes. Have you been there?”

      “No. Is it as bad as they say?”

      “It’s pretty horrible.” She looked around the table at the happy diners. “I can’t describe it at dinner.”

      “And Yvon Caillaud. He said no pre-trial release?”

      “No chance. And it may take a year until trial.”

      Vera Prescott was listening in. “What are his charges, dear?”

      “Drug trafficking,” Francie said. The older ladies looked shocked. “He says he’s being set up.”

      “What do you think?” Dylan asked.

      “It’s possible, I guess.”

      The next course was set in front of them, a large bowl of cassoulet, rich with duck sausage, confit, and beans. Francie complemented Vera and hoped silently that she didn’t have to eat it all. The creamy soup had made her full.

      Dylan was pouring red wine into her glass. She moved to stop him then dropped her hand to her lap. He poured himself an equal amount and passed the bottle down the table.

      “What does the Embassy say, if I may ask?” Dylan said.

      “I don’t know really. I never found anyone interested in his case.”

      “Because, drugs,” Vera said, nodding knowingly.

      “Have you spoken to the legal attaché?” Dylan again.

      “I don’t think so. What’s his name?”

      “Walker Crum. He’s only been here a year or so but he’s been around Europe. He can help you if anyone can.”

      Francie felt a rush of gratitude. He still was helping her. Did that mean anything besides he was a good person? “Can you—?”

      Dylan looked up. “Put you in contact? Of course.” He picked up his wine glass. “We forgot to toast.” He waited expectantly until she got the message, picked up her wine glass, and clinked it on his. “Santé.”

      She repeated the toast to good health and took a small sip of the wine. It coated her tongue with blackberries and smoke. Delicious.

      Dylan nodded appreciatively to Mrs. Prescott. “Très buvable, madame.”

      The rest of dinner flew by in a blur of chit-chat about American and British topics— politics, soccer, books, movies, and gardens. Francie kept her peace, concentrating on not drinking enough wine that someone would refill her glass, and feeling the odd sensation of Dylan next to her.

      Just when it seemed the dinner would never end it suddenly did. Brant Prescott rose at the far end of the table and clapped his hands. “That’s all, folks,” he said cheerfully. The guests chuckled, amused by his abruptness but all sated with French deliciousness. The chocolate cake that Merle bought was very much enjoyed. Even Francie had a sliver.

      They all pushed in their chairs, then split off to find coats and venture out into the night. Francie found Merle and Pascal.

      “That was lovely. I should go tell Brant thank you.”

      The host was surrounded by guests. “It’s all right. I told him for you,” Merle said. “Are you eager to go?”

      “Let’s walk this off.”

      The coats were on a bed down the hall. The guests crammed the hall, trying to get in. Pascal elbowed his way in for them. When he reappeared with his and Merle’s coats he was smiling. “I couldn’t find your coat, Francie.”

      Then, behind him, there was Dylan Hardy, holding her red raincoat.

      “Is this yours?” he asked her.

      “It is.” She turned and let him ease her into it. “Thanks, Dylan. It was good to see you tonight. And I’ll be looking for that attaché’s information from you.”

      “Dylan is staying in the First. He can walk back with us?” Pascal said with fake innocence. “Okay, ladies?”

      Francie shot Merle a look. Her older sister just smiled. What could anyone do when confronted with the romantic intrigue of a Frenchman?

      “Of course.” She smiled at Dylan. He was stone-faced with politeness. He wasn’t telegraphing his feelings at this point, but he’d agreed to walk back with them. She sighed, unable to read men after all these years.

      They walked down the stairs with a clattering crowd of diners, some of whom Francie never got around to meeting. They all appeared tipsy and happy, expounding on the dishes and the company. At the sidewalk they split off into groups, some walking north, some south, some to cars, some to the Métro. The Bennett sisters and the two men headed south along the canal. The still water reflected the streetlights and the neon of storefronts, sparkling in the evening mist.

      They walked four abreast for a block then Merle and Pascal picked up their pace, linking arms and skipping ahead. Francie sent her sister a silent curse and smiled at Dylan. He didn’t look up, watching his shoes with hands deep in his coat pockets. Merle and Pascal increased their lead to nearly a block. She could hear them scheming and giggling.

      Finally, unable to handle the silence anymore, she said, “So, you live in the First Arrondissement?”

      Dylan startled then smiled. “No. Just staying at a colleague’s flat while he’s in New York. The firm does that sometimes, when it works out.”

      “Oh, like a house swap?”

      “Only he’s not staying at my place. It’s too far out of the city.”

      “Where are you these days? I’ve completely lost track.” God, she sounded like an airhead.

      “White Plains. You?”

      “Greenwich. I don’t live right in the town though. Too pricey.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      A thought popped into her head. Merle thought he was single but she had to know for sure. “You’re married, right? I seem to remember hearing… her name’s Rebecca, right?”

      He paused. “Divorced. We have a daughter, Phoebe.”

      “Oh, lovely. How old?” This was like a college reunion, every bit as painful. As fun as going to the dentist. But at least he wasn’t married.

      “Eight. You have kids?”

      “Nope.”

      “Husband?”

      “Divorced like you.” Just a couple of lonely rejects, wandering around Paris.

      He nodded to himself, then looked up at her, making her slow her pace. “Actually I knew all that about you. I, you know, keep up.”

      She smiled at his confession. “Dylan Hardy, have you been stalking me?”

      He grinned. “More or less.”

      They started walking again but everything seemed different. His grin, for one thing. It sent chills.

      “Since we ran into each other here, or before?” she thought to ask.

      “Oh, both. Well, since my divorce. Just four years, that’s all.”

      “Just four years? Not a full-fledged stalker then?”

      A block of silent walking. Then he said, “Your sister and that French guy seem happy together.”

      “Oh, yeah. Pascal. He’s a cop here. He’s pretty amazing. Can you tell he almost died about six months ago? This nut-case locked him up in a museum and he almost starved to death.”

      “Wait— I heard about that. Was it in the papers? Down in the south somewhere?”

      “Right. And my sister found him and saved him. They have, like, this magical bond. She led the police to him.”

      “Wow.” He looked ahead wistfully into the mist, at Merle and Pascal.

      “I know,” Francie said softly. “Wow.”

      “Magical bond,” Dylan repeated softly. “I like that.”

      They crossed busy streets and ventured into the Marais. Francie forgot to ask him where his apartment was exactly. They floated, each unwilling to break the spell. Then, as they reached her block, she had to break the silence.

      “If you knew I was divorced, Dylan, why didn’t you call?”

      He stopped and faced her. “Should I have?”

      Francie opened her mouth to say something frothy and silly— always her go-to stance when she might be embarrassed— but stopped when she saw his face. The golden light of an old streetlamp shone against his cheek. His jaw muscle twitched, betraying the flint in his eyes. All was not forgiven. And why should it be? She had dumped him. Years ago, sure, but she dumped him.

      His eyebrows were lowered, giving his face deep shadows. He looked menacing, or at least angry. Francie lowered her chin, trying to think of what to say, how to make up for her actions. How many years had it been? Fifteen? Seventeen? That obviously made no difference to Dylan.

      He made no move, no turning away. So she squared her shoulders and pushed back a strand of loose hair.

      “I’m an idiot, Dylan. Still. But I was really an idiot back in law school.”

      She looked up at him, hoping her words were some solace. She had hurt him, more than she knew. When he continued staring at her, she whispered, “I’m sorry. So, so sorry.”

      He broke the stare then, looking down the sidewalk where Merle and Pascal had disappeared. He closed his eyes for a long moment and said, “I never got over you. I think I married Rebecca because she had red hair, like you. You were always there, in my marriage, that’s what she said.”

      She wanted to touch his arm, his cheek, but held herself back. It wasn’t fair to him after all she’d done. Instead she told him, “My ex-husband looked a lot like you too.”

      “What’s he like, your ex?”

      “Well, he’s dead. Did you find that out?” He shook his head. “He died in a car accident last year. He drank— a lot. He was a pilot. We took lots of trips, all over the world. That was fun, but he wasn’t much fun. Not when he drank.”

      Dylan’s nostrils flared. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No. Not physically. Just here.” She patted her chest, over her heart.

      “I know what that’s like,” he mumbled.

      They walked slowly toward the apartment building. At the door Francie turned and said, “Why do you think we both ended up in Paris? Was it some kind of wild French coincidence? Or did you hack into my email?”

      He smiled. “Just magic.”

      “The magic of Paris? Or of second chances?”

      He moved closer to her. “Do you believe in second chances?”

      She didn’t recognize her own voice when she said, “I believe in everything.”
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      The coffee shop was a typical student hangout, near the University of American Business in the 19th Arrondissement, a place called Le Mieux, or The Best. The front faced east and the morning was sunny for a change. Francie ordered a café au lait and took it to a bench on the sidewalk. She perched on one end, trying to blend in while listening to customer chatter.

      This was the closest coffee shop to the business school. She had forgotten to ask Reece where he hung out but based on the English spoken here, she thought this was a good guess. She took out her phone and thumbed idly through photos of Paris she’d taken while she eavesdropped.

      Last night buzzed in her head. Dylan had never gotten over her: it amazed her she could have that effect on anyone. She wasn’t that sort of a woman, in her experience. She was just as likely to be rejected, to have her heart broken, like Tom had done to her. Dylan had put his arms around her and she’d laid her forehead on his shirt, his warm chest where she’d felt so safe years before. They hadn’t kissed. It seemed too early, too scary. What might happen if they fell madly in love again and hearts were broken— again.

      And yet. She’d hardly slept, a frisson in her blood. Merle had admitted that she had moved the place cards around on the Prescott’s table so that she and Dylan sat together. It was harmless, Merle cried, smiling broadly. Pascal hadn’t let Merle stay up and talk however. Francie didn’t mind. She didn’t want to discuss Dylan. She didn’t know what she’d say.

      So many years had passed. Did she even know him anymore? How could she? He couldn’t know her despite his cyberstalking. Which was a little troubling in itself. What did four years of obsession with an old girlfriend mean? Was he a little off?

      She took a deep breath and promised to keep an open mind. She would probably be going home in a few days anyway. Maybe she’d see him back in the US, maybe not.

      A group of American or Canadian students walked into the café and stood in the line just inside the door. Francie scooted closer to listen to them.

      “There’s some house music or, you know, electric swing. Let’s try to make it on Thursday, okay?”

      “Where is it?”

      “Somewhere on the other side of Paris. We’ll have to take the RER.”

      “Who’s coming?”

      “I talked to Whitney. She said they would try. I think one of them has an exam on Friday.”

      “Bummer.” General laughter. “Never stopped me.”

      Francie got up and stood in line behind them. They continued to plan an outing to a musical event and talk about various friends. Finally, she tapped one on the shoulder.

      “Excuse me, hi.” She flashed her smile. “Are you guys students at the American Business U? Sorry, I couldn’t help overhear.”

      They assured her they were and didn’t seem concerned with her butting into their conversation. “So do any of you know Sami Amoud? He was a student here last semester.”

      A pause while several students glanced around. A young man with a hipster beard said, “Yeah, we remember him. He’s gone though.”

      “Gone? Do you know where he went?”

      A young woman with an eyebrow piercing frowned at her. “Who wants to know?”

      “I’m a friend. Actually I’m a friend of his roommate. His old roommate.”

      The line shuffled forward and the students turned away from her. They knew who Sami’s roommate was, and what had happened, apparently. She let them order their coffees and as they stood to one side, waiting, she decided to come clean.

      “I’m trying to find friends of Reece Pugh. I’m working with his legal team.” She looked at each of them, pleading with her eyes. “If you know anyone who might be able to tell me anything about what happened in December, it would really help.”

      “Where is he?” another woman asked.

      “In prison. It’s nasty, I won’t lie. I’m trying to get him out on bail but we have no information about what went down here. The police aren’t very forthcoming.”

      “Pigs,” the hipster mumbled.

      “That sounds about right,” said another man.

      Francie waited for someone to crack, to open up. “Please, if you know somebody who might be able to help?”

      Their coffees came out and one by one they picked them up at the counter and went outside to sit at a table, ignoring her. The last to order was a young woman in a flowered skirt, combat boots, and a ratty shawl around her shoulders. She turned to Francie before exiting the café.

      “Look. We don’t know anything. But Jean and Victoria might. They, you know, party.”

      “He mentioned them. Do you know their last names or where they live.”

      “On Rue Défense, right on the corner.”

      “The corner of what?”

      “This street. Down there.” She gestured to the south. “Ask at that shop on the corner, the tea house.” She looked outside. “I have to go.”

      Francie left her cup on the counter and let the woman meet up with her friends before she left the café. She turned left on the sidewalk and walked to the corner. No tea house but this wasn’t Rue Défense. She kept going. On the next block she found the street, but there were apartment buildings on all four corners. Where was the tea house? She spun around until she realized it was right behind her.

      The tea house had no visible sign. A small placard in the window advertised a popular brand of tea and had a lineup of pretty porcelain cups on the sill. It was dark inside, with walls painted deep violet and gray. A few tables were occupied with more students and the counter was manned by a large, red-haired man with a goofy grin.

      “What’s yer poison?” he asked her in an Aussie twang, then let loose a litany of flavors of tea while gesturing to a wall of jars displaying them.

      She mimed contemplating all the delectable mixtures then gave up and smiled at him. “Hi, I’m Francie.” She stuck out a hand and he pumped it. His name was Eli, he said. “Eli, I’m not really looking for tea today. I’m trying to find two students who live upstairs, I think. Jean and Victoria?”

      His eyes sparkled. “Vicky Victoria and Jeanie Jean? They’re my favorite customers!”

      “And they do live upstairs?”

      “Fourth floor. Party central, I hear.” He leaned in. “I’ve never been invited up— yet.”

      “Me either,” Francie said. What a swell guy. “I hope they invite you soon. I hear they give great parties.”

      “Oooh, yeah.” He scratched his ribs.

      She looked at her watch. It was close to 11 a.m. now. “I wonder if they’re home.”

      “I should think so. They always come down first thing. And it being Sunday they’re probably having a little lie-in. That’s the usual.”

      “Thank you so much, Eli. You don’t happen to know their actual last names, do you?”

      “Poof, no way. But I can call up there and ask if you want.”

      “Oh,” Francie said. “You have their phone number?”

      “Sure. We sometimes send a pot up. They’re good customers and all.” He rummaged around on a messy bulletin board above the cash register. “Here it is: V + J. You want me to call?”

      “I can do it.” Francie pulled out her phone. “Read me the number.”

      With effusive thanks to Eli Francie went back out onto the sidewalk to look for the door to the apartments above. She found it down the side street. It was a pretty building in the Haussmann tradition but just a little rundown. The wood door was weathered, the varnish peeling. A row of buzzers lined the frame on the right side, the names next to them faded or missing.

      Francie stared at her phone for a minute then punched in the number. It rang six or seven times then with a clunk and a curse, a woman answered. “Yeah?”

      “Hi, is this Victoria?”

      “No, just a sec.” Shouting then another voice came on.

      “Hey-ho, Vic here. Who’s that?”

      Francie hadn’t really rehearsed this completely in her mind. But now it was too late so she plunged ahead. “Victoria, my name is Francine Bennett. I’m a friend of Reece Pugh. I wonder if you have a minute or two to talk.”

      “About Reece?”

      “Yes. I’m downstairs.”

      “Huh. Okay. Hey, hit the buzzer, Jean!”

      The door buzzed and unlocked. Just like that.

      

      The girls were in various states of undress: pajama bottoms, robes, tank tops. Both had long, dark hair, tangled and unwashed. Victoria was the prettier one but her eye makeup from yesterday was smeared in large black circles around her eyes. Or maybe it was some new fashion, Francie thought, feeling old and schlumpy around these two young things.

      They sat at a cluttered table in a dining nook, drinking tea and eating shortbread cookies from a metal tin. Francie held the warm mug they offered and smiled at them. Friendly girls, she thought. How will this go down?

      “So you’re students at the University of American Business?” she asked, starting off light. They both nodded, mouths full of shortbread. “Do I detect accents? I’m American. Aussie?”

      Jean raised a hand. “Guilty. She’s a Brit.”

      “Welsh actually,” Victoria said. “We’re touchy about that.”

      “This University really attracts people from all over. That’s so cool.” Francie smiled, wondering how idiotic she sounded. “So. Reece.” They pulled faces. “Yeah, it’s sad. I’ve seen him in prison and it’s not going well.”

      “Poor thing,” said Jean.

      “You knew him well, did you?”

      “Not terribly well, wouldn’t you say, Vic?”

      “Oh, no. But we liked him. Loads.”

      “He came up for parties and other— events? That’s what he said.”

      “Few times,” Jean said.

      “What about any of his other friends? Did he bring anyone with him to parties? A girlfriend, or his roommate?”

      They looked at each other, thinking. Vic said, “I don’t remember anyone.”

      “I remember his roommate,” Jean said. “Kind of a nut ball.”

      “Oh? In what way?”

      “Super shy, you know? In a way that kinda creeped you out. Just staring around at everyone but not doing nothing, ya know?” Jean shrugged. “That Arab guy, Vic.”

      “Ooooh. Him.” Victoria nodded. “He was freaky. He wouldn’t talk to women, like it was some Islam thing, I guess? Or maybe just him. But he wouldn’t leave either. We tried to get him to go fetch us some vodka and he refused.”

      Francie thought about that. “Did he drink? He is a Muslim, right?”

      “Oh, he drank,” Jean said. “Everybody else’s liquor.”

      “He was kind of a mooch,” Victoria said.

      “I know this is kind of— personal. But did people do drugs at these parties?”

      Vic and Jean just looked at her behind hooded eyelids.

      “Okay. I had to ask.” The answer was obvious. “Did Reece do drugs? Or bring them to your parties?”

      “I can’t say if he did or not,” Victoria stated blandly. “I’m not his mother, ya know.”

      Jean just shrugged.

      “So you weren’t surprised that he got arrested.”

      “Not saying that,” Victoria said. “What did he get pinched for anyway?”

      Didn’t they know? Francie said, “Cannabis, cocaine, heroin, pills.”

      Jean made a face. “Oy. That’s bonkers.”

      “They think he’s a dealer,” Francie said. “He could go away for years.”

      Victoria stuck out her lower lip in a pout. Jean slumped in her chair. But they were silent.

      “If you know anything, or anyone, who could help Reece, he would so appreciate it. His parents would too.”

      “Ask that roomie,” Vic said. “He probably knows the whole of it.”

      “Sami? Do you know where I can find him? I think he’s dropped out of the University.”

      “No shit,” Jean said. She rummaged on the table and came up with a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. They watched as she struggled to get her cigarette lit.

      Victoria stared at Jean’s progress on the cigarette as Francie tried not the wrinkle her nose at the smoke. “Anything else you can think of?”

      “Sorry, ma’am,” Vic said, waving a hand at the smoke. “Christ, Jean. At least give me one.”

      Francie left them her card, writing in her cell number on the back. “In case you think of anything else,” she said as she let herself out. She stepped down the four flights of stairs which were littered with trash. As she reached the bottom a voice called out from above.

      “Hey, you, what’s-your-name lady.”

      It was Victoria, holding her robe shut as she leaned over the railing. Her long hair almost obscured her face.

      “Yes?”

      “There’s a Muslim guy who hung out with the roomie sometimes. His name is Zuhair something. I think he works at the library.”

      Exciting as that lead from the two students was, it went nowhere. Nobody at the University library, a small, three-room suite on the second floor of the main campus building, had heard of anyone named Zuhair.

      Francie sat in a lounge on the ground level, a student gathering place, trying to decide what to do next. She eyed various students and wondered if anyone would talk to her, especially as it concerned drugs. When she was in college, or law school, she would never have told a stranger a thing about anyone relating to drug use. It was like a club you weren’t in if you were straight.

      She’d been staring into space for about ten minutes when she noticed a girl with a backpack and jeans studying a bulletin board covered with leaflets and notices. Francie got up and slowly walked in that direction. The girl was reading something at the bottom of the board. She reached toward it, tore off a tab at the bottom, and walked away, stuffing the tab in her pocket.

      The notice she’d been reading was about a part-time job, translating from French to English. The tabs at the bottom all had the same telephone number on them. Half had been torn and taken.

      Francie surveyed the board. Now she could see tape that sectioned off into different topics: Employment, Housing, Events, General Info. This must be where Reece had put up his flyer for a roommate. In the Housing section several well-thumbed flyers were tacked up. People looking for female roommates, male roommates, ‘extremely clean’ roommates, ‘study club’ roommates, ‘devout and mannered roommates’ and the like. Most of the tabs were gone from these flyers. It was already midway through the spring term. Everyone had their housing worked out apparently.

      Francie had an idea. She had seen a copy center with computers at the far end of the ground floor. Paying for an hour on a computer, she made up a quick and dirty notice, asking for information about Reece Pugh or Sami Amoud, first semester students. ‘Strictly Confidential,’ she typed in a big font. Along the bottom she did the phone number thing, dozens of vertical times. She made three copies of it, bought a box of thumb tacks, and tacked it up on the bulletin board under Housing. She tacked a second one up under General Info. Wandering the building she found another message board near the women’s restrooms in the basement and tacked up the third one there.

      By this time she was exhausted. It was three o’clock and she’d skipped lunch, and breakfast, if she remembered correctly, except for that coffee. What were Merle and Pascal doing? She texted Merle who wrote back immediately:

      ‘At a café near Luxembourg Gardens: get over here now! I need details on you know who!’
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      “So? Tell me all of it.” Merle wrapped her hands around a cup of tea, the remains of a salad on a plate nearby. Pascal, she’d said, had to run off and work again. Francie had just taken a bite of a ham sandwich. She held up a finger as she chewed. “Hurry up!”

      Francie washed down the bite with water. “Okay. So, nothing happened. We just talked. Got caught up. Don’t read too much into it.”

      Merle looked disappointed. “Oh. That’s it?”

      “He’s going to help me talk to somebody at the embassy. The legal attaché.”

      “So you’ll see him again.”

      Francie rolled her eyes. “It’s been fifteen years, Merle. Or more. We’re different now. He’s got a kid.”

      “That’s nice. You like kids. He’s divorced then?”

      “Yes. I told you last night.” She ate a pickle off her plate. “What if I told you he had been cyber-stalking me since his divorce?”

      “No! Seriously?”

      Francie nodded. “Knew everything about me.” Her cell phone buzzed in her pocket. She extracted it and stared at a text.

      “Is it Dylan?”

      “It’s a blocked number. Can people text you and hide their number?” She showed her phone to her sister with BLOCKED NUMBER in bold.

      “Apparently. What is it?”

      Francie read the text quickly, a chill passing over her. Someone had already taken her number off those signs.

      “It appears to be a threat.” She turned the phone again. Merle leaned in to read it.

      “STAY AWAY FROM UNI STUDENTS. NOTHING TO SEE HERE, BITCH.”

      Francie took a breath. “I left my number on some signs in the main University building, asking for information on Reece or his old roommate. I didn’t see this coming.”

      “You’re not going to reply, are you?”

      Francie shrugged. She had considered a smart-ass remark. But no, probably not a good idea. Still the text meant something. Like, she was close and someone didn’t like it.

      “What do you think it means?” she asked Merle.

      “Somebody saw you at the University. Heard you asking around?” Merle frowned. “Your name isn’t on the sign, is it?”

      “No. Just the number and a request for information.”

      “It must be someone you met. Who did you talk to?”

      “A guy at the copy center. A couple of students in the library. The tea house guy, Eli. Jean and Victoria, a couple of stoner party girls. A few other students who claimed to know nothing. One gave me the address of Jean and Victoria but the others stonewalled me. I went up to the girls’ apartment. I left them my phone number.”

      “Maybe it was one of those girls. Or somebody who watched you come out of their place.”

      Francie frowned, trying to remember if she’d been followed. “I guess. I wasn’t really looking.”

      Merle straightened and peered around the café. In mid-afternoon it was quiet, with only four or five tables occupied. It was a lovely old bistro, with wood paneling on the walls, glass chandeliers, classic bentwood chairs and marble-top tables. Francie watched her eye the customers, one by one, then did the same.

      “I don’t recognize anyone,” she whispered to Merle.

      “We’re probably just being paranoid. You would have noticed if someone followed you on the Mètro, right?”

      “It was pretty busy.”

      “Maybe we should go back and take down those posters. You don’t want your phone number all over the place.”

      “Actually I do. It’s already attracting attention. That means somebody over there knows something about the drug bust.”

      Merle looked skeptical. “How is that going to help Reece?”

      “I don’t know. But it might.”

      After they finished the late lunch, they took a leisurely walk through the gardens. They determined as they walked to not be paranoid and not look over their shoulders. That way lies madness, Merle declared. It was Sunday so lots of families, children, strollers, and other pedestrians were out enjoying the sunshine after so many gloomy, rainy days. Francie looked for trees in bloom but there were just tulips and daffodils. Pretty though, glistening in the sunshine. As they rounded the big fountain Francie’s phone buzzed again. She pulled it out and grimaced at her sister.

      “Another one?” Merle asked.

      Francie clicked on the message. “It’s from Dylan.”

      “Good.” She waited impatiently. “What does it say?”

      “He wants me to meet him for dinner. At some random place called Les Saisons.”

      “I wonder where he heard about that?” Merle laughed when Francie raised an eyebrow. “You must go.”

      “Strictly legal business.”

      “Of course.”

      

      When Francie showed up at the end of the narrow allée where Les Saisons was situated, she felt a flutter of nervousness. First date jitters? Oh, how ridiculous. She straightened her shoulders, turned on her heel, and headed toward the red-painted storefront. She got ten paces down the alley when she heard her name.

      “Hey,” Dylan called, breaking into a jog to catch up. “You’re early. That is so not done in Paris.”

      She glanced at her watch. “Am I? Then so are you.” She smiled as he caught his breath. He pushed back his hair in a gesture she remembered well. His hair wasn’t the same as back in law school. Now it was shorter and precisely cut, with trim sideburns, and a whiff of silver over his ears. But nice, and just long enough to come undone and flop over his forehead.

      “Well.” She smiled, trying to control her nerves. Had she worn the right outfit? Was a pink sweater too— something? Were slacks a turn-off? Should she have worn black, gone with a lower neckline, or a higher one? So many second thoughts. She didn’t have time for them. “Shall we?”

      Inside the warm, busy restaurant they were tucked in behind a table, sitting side-by-side against the wall, and in close proximity to diners on either side. This wasn’t Francie’s ideal set-up. When the waiter left she turned to Dylan.

      “Is this too cozy or is it me?”

      Dylan looked surprised. “We can fix it.” He pushed out the table again, inched out, and rearranged things so he sat opposite her. “Better?”

      “Much. Thank you. I like to see who I’m talking to. But the waiter is giving you a look.”

      “Don’t pay any attention to him. I’ll order an expensive bottle of wine and everything will be fine.”

      Dylan Hardy, it appeared, had morphed into an international sophisticate. Francie was stunned into silence, listening to him speak rapid French with the waiter, ask about various dishes and vintages, discuss some particular with a pinch of a finger. She blinked, catching herself remembering the take-out Mexican food they ate in law school, and the cheap beer they washed it down with. Dylan wouldn’t even get guacamole with his tacos because it cost extra.

      As the sommelier poured their wine she caught Dylan’s eye and smiled. “My, haven’t we grown up,” she whispered.

      Dylan wiggled his eyebrows adorably but waited until the wine steward had left before saying, “We’re not in Waxahachie any more.”

      Francie let a chuckle burst out of her. “I haven’t heard that one for awhile.”

      They raised their glasses and clinked them together. “What shall we toast to?”

      “Old friends,” she said.

      “Second chances?” he added.

      Oh, dear. This was moving right along. But what was she afraid of? “Yes, second chances.”

      After a taste of the wine Francie set to work on keeping the evening conversation about legal matters. She hadn’t been kidding about that with Merle. It seemed the safe tack to take, plus she really needed to figure out what to do about Reece. She asked Dylan about the legal attaché at the American Embassy and how she could get in to see him.

      “He’s really busy, of course,” she said. “So you’ll call for me?”

      “First thing tomorrow,” Dylan assured her.

      “I went over to the University of American Business. Just to snoop around, you know. I found some of the students he mentioned but they weren’t much help.”

      “When did this all go down?”

      “The bust? December. Almost four months ago. I wish I could find the roommate. I think he’s key. It looks like he’s flown. He’s not enrolled and nobody knows where he is.”

      The waiter arrived with a tiny cup of something orange, an amuse-bouche to awaken the taste buds. Whatever it was, melon soup perhaps, it was heavenly.

      “He’s Tunisian or something. Is there any way to track him down?”

      “Is he an immigrant, or a French citizen?” Dylan asked.

      “No idea.” She sighed.

      “Give me his name and I’ll see if I can find something in the databases we use.”

      Between courses they talked more about Reece Pugh’s case and where she might take it. While the food was in front of them they were both mesmerized by it, taking small bites to make the fabulousness last a little longer. Francie had no idea what she was eating and didn’t care. It was all too delicious.

      As the evening wound down Francie began to think of Reece, in his cell at that awful prison. What was he having for dinner tonight? Did they get good French food there? She doubted it. She felt guilty enjoying all this while he was locked up.

      And yet, what could she do? The threatening text wouldn’t stop her, although it was a bit creepy. She didn’t want to tell Dylan about it. He might get weirdly chauvinistic and tell her how to handle it. That would definitely spoil the mood. No, she would find a way to figure out who sent the text by herself.

      As they left the restaurant, floating down the cobblestones on a high tide of sated bliss, Francie pulled out her cell phone. “I’m going to text you the roommate’s name. Not positive about the spelling, but I appreciate if you can do a search, or a background search, or something.” She typed in ‘Sami Amoud’ and sent it off to Dylan. His phone pinged in his pocket.

      He took her arm. “You never stop, do you?”

      “What?”

      “Working for your clients. All through dinner, all we talked about was poor Reece.”

      She stopped and turned to him. “Are you dissing me?”

      He blinked. “I admire you for helping him when he, well, obviously is involved in illegal drugs in some way.”

      “You think? Yeah, he probably is.” They started strolling again, turning left at the corner to head to the river. “I got to know his mother a little. His parents weren’t going to help him at all. I couldn’t believe it. They were just going to let him rot in that horrible place. Thank goodness they decided to spring for a good lawyer. He’s good, isn’t he? Yvon Caillaud?”

      “So I’m told,” Dylan said. He had his hands in his pockets now. “We don’t do criminal work at the firm but we’ve referred cases to him before.”

      “And was he successful? Did he get them off?”

      Dylan glanced at her, frowning. No, she thought, the guilty rarely go free. And most are guilty. The French police were ruthless in their pursuit of justice. Pascal was anyway. And Reece Pugh? Mostly guilty, it appeared.

      At the Seine they walked under the glow of street lamps as the sky darkened. It was insanely romantic. Yet Francie couldn’t help but feel the weird disconnect that had crept into her mood. Reece would not be out strolling in the moonlight any time soon. His life, such as he knew it, was basically over.

      They walked silently for ten minutes then Dylan said, “It’s hard to give up on a client. Not that you have. It’s just— it’s hard to lose. I know, it’s happened to me, like everybody. We’re competitive. We want to keep fighting, filing more motions, making somebody pay for the injustice. But usually, you know— when it’s over.”

      They stopped on a bridge and watched the water move past, inexorably to the sea. Francie felt uneasy, unmoored, as if she would float away, down the dirty green river. She put her hands on the stone balustrade and asked herself the tough questions.

      Was it over for Reece? Was she beating her head against the wall? Was it time to go home and face the music about her sexual harassment problem? She felt like she was hiding out here. Back home Alice and Brenda were fighting for her, or at least she hoped. They weren’t strolling around the City of Light with old boyfriends. She didn’t deserve somewhere so lovely as Paris.

      She glanced at Dylan. He was frowning at the river too, his profile as strong and rugged as she remembered. If she hadn’t come to Paris would she have ever seen him again, sought him out? Would she have ever thought of him again? Maybe not. So why was she ruminating on her failures with Reece Pugh— a stranger to her really— when this gorgeous man was right here? Was she going to be an idiot again?

      She took his arm at the elbow, surprising him. “Give me your hand, Dylan,” she whispered. He removed it from his pocket and put it in hers. “And the other one,” she commanded. He obeyed, smiling. She put his hands together, palms in, and wrapped hers around them. There, she was sheltering him for once. It was only fair.

      “Whatever happens with ‘poor Reece,’” she said, mimicking his voice, “I am glad I came to Paris.”

      He looked into her eyes. She could see the ancient lamp posts reflecting gold light in his eyes. He looked surprised, and a little wary. Could she blame him?

      He blinked. “Are you?”

      “Oh, yes. Very glad.” And she kissed him.
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      Francie lay in the bed in the dawn light, a weak glow from the small, filthy window that faced the back alley. The ceiling held no answers as she stared at it, following cracks with her eyes as if they would end up at some eureka moment.

      Today she must decide when she was going home. She was leaning on the first available ticket but a small part of her hoped she could do more good here.

      And then there was Dylan Hardy.

      Their kiss on the bridge had been quite good, she thought. But he cut if off, turning away before it worked up to anything more than a bit of nostalgia for days gone by. He was cautious. She understood that. She’d broken his heart once and he didn’t want that to happen again. But he had been cyberstalking her for years. What did he want exactly? To just keep tabs on her from afar, make sure she wasn’t more successful than him? Make sure she never married anyone else? Stick pins in her voodoo doll?

      She sighed and sat up. Maybe it was for the best. She wasn’t in a good place right now, not with the sexual harassment claim against her. She hadn’t confided all that to Dylan. He’d probably agree with stupid Greg that she was some kinky dragon lady who liked torturing men.

      A knock on the door surprised her. She checked her watch— 6:15. Early for all of them. Merle’s voice came through the door: “Are you awake?”

      “Yes,” she called. “Come on in.” Merle opened the door, still in her robe, hair uncombed. “What is it? Has something happened?”

      “Pascal wants to talk to you before he leaves for work. Can you come out for a coffee with us?”

      Francie took a minute to brush her hair and wipe the mascara off her under-eyes. She tightened her robe sash and stepped out into the hall. Merle called from the sitting room to tell her the coffee was in there. Pascal and Merle sat on the sofa, sipping their coffee silently. Merle looked up and smiled at her sister.

      “Morning, sunshine. Here’s your coffee.”

      Francie took the third cup on the coffee table and perched in the upholstered chair. Had she done something stupid? She felt weirdly nervous.

      “You guys look serious.”

      Pascal sat forward, setting down his white cup. “I talked to some of the guys, at the Police Nationale. The narcotics guys, les Stups. They tell me you should stay out of this case. I don’t know. It seems odd to me. But that’s what they say.” He shrugged.

      Merle took up the baton: “For your own safety, Francie.”

      She frowned. “Is this about the text?”

      “What text?” Pascal asked.

      Francie stood up. “Let me get my phone.”

      “It’s not about the text,” Merle said. “The cops think it’s dangerous. Drug dealers are dangerous.”

      Francie ignored her sister and retrieved her phone from her bedroom. She flicked through to the weird text she’d gotten and handed the phone to Pascal. He read it, squinting, and handed it back.

      “The number is blocked. It could be from anyone who saw you at the University.” He rubbed his chin. “All the more reason to let it go, Francie. The guys in Stups say there are a lot of unsavory characters involved.”

      “Reece isn’t unsavory.” Francie sat down again. “Did you ask them about him?”

      “Yes. But they didn’t tell me much.”

      “Have they looked in his bank accounts? He can’t even pay for a lawyer so I don’t think he was getting rich dealing drugs.”

      Pascal glanced at Merle. “Drug dealers use cash mostly. No banks.”

      “So did they confiscate bags of cash? I didn’t hear about that.”

      Pascal shrugged. “I didn’t either. That doesn’t mean there wasn’t cash.”

      Merle tapped his knee. “Can you find out? If they didn’t find any cash in his apartment— or does he have a car?” Francie shook her head. “That might be significant for the defense. Don’t they usually find a stash?”

      “Most likely,” Pascal agreed. “Have they identified a partner?”

      “Not that I know of,” Francie said. “The roommate, the Tunisian guy, has disappeared. Maybe he was the partner and ran with the cash.”

      Merle looked perplexed. “It sounds like, to me, that the roommate turned him in to the cops. At least he let them into the apartment.”

      “There was a warrant, I believe,” Pascal said.

      “The roommate could have called the cops, told them about Reece’s activity.”

      “Why would he do that?” Francie said. “Was he afraid of Reece or something?”

      Shrugs all around.

      “I should go back to the prison. Talk to him again,” Francie said. “I’ll talk to Yvon.”

      “Who is Yvon?” Pascal asked.

      “The lawyer. Yvon Caillaud. Do you know him?”

      “Ah. By reputation. His is not so good, I’m afraid.” He glanced at each sister. “Last year he was avocat for one of my arrests. He was reprimanded by the judge several times for procedural errors during the trial. I was not impressed.”

      “Oh, dear,” Merle muttered.

      “Dylan Hardy told me they had sent several referrals to him,” Francie said. “But he admitted that his success rate was not great.”

      “No,” Pascal said. “But that is the nature of criminal work. The police put together a solid case. They have lots of time before trial to pin down everything, especially in high profile cases. Reece is possibly not so high profile.”

      “What does that mean?” Merle asked.

      “He may get his trial sooner, that’s all. I don’t know the particulars.”

      Francie felt discouraged. What could she do to help Reece? “Dylan is getting me in to see the attaché at the American Embassy. I’ll see if they will help. Then I’m going home. I’ve done all I can.”

      Merle stuck out her lower lip, pouting. “Phooey.”

      Pascal squirmed uncomfortably. “I didn’t mean you have to leave France.”

      “But I do,” Francie said. “It’s like a dream, coming to Paris in the springtime. Such a beautiful city. But I’ve found Reece a lawyer, and I need to go home and find one for myself.”

      He frowned. “For yourself?”

      Francie sighed. “I’ve been accused of sexual harassment, at my law firm. Supposedly I asked a junior associate for sexual favors related to a nonexistent promotion.”

      “But, no,” Pascal said, eyes wide. “It is not possible for the woman to—“

      “I’m afraid it is,” Merle said. “Not common but it does happen.”

      “And did he comply with your request?”

      Merle and Francie looked at each other and burst out laughing. “No, I didn’t do it, Pascal,” Francie cried.

      He looked embarrassed. “My mistake. Of course, a beautiful woman such as yourself would have no need of coercion.”

      “Thank you, Pascal.” Francie stood up. “Now, I have to get dressed. See you two later.”
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      When Francie had shut her bedroom door, Pascal spoke in a  confidential voice to Merle. “Blackbird, I am a little worried about this case.”

      “Why?”

      “I did not tell your sister but the detective that makes the arrest of Monsieur Pugh is operating under, shall we say, a cloud.”

      “A cloud of suspicion?” Merle asked.

      Pascal nodded. “There have been problems in the department. Some quite large problems.”

      “You mentioned that.”

      “Right, the cop with the fancy mas or new Mercedes. Then, if someone investigates, voilà. Cash disappeared from the headquarters, or the drugs from evidence. This detective has never been charged, but he was partners with one of the dirty ones.”

      “So this detective is—?”

      “Nothing official. I don’t know. But I am thinking, this University bust— you call it a bust? This bust is a little too neat. For instance, the roommate who disappears.”

      “And no cash found in the apartment.”

      He nodded. “If that part is true, it is significant, as you said. It could be there was no cash. That means what? He is an unsuccessful drug dealer? A failure to push drugs? I have never heard of it.”

      “Or the cop took it for himself?”

      “Possibly. Not out of the imagination. Or. . ..”

      “What?”

      “Or he was simply set up. Put in the frame, by the old parlance. By the roommate, by someone else.”

      “Or even by the cop,” Merle added.

      Pascal pointed at her. “He is under a cloud so he makes these busts, using drugs from evidence perhaps, or from his friends on the street.”

      “So he is— could he be protecting drug dealers?”

      “Nothing surprises me, blackbird. Nothing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Before Francie left for the embassy, she made plans to meet Merle for a late lunch. With an 11 AM meeting, who knew how long it would take. They decided on a reasonable time and planned to meet at an old-style ice cream parlor on the Champs-Élysées, near the American Embassy, that Merle had scouted out.

      She wanted to go with Francie to the embassy. Merle felt protective of her little sister after Pascal’s warnings. But Francie said no. She would go alone for what would probably be her last heroic task for Reece Pugh.

      “Is Dylan going with you?” Merle asked.

      He was busy, Francie explained. She would talk to him on the phone afterwards. This appointment wasn’t going to get Reece out of jail; she was sure of that. She wore jeans and boots with her red trench coat. She’d found a scarf like Merle’s in a tourist shop and tied it around her neck in a futile attempt to look French.

      The American Embassy sat just off Place de la Concorde, behind an impressive display of wrought-iron fencing, crowd barriers, and cement-filled drums that lined the curbs. After the wave of terrorist activity over the last few years nobody in France took any chances. Francie had seen sidewalk barriers going up everywhere, to help dissuade bad actors from mowing down pedestrians. It was all rather sad, she thought, but that was the way of the world.

      After a few wrong turns, trying to find the correct entrance, Francie showed her passport to a Marine guard and waited as she was checked out for entry. Trees in front of the elegant stone building were leafing out, a vivid green that gave an underwater glow to the sidewalk scene. Finally a tall man came to the gate and called to the guard. “I’m expecting Miss Bennett, it’s okay.”

      Another guard, a woman, stepped out to give her a light pat-down, then she was free to enter the embassy. The tall man was Walker Crum, the man she was meeting. They shook hands then he led her inside, up a flight of stairs, to his office.

      He sat behind his desk, a rangy, dark-haired man of 40 or so, with an FBI haircut. She glanced around his office. Ah, certificates from the actual Federal Bureau of Investigation. He was an agent then. “Legal attaché” seemed a nebulous term. She smiled at him, setting her purse on the floor.

      “As I said on the phone, I’m a lawyer back in the States. Connecticut, just north of New York City. Some friends and family of Reece Pugh asked me to look into his situation here, see if they could get him out on bail or something, at least until his trial.”

      “And when is that?” Crum asked. He had a soft Southern accent that was nice.

      “No idea. He was arrested in December and has been sitting in that terrible prison ever since. Fresnes, have you been there?”

      He nodded. “Not exactly the Ritz.”

      “No. His parents naturally want him in a better situation. But do they even have bail here?”

      “Not as frequently as in the US. He has a French lawyer?”

      “Yes. But I’m not sure how good he is. But at least he has someone.” She leaned forward. “I think more could be done, more investigations, more evidence from the police. They haven’t really given our side anything. Is there anything the US government can do?”

      “Drug trafficking, right? Probably a no-go with any sort of release. He’s a foreigner. Even without a passport he could jump on a ship or something.”

      “I suppose. So— ? No help?”

      Crum leaned back on his swivel chair that creaked loudly. He tented his hands on his midsection and squinted. “What have you tried?”

      Francie told him about going to his neighborhood, asking around for students he mentioned, finding the two stoner girls, and putting up posters in the main building.

      “I think I was onto something, I really do. I got a call almost right away after putting up those flyers with my phone number.”

      Crum’s eyes widened. “You used your real phone number?”

      “I don’t have any other one. I hoped someone would see it, and call me with information about Reece, or at least about his roommate. He’s a Tunisian student. His name is Sami Amoud. He’s disappeared.”

      Walker Crum was making a note of the names. “No idea where he is?”

      “No. He may have left the country for all we know.”

      “I may be able to track him down, if you think that would help.”

      “Oh, yes. Thanks.”

      “What did the person say, the call you got after you were over there?”

      “It was a text.” She reached into her purse for her cell phone. “Here it is.” She handed him her phone.

      He frowned. “Threatening. We could maybe do something with that.”

      “But the number is blocked. No telling who it’s from.”

      “Right.” He thumbed something on her phone. “Do you mind if I—?”

      “Go ahead.”

      “There’s an app we use. It reads the blocked number.” He fiddled with her phone for a few minutes. “Okay, so this is the number. Do you recognize it?”

      “You’re fast.” She glanced at her phone. “No. I don’t know who it is. Do you have a reverse directory thing?”

      He swung to his computer and quickly navigated to a phone number look-up, typing in the number. “No fixed place. That usually means Skype or Google phone, a prepaid cell. A burner maybe.”

      “So that’s that.” Francie sighed. “Well— “

      He had taken out his own cellphone and had it to his ear. He touched his lips with a finger. “Allo? Jean-Marie est là?”

      He listened for a moment and said, “English? Ah, bon. Yes, I speak English.” He now had a dishy French accent.

      “Some weed then? A bag. Oh, just one is all I can buy. Reece sent me.” He nodded at Francie. “Four o’clock. Behind l’Orangerie. Bon. Brilliant. Okay. Ça va.”

      Walker was grinning. Francie took back her phone. “What the— how did you do that?”

      “A trick the local gendarmes told me. All the kids call up and ask for Jean-Marie. It’s a code word for weed. You know, Mary Jane.”

      “Wow. Okay. So now what?”

      “I’ll call one of my gendarme contacts. They’ll meet the dealers.”

      “So that’s it?” She blinked her eyes. “How does this help Reece then? The dealers are going to squawk about him?”

      “We can hope.” He looked at her. “But seriously? Probably not. He’s not their supplier now. Maybe he never was. Maybe he was their competition and they put him in the wringer. The gendarmes will lean on whoever is there with the goods. That’s the best they can do.”

      “Who was on the line?”

      “Sounded like a man.”

      “Any accent?”

      “Aussie or Cockney. Irish maybe. Not too consistent though. Maybe a put-on job.”

      “One of the stoner girls was Australian. The other was British. Either one could have a boyfriend dealer, I guess. Or is good with voices.” She put her phone in her purse and stood up. “Thanks for your help, Mr. Crum.”

      He sat upright and raised a finger. “I thought of something else.” He waved her back in her seat. “You want to know all the charges, right? Or do you know them?”

      “Not exactly. Sure, that would be helpful.”

      Back on the desk phone the FBI agent read a business card and dialed a number. “Allo, bonjour,” he said. “Can you talk?” He nodded at Francie. “Just a quick look-up in the records, if you can. An American, Reece Pugh. P-U-G-H. Arrested in December.”

      He put his hand over the mouthpiece and said, “This will take a little while. Can you wait?” Ten minutes passed. Francie still had a half-hour to find the bistro where she was meeting Merle. She hoped this didn’t take too much longer.

      Crum grimaced his apology and read paperwork on his desk. Finally whoever it was came back on the line. “Yes? Great.” He grabbed a pen and began scribbling on a sheet of notebook paper. “Right. So cannabis, cocaine, amphetamines, and oxy. That’s it? No side charges? Thanks. Let’s get that glass of wine soon, d’accord?”

      He hung up and looked at Francie. “It’s not as bad as I thought. Cannabis, a little cocaine, some pills but not a huge amount. The street value is important because that’s how they decide sentencing and so on. No resisting arrest or anything like that.”

      “What about the heroin?” Francie asked.

      He frowned at his list. “She didn’t mention that.”

      “Seriously?” She reached out for the paper and he slid it over. No heroin was listed. Had she dreamed that? No.

      “Does heroin disappear from crime scenes, or maybe from evidence lockers?”

      Agent Crum raised his eyebrows. “Anything is possible.”

      “Can I keep this?” She tapped on the list he’d written out.

      He tore it out of the notebook. “Good luck.”
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      The bistro where Francie was to meet Merle sat on the far side of the Place de la Concorde, on the wide, leafy, gorgeous boulevard that was the Avenue de Champs-Élysées. Far down the boulevard sat the Arc de Triomphe, the huge central feature in the layout of Paris. Which triumph were they celebrating, Francie wondered. Napoleon? A World War? She’d have to look it up.

      The sidewalk tables were all full, surrounded by wrought iron fence work and lined with boxwood. The day had warmed and everyone wanted a piece of sunshine. But Francie turned toward the elegant Belle Époque ice cream parlor, pushing through brass-trimmed doors to find a red velvet interior complete with glittering chandeliers, grand mirrors, and a dusty bar. No soda fountain these days. Merle was waving from a booth set into one wall, having secured herself a small bit of sunshine from the window that overlooked a patch of grass and a nearby stone building.

      “Sorry, nothing available outside,” she said as Francie slid into the booth. “But I adore this old interior. So Gay ‘90s, isn’t it?”

      “Swingin’,” Francie replied, taking in the garish decor. It was so— gold. “I wonder why they keep it. Doesn’t seem too popular.” The bistro was nearly deserted inside, with just another couple and the Bennett sisters.

      “It’s historic,” Merle cried. “It’s like you could see characters from La Bohème in here. If they weren’t too sick to eat ice cream.”

      After they ordered from a stiff, bored young waiter, Merle asked Francie about her meeting at the embassy. Francie explained about the drug buy the FBI agent had set up.

      “The Orangerie? I know where that is,” Merle whispered. “We can go watch!”

      Francie frowned. “They might recognize me.”

      “Oh. Right.” Merle pulled out her phone. “I’ll just tell Pascal about it though. Okay?” She punched in his number, left a voicemail about the details, and hung up.

      “Then the other thing is,” Francie said, “that the heroin is no longer listed in evidence.”

      “What?”

      “It’s vanished. No listing of the heroin possession charge either. That sounds a little convenient for whoever works in the evidence locker.”

      “I’ll say.” Merle smiled at the two glasses of wine that arrived, taking a sip of rosé. “So maybe Pascal is right. That department is corrupt.  Did I tell you that?” Francie shook her head. “He told me that Reece’s arresting officer has been close to— that’s all he could say— close to a corrupt officer, one who got caught. Selling drugs or something. I did Google it the other day. The case he was talking about was a cop who had been stealing drugs from arrests and selling them on the street in cahoots with some gang leader. It was actually pretty easy to bust him, once they got wind of it. Not the brightest.”

      “But how do they get wind of it?” Francie asked. “Can a private citizen call in a tip?”

      “Not sure why they’d believe an anonymous tip or whatever. I’ll have to ask Pascal.”

      They ate their salads in silence. As their plates were removed and their bowls of ice cream ordered, Francie got out her phone. “I have to call Reece’s mom. I sent her a couple emails about what’s going on but I never heard back from her.”

      “I thought she demanded daily updates.”

      “She did for awhile. Maybe she’s not as hot to get Reece out anymore. I know how she feels. I’ve sort of cooled on the whole idea myself.” Francie punched in the number. “I made my reservation for Wednesday. For my flight home.”

      Merle put on her sad face again. “Double phooey.”

      The phone rang and eventually a machine picked up. It was Claudia Pugh’s home phone. Francie left a message, asking her to call. Then she hung up and called Claudia’s cell phone. After a number of rings a woman answered in a faraway voice.

      “Claudia? It’s Francie Bennett. In Paris.”

      “Oh. Yes. Francie.” She cleared her throat. “Yes. I’m here.”

      She sounded funny. “Is everything all right?”

      “Of course. What’s happening? Have you got Reece out yet?”

      Francie frowned. She’d already told Claudia that was unlikely. Was the woman trying to guilt her? “Like I said, that’s probably not going to happen. The French authorities consider him a flight risk, with or without his passport. But I did talk to the American Embassy. They’re doing what they can. They’ve been helpful.”

      “Tell her about the sting operation,” Merle whispered. Francie shook her head.

      “You understand?” Francie asked Claudia.

      “Yes. I— okay,” Claudia said weakly.

      “You sound— Are you at home?”

      “No, I’m— “ Her voice broke. “I’ve been admitted for observation. To the hospital.”

      “Oh, dear. What’s wrong?”

      “I tried to kill myself. But I didn’t have enough pills.” She laughed a harsh chuckle. “If only Reece were here I could get more pills.”

      Francie covered her eyes. “Oh, Claudia. I’m so sorry.”

      “I had a lot of vodka. Vodka is pretty cheap, did you know? You can get a really big bottle of it for ten dollars.” Francie bit her lip, unsure what to say. Claudia continued, as if telling her tale was therapeutic. “My ex, Harlan, remember him? The asshole?” Francie murmured a yes. “Harlan has been on quite a tear lately, about the house, and stuff he wanted to keep that I sold— like I was going to give it back to him suddenly? Like his stereo, you know? I mean, who cares? About Reece too. He’s back to being done with him, I’m afraid, Francie. There’s no more money coming.” She began to sob.

      Francie put her hand over the phone and whispered to Merle: “She tried to overdose with pills and vodka.” Merle gasped.

      “Listen, Claudia, you take care of you. I will do what I can for Reece. I promise. I’ll do everything I can. Reece will get released. He’ll see you soon.”

      A promise she’d never be able to keep, she realized, but sometimes a woman needed something to cling to.

      Claudia was still crying.

      “Harlan is a bastard, Claudia. He never deserved you. You have your whole life to look forward to— without him. You’ll find someone else. You were absolutely right in divorcing the creep. Don’t let him get to you. You’re better than that. You’re strong and resourceful. Don’t let him into your head. Will you promise me that?”

      She blubbered something then said goodbye. Francie punched the phone and nearly threw it down on the table. “Son of a bitch.”

      “The husband? What’d he do?”

      “He’s a bully with a temper. I don’t know what he did exactly but he rants. He’s a menace. He pushed her over the edge, I guess.”

      “Poor thing.”

      

      Francie felt so angry, at the whole situation— the Pughs, their problems, the French justice system. Her own inability to get anything done here. She and Merle walked back to the apartment but Francie was immune to the charms of Paris. Her mind raced with scenarios: find the heroin— and the heroin dealer, find Sami Amoud and make him talk, get a new lawyer for Reece. But how to get any of this done? She felt helpless.

      At least she could postpone her return home. At the apartment she changed her ticket to the weekend. She had to get home soon. She was contemplating what was going on at Ward + Bailee when her cell phone rang. It was Alice.

      “Hey, friend,” Francie said. “How are you?”

      Alice sighed. “I miss you. Everyone does.” She gave a bitter chuckle. “Except Greg of course.”

      “What’s happening? Have you heard anything from the Executive Committee?”

      “Oh, ah, they’ve met. But nobody’s talking. Strange, huh?”

      For notorious gossips, yes. “How are you holding up?”

      “Okay.” Alice’s voice was very small.

      “Are you sure? Can I help?”

      There was a long pause and it sounded like Alice was crying.

      “Alice? Talk to me. What’s happening?”

      Another pause, then a whispered ‘shit.’

      After word of Claudia Pugh’s suicide attempt Francie’s mind jumped to horrible places. “You’re scaring me, Alice. Tell me what’s going on. I can help you if you let me.”

      “There’s a guy. . ..” Her voice trailed off.

      “Where? At the office?”

      “Yeah. He keeps, you know, bugging me.”

      “Bugging you. To do what? Go out with him?”

      “Something like that. You know I don’t like everybody here. Some I really don’t like. I don’t get along with everyone. Some hate my hair and my clothes and can’t quit talking about them. Others seem to like them too much.”

      “Listen, Alice. You go talk to Brenda. Immediately. Today. Tell her who is bugging you, and what it’s about. This can’t go on. Tell her everything.”

      “She’s so busy. I don’t think she likes me either.”

      “She likes you. That’s just her public face. Talk to her. Do you want me to call her for you?”

      “No.” She sniffed then sighed. “I’ll do it.”

      “Promise?” Alice promised. She’d talk to Brenda today. Francie gave her another pep talk and hung up.

      Poor Alice. She needed to stand up for herself better. Who was bugging her, she wondered, and what did that mean exactly? The possibilities were endless.

      Francie stood up from the small kitchen table and stretched. She had to move, to do something. She checked her watch. It was nearly four o’clock, the time when the drug sting would go down. She stuck her head into the living room where Merle was on her laptop.

      “Hey, want to go to the Orangerie?”
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      Merle snapped her laptop shut. “You changed your mind? Excellent.”

      They walked down to the Rue de Rivoli and waited five minutes before an unoccupied taxi came by. They gave the driver directions to take the quickest way to the Musée de l’Orangerie, the full name of the old royal greenhouse now a modern art museum, in the Tuileries gardens at the opposite end from the Louvre. The driver crossed Île Saint-Louis and went up the other side of the Seine. Traffic was thick, stop-and-go.

      “We’re not going to be there in time,” Merle whispered, tapping her watch.

      Francie shrugged. At least they were out, charging toward adventure. “Maybe one of them will be late.”

      “Are you still worried whoever it is will recognize you?”

      “A little. You may have to go take a close peek.”

      It was ten after four by the time they paid the driver and jumped out onto the broad sidewalk at the far end of the museum. They paused, staring at the huge building.

      “Where do you think it will happen?” Merle asked.

      They faced the front entrance, on the narrow end, with its carved pillars. All sides of the museum seemed to be open to the public, without any cover for a clandestine meet-up. They walked quickly to the south side with its enormous windows facing the river. These greenhouse windows were once used to keep orange trees alive all winter. A row of small trees lined the walkway but they could see no one there.

      “Let’s go around the other way,” Francie said, tugging Merle as she backtracked past the entrance and around to the Tuileries side of the long building. They skirted a triangle of sad-looking lawn, walking toward the other end of the museum. As they turned at the tip of the triangle they heard the shots.

      Two pops, unmistakable. Merle stopped, grabbing Francie. “Oh God.”

      From the far end of the building shouting was heard. As they stood, frozen, a siren in the distance began to wail. Francie moved a little closer, her sister holding her back.

      “The cops must have shot him,” Merle whispered. “Or vice versa.”

      Over the next few minutes gendarmes ran to the scene, followed by an ambulance and more police vehicles which drove up on the gravel walkways of the Tuileries, sending pedestrians scurrying. The doo-wop of sirens filled the air, and the flashing lights flared brightly off the museum windows.

      A crowd began to gather. Merle and Francie joined in, inching closer, craning their necks. They moved left, to see better, and there it was: a pair of feet in worn white athletic shoes, presumably attached to a body. Medical personnel appeared to be working on the person. Police stood guard, holding back the crowd. Which policeman had been involved in the shooting was undetermined. Presumably he was not in uniform. Francie scanned the group of men near the shooting victim.

      But the main question was: Why had he shot the dealer? Was it a set-up to catch the narcotics cop? Did the cop also get shot?

      They waited until the victim was loaded into an ambulance and whisked away. “Come on,” Merle said. “It’s over.”

      “For that guy,” Francie said. “But what happened?”
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      They would have to wait until Pascal came home, late, to get details of the drug sting gone wrong. It was nearly nine o’clock and the sisters had gorged themselves on cheese, bread, and olives, and decided that was enough dinner for tonight. They sipped rosé and waited for Pascal. The sound of his boots on the stairs perked them up.

      Merle opened the door before he could get out his key. “Get in here,” she cried, kissing him quickly on both cheeks. “We’re dying of curiosity.”

      She poured him a glass of wine and pulled him into the living room. Sitting on the sofa next to him Merle urged him on. “So? What happened at the Orangerie?”

      He looked at each of them. “Have you heard then?”

      “About the shooting? Yes.” Merle was hesitant to tell him they were on the scene.

      “Who was it?” Francie asked. “Who got shot?”

      “Ah, well,” Pascal began, shrugging. “A sad business. The dealer seems to have pulled a gun on the officer. They struggled with it, and the dealer was shot. He hangs on in the hospital but it is not good.”

      “Do you know who the officer is, Pascal?” Francie asked.

      “By chance, I do. It is the same one who arrested Monsieur Pugh. Name of Milo Soyer. He is very busy.”

      “What? The one under the cloud? That’s convenient,” Merle said.

      “Is that normal? I mean, how many drug officers are there?” Francie asked.

      “Not too many actually. Ones who work undercover on the street like that.”

      “So just a coincidence?” Francie asked, rolling her eyes.

      He shrugged. “Not out of the ordinary.” Then he frowned into his wine glass. “This American at the embassy? He set this up?”

      Francie nodded. “He pretended to be a buyer on the phone. He said he was going to call one his friends in the Gendarmerie to meet the dealer.”

      He stared at Francie. “I think I must talk to this American.”

      “Do you want me to call him?”

      “See if he can meet us for a quick meal.”

      “Where?”

      Merle looked at Pascal. “Isn’t there a little brasserie near Les Saisons? What’s it called?”

      Francie was staring at her phone. “I’ve got it. The Lizard Lounge. Sounds perfect for us.”

      Walker Crum was still at work but offered to meet them in a half hour. The Bennett sisters and Pascal did a quick wash-up and were out the door in fifteen minutes, walking to the bar. The evening was mild and smelled like flowers. Where were the pink trees blooming now, Francie wondered. She looked in every direction to no avail. Maybe pink trees were a myth.

      Pascal ordered a fancy hamburger while the women stuck with a small glass of wine each. They fidgeted silently, waiting for the legal attaché. When he stepped into the pub Francie’s face lit up and she waved madly.

      “Easy, girl,” Merle whispered.

      Francie introduced Crum to the others. He took one look at Pascal’s burger and ordered himself one from the waiter. He sat back in his chair and smiled at the leather and wood brasserie, a bar by any other name. “I thought I’d been to every American pub in Paris.” The waiter brought him a whisky. He raised it to them. “Here’s to discoveries.”

      “So you’ve heard what happened at the drug buy, right?” Francie asked after he’d got going on his burger.

      He shook his head, swallowing food. “Did it go down?”

      “Someone went down,” Merle said.

      Pascal leaned forward. “A man was shot, the dealer presumably.” Crum looked surprised. “By the undercover detective who claims the dealer pulled out the gun and they struggled with it. So we need to know who you called to set this up.”

      Crum examined Pascal. “You’re Nationale? Why not ask them?”

      “I’m in a different division. This is unofficial at this point.”

      “Ah, unofficial.” He took another sip and made a decision. “Well, unofficially my contact at Nationale is the third in command. You’ll know who I mean. Unofficially speaking.”

      Pascal frowned, presumably trying to remember who held that position. “Third? But there are three assistant deputy commanders.”

      “But only one who deals with narcotics— les Stups,” Crum said.

      Pascal’s eyebrows jumped. “Ah. Yes. Of course.” He turned to Merle and whispered, “Again. The cloud.”

      Merle made a face.

      “I would recommend, monsieur— unofficially— that you reconsider the use of said commander until further notice,” Pascal intoned.

      Crum shoveled burger into his mouth. He chewed, swallowed, and carefully wiped his mouth on the cloth napkin. “Well, when guns are involved, one can’t be too careful.”

      They left the bar together, parting at the corner from the attaché who loped off alone. The  other three walked back to the apartment. As they were walking across the pretty little square, Francie stopped.

      “You never said who the victim was, Pascal. Do you know?”

      Pascal and Merle, arm-in-arm, paused too. “I didn’t hear the name. Tomorrow perhaps.”

      “Do you know anything about him? Was it a man?”

      “A young man. A foreigner, I believe. Australian was the rumor.”

      Francie frowned. “Do you know where he worked? Was it a tea shop on Rue Défense?”

      Pascal looked surprised. “How did you know?”

      “I met him. His name is Eli.”
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      Francie waited in the outer offices of Yvon Caillaud’s law firm again, secure in the knowledge that she had worn a clean blouse today. She’d called him early that morning and he said he would make time for her. It was almost lunchtime, so the meeting wouldn’t be long.

      Yesterday’s bombshells still reverberated in her head. Poor Claudia, distraught and alone. Then Eli, that nice Aussie who was at minimum a drug mule or set up as a straw man for a dealer. There was no word on his condition this morning. If he survived he could tell his story, who really brought the gun to the Orangerie, who he was working for. But if he didn’t, well, she wasn’t sure how it would turn out.

      She squinted at her nail polish, picking at the chipped edges. There had to be another way to find out the truth, to decipher what the cops were up to. They had to be dirty. Her indignation rose. Reece was the victim of corrupt cops. Pascal had just told them rumors from headquarters, but they could be true.

      The French lawyer took his sweet time but eventually he greeted her, apologizing for making her wait. “It is a busy day.” He turned in to his office and made a face. “Ooh-la-la. Quelle pagaille. What a mess.”

      “We could go somewhere else,” Francie said. “If that would be more comfortable.”

      He brightened. “But of course. Le déjeuner. My favorite café is on the corner.”

      If she’d learned one thing in Paris, it was that eating food, the rituals of the meal, makes everybody happier. M. Caillaud was no exception. Francie wasn’t impressed with his local, a busy, unwashed sort of coffee-and-croissant place that, oh by the way, served lunch. But it would have to do.

      He ordered onion soup and she did the same, thinking it must be safe. “And to finish perhaps le plateau de fromages. The cheese plate?” he asked her. She nodded and it was done.

      With his beer and her wine on the table Francie got down to business. “Did you hear about the shooting in the Tuileries yesterday?”

      He nodded. “It was on the television.”

      “I feel responsible. I talked to the attaché at the American Embassy and he took it upon himself to call a number that I gave him. Someone sent me a threatening text. He called them back and pretended to be interested in some drugs. He set up the assignation behind the Orangerie.”

      Yvon blinked. “How bizarre.”

      Francie showed him the text on her phone. “The attaché was able to read the blocked number and call back on another line. Then he called somebody at police headquarters to actually meet up with the seller. I’m not sure what he expected to happen but presumably not this. I didn’t ask him to do it. But now, I’m afraid I— we got someone shot.”

      “But the news reports say that the seller brought a gun with him and threatened the policier.”

      “It’s possible. That policeman is the same officer who arrested Reece.” She raised her eyebrows. “I didn’t think Paris was that small.”

      Yvon lowered his face to sip from his frosty mug. “That is concerning. The Brigade des Stupéfiants has had problems in the past.”

      “Here’s another one: the heroin that was confiscated in Reece’s apartment? Vanished. Gone. Wiped from the record.”

      He looked stumped now, his neck at an angle as he blinked hard with incomprehension. “How do you know this?”

      “The attaché called someone at police headquarters. We wanted to know the exact charges for Reece. Just to double-check what you got from them. And it no longer includes a heroin possession charge, or anything about heroin.”

      The onion soup arrived, steamy and sharp with a cheesy crust of bread on top, to distract them. Yvon looked completely confused and Francie couldn’t say she blamed him.

      They ate in hurried silence, barely enjoying the cheese selection and downing the last of their drinks in gulps. Yvon motioned her back to his office. He offered her a seat opposite his desk burdened with piles of file folders and sheafs of documents. He sat down and took out his cellphone. “One moment, Francie.”

      He dug out a battered notebook and fingered through it. He punched a number into his phone. In short order he began speaking rapidly in French, somewhat agitated or maybe he always sounded that way in French. A long conversation with pauses, more rapid-fire French, then it wound down into niceties.

      He lowered the phone from his ear, tapped it, and sighed. “So here we have it then, mademoiselle. Francie, excusez-moi.” He stood up and came around the desk, shoving law books off a chair, and sitting down. “There was an issue with the drugs, the heroin, in the evidence. But it has been resolved. It is there and the charges are as they were.” He looked askance. “I will not say it does not seem strange. But it appears to be resolved.”

      “They were lost and now they’re found again?”

      He shrugged. “Apparently.”

      “Is this normal? To ‘lose’ drugs inside the police station?”

      He waved a hand now. “I do not know. But the other issue, the policier who participated in the sting. That is what you call it, a ‘sting’?”

      “Sure.”

      “His name is Milo Soyer and he too was wounded in the incident with the gun. No mention of anything strange there, just a bad situation. The seller of the heroin felt threatened, reached for his weapon, there was a struggle. It went off. Milo may lose part of a foot, they say.”

      “And the other man? Eli—?”

      “Eli Henderson. An Australian national. He was shot in the—“ He patted his abdomen. “Stomach? He died in surgery.”

      “Oh, no,” Francie whispered, remembering the open, smiling face of the Aussie.

      “A sad state of affairs, yes. Officer Soyer feels very bad about it, they say.”

      “I bet they do,” she muttered.

      “The officer refused treatment for his injury for some time. He returned to headquarters and insisted on writing his report before seeing a doctor. Very commendable.”

      “Who did you talk to over there?”

      “The Chief Commander in charge of BS, les Stups. And his second in command. I have known them both for many years.”

      “And you trust them?” she asked.

      “Without a doubt. They are French policiers, mademoiselle.”

      “Yes, but some are more trustworthy than others, I’ve heard. You said yourself they’ve had problems in that department.”

      A Gallic shrug.

      “Wait,” Francie blurted. “Did you say heroin? That was the drug being offered to the policeman?”

      “Yes. The young man, Eli Henderson, had opened his coat to show it to the officer, they say.”

      “But— Yvon. The attaché asked for cannabis. Weed. Marijuana, whatever you call it over here. Not heroin.”

      “So maybe he brings the whole store. It happens.”

      “Really? You think they just walk around with a drug store sewn into the lining of their coat?”

      Yvon looked down his nose. “Mademoiselle. You are not acquainted with this world. Unfortunately, this is quite common in my practice. My clients are often apprehended with multiple commodities. Like Monsieur Pugh.”

      “But that was his apartment.” Francie peered at the lawyer. “The commander said he had all sorts of drugs on him?”

      “I assumed. But perhaps he only mentioned the heroin.”

      “Does it strike you as convenient that heroin went missing yesterday, no charges, no drugs, nothing. Then today, after the sting, it shows up again in evidence?”

      “But that is not connected, mademoiselle.”

      “It was the same officer. Milo Soyer. And Eli worked in the same neighborhood where Reece lived. Do you have Soyer’s report from Reece’s arrest?”

      “I know only what I can glean from my contacts there. But even if it was the same officer, that means nothing.”

      Francie looked at him, wide-eyed. “Nothing?”

      “Now I must continue with my other cases. Thank you for a pleasant lunch, mademoiselle.”

      She stood up. “Can I see Reece again? I have more questions for him.”

      Yvon got slowly to his feet. “I do not think that is wise.”

      “Is there any chance of his release? His mother is now in the hospital. Could that be a special circumstance?”

      “I’m afraid not, mademoiselle. Dommage.”

      Francie took her time, gathering her coat and purse, and walking down the hall. By the time she reached reception she had a plan.

      “Bonjour, madame,” she said, smiling sweetly at the middle-aged brunette with sharp features behind the desk. “Do you speak English? Good. Do you know how I can get a message to our client, Reece Pugh, at Fresnes Prison? I’d like him to call or write to me. Is there a system for that?”

      The woman snapped into action. “Bien sûr. Allow me to help you.”

      

      Back at the apartment Francie found it empty. Merle had a lunch date with a potential attorney who might help Annie with her environmental law work. It would be good for Merle to have something over here, some work. She was such a workaholic, the whole family was baffled by her staying in France and blowing off her cushy job with Legal Aid. But when one of them said the magic word— Pascal— everyone nodded knowingly.

      Francie sat down at the kitchen table and wrote out the letter to Reece. The receptionist had given her the address for the prison and all the particulars, including using the word “AVOCAT” in bold on the envelope so the letter wouldn’t be read by authorities.

      It was a harsh way to learn that your mother tried to commit suicide. Especially if your actions, or potential actions, were part of the reason for her despair. Francie emphasized that Claudia was recovering but she didn’t mince words. There was no easy way to soften the blow.

      She didn’t tell him about Eli and the narcotics cop. She didn’t want to scare him or give him false hope. Either way, the jury was still out on what happened at the Orangerie. She gave Reece her cellphone number and her address back in Connecticut. By the time he got this, she’d be home. She wrote a few lines of encouragement and sealed the letter in the envelope. Back on the street she found a tabac that sold stamps and sent the missive on its way.

      It was mid-afternoon. Francie felt the weak Parisian sun on her face. She was too amped up to go back to the apartment so she walked down to the river. That didn’t calm her either. So she went down the stairs to the Mètro.

      She had to find Sami Amoud.

      When she emerged from the underground subway the afternoon had turned steamy and warm. She was still wearing her red trench coat, a flashing beacon in this student neighborhood. She needed to be more under the radar, after her last visit to the area. She ducked into a small women’s store, a funky place, and shopped for fifteen minutes, selecting an inexpensive faux leather jacket with lots of zippers and a thin paisley scarf. Out on the sidewalk she stuffed her trench coat into the shopping bag. The jacket was a little warm but she felt camouflaged now. She wound the scarf around her neck carelessly, letting the ends trail dramatically down her back.

      Reece and Sami’s apartment building was several blocks from the University, on the other side from Jean and Victoria’s. A ‘70s industrial building in plain cement, it was beginning to show its age with streaks of rust and broken windows. The small utilitarian entry housed rows of scratched mailboxes and a single telephone to call tenants. She knew Reece had lived on the third floor, in the back, apartment 3-D. But how to talk to his neighbors?

      The bank of mailboxes took up one wall of the lobby. There were seven stories to this building, with, it appeared, ten apartments per floor. She scanned for 3-D. No name was on the box, but that was the case with many others. How did you call up to the tenants? She picked up the receiver of the white wall phone and stared at a faded laminated sheet tacked to the wall. She couldn’t read French but when she got to numbers she could deduce that one dialed # then the number then the letter then another # sign. Whatever… she gave it a try and was gratified to hear ringing on the end of 3-D.

      No answer. Should she try 3-E, 3-F, 3-C? What would she say— in French or whatever? Befuddled, holding the phone, she turned as a group of young women entered from the sidewalk, chattering in English. My people, she thought with relief.

      There were four of them, obviously students, carrying backpacks. They headed for the door in one corner that read ‘Escalier’ — stairs. Francie inched closer to it, hanging up the phone. They pushed right through, no key or buzzer or anything. Francie put out her foot to hold the door but realized the latch was gone, broken.

      She waited for the noisy crew to get a flight up then slipped into the stairwell. It was dimly lit and smelled like curry and mildew. In other words like every other apartment stairwell. She walked up to the third floor and took a peek out into the hallway. Deserted.

      The rooms were arranged in an ‘H’ pattern, with the letters starting in the back. Francie walked slowly down the hall, looking at scuffed doors and dirty carpet. She turned left and continued until she stood outside 3-D, a nondescript gray metal door like all the others. Someone had tacked up an index card next to the frame. It read: ‘Franck Notte. Sollicitation est Interdite.’ No soliciting. She’d already called and he or she didn’t answer, so she moved to the next door where there was no sign at all. She knocked.

      No answer. She turned across the hall to 3-F. Again, nobody home. She worked her way down to the end of the hall where a dirty window looked down on an alley. She knocked on 3-A. Almost immediately it was opened, by one of the young women she’d seen in the lobby.

      She was a pretty girl in a pink tank top and jeans, a little plump but pleasingly, as they say. She had blond hair pulled into a messy ponytail and dramatic blue eye makeup that matched her eyes. She had just taken a bite of an apple and said, “Yeah?” through the food.

      “Hi.” Francie flashed her best smile and introduced herself. “I’m working on the case about one of your neighbors. Reece Pugh? Do you know him?”

      The girl glanced down the hall then cocked her head. “Sure. I know Reece. Knew him when he lived here. Are you police?” She had a British accent. “I mean, of course you aren’t. You’re American, right?”

      “Yes. A lawyer sent over by his parents. They’re very distressed.”

      “Well. He’s in the clink, isn’t he.”

      “Can we talk for a minute?” The girl, who still hadn’t said her name, thought about that then waved Francie into a cluttered sitting room. Books were stacked everywhere, along with dirty dishes and the odd sock. She flounced down on an old sofa and gestured to Francie to take a seat on a sagging armchair. “Sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      “Is it important?” the girl said. “‘Cause I’m not getting involved. No way.”

      Francie held up a hand. “Anonymous is fine. I’m just doing a little background stuff.” She took a small notebook and pen from her purse. “Is this okay? Some notes, just for my own benefit.” The girl lifted a shoulder and tried to look more bored. “Are you a student at the University of American Business?” She nodded. “So you knew Reece from there as well?”

      “He was new last fall. I’ve been here for two years.”

      “This location is so convenient to the University. Must be lots of students here.”

      “Oh, sure. Almost all.”

      “And his roommate?” Francie pretended to consult her notes. “Sami Amoud?”

      “I saw him around.”

      “Were you here when the police raided the flat?”

      “No. I was in class.”

      “Did you talk to Reece or Sami after the raid?”

      The girl took a big bite of apple and chewed it slowly. “Just Sami. They took Reece with them.”

      “How did Sami take it? The raid and all.”

      “Not well. He was shaking like a fricking leaf. Scared to bloody death. I got back just after all the coppers took off. I had to shepherd Sami in here and make him sit down and have a cup of tea to calm down. I thought he was going to crap out on me.”

      “Did you think his reaction was exaggerated? Or faked or something?”

      “It was real. But, yeah, a little over the top. Maybe he was afraid he’d be next. Not unreasonable when the cops find drugs in your place.”

      “Did he say anything about Reece, or the drugs?”

      “Just that he didn’t know anything about them. He kept saying that over and over.”

      “But he stayed there, right? Until the end of the semester.”

      “It was all but over by then but yeah, he hung around a few more days. Never saw him again after Christmas break though. Next thing I know there’s some new bloke in the flat and Reece and Sami are gone.”

      Francie looked up at her, putting on her most earnest face. “It would really help if I could talk to Sami. Do you have any idea where he is?”

      “Rumor is he transferred to another school. He couldn’t take being here after the raid.”

      “Somewhere in Paris?”

      “Not sure about that. Somewhere in France, I’d guess. His French was perfect, ya know? Better than his English.”

      “He’s from Tunisia, I heard. Is that right?”

      “Or Morocco, something like that.”

      Francie put away her notebook and pen. “What’s he like? Is he a good student? Smart, social—?”

      “Smart, for sure. Studied hard, serious. People say he ranked at the top of his class. Not social. No girlfriend that I know of, but I know he liked girls. He sometimes went to parties with Reece. I’d see them heading out late on a Friday sometimes. Reece had high spirits, you know? Not sure he even studied. Sami was more of a tag-along.”

      “Was he almost done with his schoolwork?”

      “Oh, yeah. Would have graduated about now.”

      “And he transferred with one semester to go?”

      “Weird, huh. I never understood that. It’s like that raid broke him or something.”

      “He didn’t seem like the sensitive type?”

      “Hell if I know. We weren’t friends or anything.”

      “Did he have any close friends here?”

      “Don’t know really.”

      “One more question about Reece. I understand he partied a lot. But did he strike you as a drug dealer? For instance, did he throw money around? Buy drinks for everyone, buy expensive toys.”

      “I never saw that,” she said. “But I didn’t really hang out with him.”

      Francie stood up and picked up her shopping bag. “Do you think it would be okay to put up a poster in the lobby? Asking for information about Sami?”

      “Don’t know why not.”

      After effusive thanks for her help, such as it was, Francie trotted over to the University of American Business to locate one of her signs. The bulletin board on the main floor was a jumble of new flyers. Hers was either buried or gone. She went down to the basement to check the board by the ladies restroom. There her flyer was only partially covered. She rearranged the thumb tacks, took it down, and quickly returned to Reece’s building. There was a small notice board near the mailboxes. She did a little tidying up, threw away some old flyers, and found enough room at eye level for hers. None of the number tabs had been removed.

      As she walked back to the Mètro station her cellphone rang. She dug it out of her pocket and saw that it was another blocked number. That was quick, she thought. Should she answer? She paused on the sidewalk. “Hello?”

      “Miss Bennett? Walker Crum here, at the embassy. I just wanted to say how sorry I am about how things worked out yesterday. I had no idea I was setting someone up. Well, I did, but I didn’t think anyone would get killed. I should have known better.”

      “It was bad, wasn’t it.” Francie sighed. “By the way, did you ever find out anything about Sami Amoud. The roommate?”

      “Nothing came up.”

      “Really? He should at least have an immigration entry.”

      “Do you have a middle name or initial?”

      “Just ‘Sami Amoud.’ That’s all I have. I talked to a student who thinks Sami was going to graduate number one in his class at the University of American Business. And that he may have transferred somewhere else in France.”

      “Did you say ‘Aboud’?”

      “With an ‘m.’ Amoud.” She spelled it for him.

      “I’ll start again,” Crum said. “Will keep you posted.”

      Before she could hang up, she got another call. This one made her smile. It was Dylan Hardy.
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      They met at a sidewalk café on Boulevard Saint-Germain, one of those crusty but still hip places made famous by literary lions of old. At least that’s what Dylan was explaining to Francie as she sipped her tea in the late afternoon sunlight. The play of gold and shadow on the buildings was mesmerizing. The cane chairs and marble-top tables were perfect. Everything was just as it should be, even being here with Dylan, which by itself was a small miracle. The harassment case back home pinged in her mind then evaporated like the steam off her cup. How could she feel this calm when all around her plans were going down the drain?

      Dylan looked tanned and relaxed in a way she didn’t remember. He was so anxious in law school, running between classes and his job as the late shift assistant manager at an office supply store. For Francie law school was hard but fun. Her sisters had blazed the way for her, given her insider tips and professor recommendations. She had a job on the weekends at her parents’ country club, waitressing. She saw then, and now, what a token job that was, barely paying her gas to get there. Her parents, Bernadette and Jack, had socked away tuition funds for them years before. Annie and Merle had both gotten scholarships. Not Francie though, she was a little less committed to her studies.

      Law school hadn’t stressed her out. For Dylan, on his own dime all the way, there was major stress. But looking at him now, sipping café au lait at a chic spot on the Left Bank in Paris, you’d never know it. He had truly made it, on his own, and was now enjoying the fruits of all that labor.

      “What are you smiling about?” He squinted at her.

      “I can’t get over how different you are. I mean, you’re so much the same too, but— how long have you been doing this Paris thing?”

      “Five years. It didn’t help my marriage. Then, after the divorce, I signed up for longer stints. This isn’t your first time in Paris, is it?”

      “I’ve been a couple times. More lately since my sister inherited the house in the Dordogne.”

      “What’s that like?”

      “Charming times six. Poky little rooms, kinda dark, but with a big, luscious walled garden in the back. Somehow the garden was taken care of, all the years the house was empty.”

      “I’d love to see the Dordogne someday.”

      “It’s not very far. An hour or two on the train.” Was he just waiting for her to ask to take him there? It wasn’t the worst idea she’d heard inside her head. “Paris agrees with you, Dylan. I can see why you signed up for it. And it must be popular in the law firm, right? So they like you.”

      “You have to speak French. That’s a rule. There are only five of us out of forty. Plus the wives and children thing. There’s a single partner, Lucy Friedman, who comes over a lot too.”

      Francie felt a twinge of jealous curiosity about Lucy Friedman suddenly. How silly. “What are you working on now?”

      “Corporate merger. Big global company based here. There’s a team of lawyers from a bunch of firms, representing the different arms of the two companies.”

      “Widgets?”

      He smiled. “Close. Industrial manufacturing.”

      Francie sat back, closed her eyes, and listened to the murmur of passersby, table talk, clinking dishes, chairs scraping, waiters, bartenders, dog walkers. It was a melody of Europe, of cosmopolitan city life, with the occasional taxi and motorcycle. Then a vision of the terrorist attack flooded her mind, people gunned down, murdered, sitting just like this, out in the open, targets as they relaxed, Paris-style.

      Her eyes flew open and she swallowed hard. She glanced around the café. No one else seemed tense or concerned. She realized her French adventures, the worst of them when she was kidnapped and held in a barn and almost burned to death, were not quite behind her yet. She let her adrenaline tamp down, telling herself to stop imagining the worst. Dylan didn’t seem concerned. He was idly gazing down the street at a pair of attractive women and playing with his napkin.

      “Do you ever think about that ISIS thing? The attacks?” she asked quietly.

      He leaned forward. “Sometimes. Hard not to here, just like New York. Are you thinking about it?” She nodded. “Have you already told yourself it’s unlikely to happen again the same way?” Another nod. “Have you told yourself there’s nothing you can do to stop an attack?” Again. “Then there is only one thing you can do. Act Parisian.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Be a fatalist. The worst will happen. We will all die. Nothing can be done. I might as well have another glass of wine and enjoy myself, right here, right now, because tomorrow may turn to shit.” He signaled the waiter and ordered them something that sounded like wine.

      “My oldest sister says that all the time: right here, right now. She’s a Buddhist.”

      “And a smart Buddhist at that.”

      Two glasses of a buttery white wine showed up and their coffee cups were whisked away. “This is Sancerre. My favorite white,” he said, holding it up to the golden afternoon light. “Sunshine in a bottle.”

      Francie had been to the region the year before, and had some Sancerre just the other night at the dinner party, but she sipped then ooh’ed and ah’ed for him just the same. “It’s Sauvignon Blanc, right? But better than the California version.”

      “I like it better. Seems not so minerally. But maybe that’s because I drink it when I'm here.”

      Francie raised her glass and he raised his. She said: "To tomorrow, may it not be merde.”

      An hour later they were still sipping the same delicious glass of Sancerre, talking intermittently but mostly enjoying the long silences. It was so easy with Dylan, strange but comforting. Normally long silences made her do something wacky, tell a stupid story or a lame joke. But not with Dylan. She got up to find the ladies room and texted Merle while she was there: Out with Dylan. See you later. Merle texted back: Yay. Enjoy. And added too many emoji hearts.

      Back at the table Francie proposed a stroll along the Seine. “I don’t know when I’ll get to see it again. And there’s something about the evening light that makes me a little giddy.”

      Dylan got a funny look on his face, downed his wine, and paid the waiter. As they walked he muttered, “I can’t wait to see you giddy.”

      She swatted him. “You’ve seen me giddy. And stupid. And laughing like a hyena. I try not to do that anymore.”

      “Why not? I love hyenas.” He chuckled, hands in his pockets. “Let’s go down the stairs.”

      Francie had a weird flashback of Dylan laughing. The sound was guttural and wrapped you in its basso profondo. They were somewhere, not his place— where? No idea. Anyway it was murky and dark and they were laughing so hard about something. Tears streamed down their faces. She wished with all her heart she could remember what was so funny.

      “When do you go back to the US?” she asked as they walked the cobblestones next to the river. Anything to prevent the heartache of not remembering.

      “Saturday. I can’t believe this is my last week. But I’ll be back next month for a week or so to wrap up the contracts. I do a lot of proofreading.” He rolled his eyes.

      “This Saturday? Me too. Out of Charles de Gaulle?”

      “When do you leave? Maybe we can share a cab.”

      They discovered that they were on the same flight, leaving in late afternoon. They looked at each other for a moment until Francie chuckled and blurted: “Kismet?”

      Dylan smirked. “Or karma.”

      “You mean this is my punishment for avoiding you, for dumping you, for forcing you to marry some random redhead?”

      He spun her toward him then, pinning her tight against him as she laughed— like a hyena actually. Hey, he asked for it. “I’ll show you punishment, Bennett,” he mock growled.

      “I don’t believe you,” she said, flirting in the old way.

      So he kissed her.

      

      After dinner at a typically fabulous bistro, one that Dylan said he frequented, he walked Francie back to the apartment. She could tell he had more in mind. But she kissed him hard and told him good night. They should take it slow, she thought. She liked him— of course she did. But the intensity of their last romance had left her a little breathless. She didn’t want to feel that way again.

      As she closed the door and walked up the stairs to the flat, she floated on the feeling of being adored by Dylan, then pulled away with the feeling of danger. What the hell was she doing, getting involved with an old boyfriend? Well, that was easy. He was older now, spoke French, was dashing and cosmopolitan, and still into redheads.

      She unlocked the door and found Pascal and Merle sipping tea in the sitting room. “Hey, you two.” She flopped into the armchair.

      Before they could answer her phone rang in her bag. She hopped up to retrieve it from the kitchen. Not a blocked number for a change, but not one she recognized.

      “Hello?”

      A breathy pause, then, “You looking for Sami?” An odd accent.

      “Yes, I am. Who’s this?”

      “Never mind. I just want to say he is not well. He is in hospital. You must leave him be.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. He’s ill?”

      “Very ill. He needs time.”

      “I see. Do you know what hospital he’s in?”

      “You cannot see him. He is very ill.”

      The line went dead.

      Pascal and Merle stared at her. “What was that?” Merle asked.

      Francie stared at her phone. “At least I have the number this time.” She sat down. “I moved one of my posters to the apartment building where Reece lived. Somebody called and said Sami— the roommate— is in the hospital. He’s ill and can’t be visited.”

      “No name?”

      She shook her head. She held out her cell phone to Pascal. “Can you track that number?”

      He took her phone and Merle’s laptop and started tapping keys. Merle said, “Were you out with Dylan?”

      Francie nodded again, distracted by the call. “I went to the apartment building and talked to a girl who lives down the hall from Reece’s place. She said Sami was really shook up by the raid. She said she thought he was going to crap out on her, whatever that means.”

      “Collapse? Like emotionally?”

      She shrugged. “He was supposed to graduate soon, at the top of his class. Maybe he transferred somewhere else. I hope so.”

      Pascal shut the laptop. “That is a public phone in the University of American Business main building. Sorry.”

      “It could be anyone.” She took back her phone. “Do you think he might be hospitalized for psychiatric reasons?”

      “Possible,” Merle said. “Maybe he had a breakdown after the raid.”

      “Do people really have nervous breakdowns?”

      “Like a severe panic attack, I think. Anxiety, depression, stress. He was a good student, right? So maybe he obsessed about his grades, putting a lot of stress on himself.”

      “And the raid pushed him over the edge. I can see that. I was just thinking how easy I had it in law school compared to Dylan. Did you know he worked a full-time job and went to law school full-time? Talk about stress.”

      “How is Dylan?” Merle asked with a smile.

      “He’s fine. Honestly, we’re taking it slow. But he’s fun to be with, I’ll give you that.”

      Merle held up both hands. “That’s enough for me.”

      “Listen, Pascal.” Francie sat forward. “There’s more to this.” She explained the disappearing heroin that was found a day later, the explanation not quite making sense. The call Walker Crum had made for weed that was fulfilled by a guy selling heroin.

      “And where would an Australian in Paris get a gun?”

      He shrugged. “Where does anyone? A guy knows a guy. . ..”

      “This guy worked in a tea shop. He sold Earl Grey and Darjeeling. He looked like a red-haired surfer with a sweet face. But I’ve been fooled before.”

      “No, you’re usually right about people, Francie,” Merle said. She looked at Pascal. “She is. She’s uncanny that way.”

      Francie always thought she could read people. Then these last couple months had made her question that. How had she not seen Greg Leonard for the lying creep he was? How had she not seen how fragile Claudia Pugh was? Or Alice— what was happening there?

      She pushed back her hair. “Walker Crum is mad, and upset, like we are. Did you hear? The Aussie—Eli— is dead.”

      Pascal nodded solemnly as Merle gasped. “Oh, crap.”

      “I was at the lawyer’s. Yvon called somebody, some commander in charge of — what do you call them — stupefying drugs? Maybe the same guy Walker called, I don’t know. They said the cop also got wounded. He might lose his foot.”

      Pascal frowned. “I will make some inquiries. Make sure poor Milo gets the best care.”
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      Lying in bed that night Francie counted her days left in Paris. Just two full days, then home. At least she would have Dylan Hardy on the flight, that made it less bittersweet, the re-entry into her messed up life after an unsuccessful attempt at exoneration of Reece Pugh. Two days to pull out the stops, find and interrogate Sami Amoud, to kick Yvon Caillaud into action, to see Reece one last time. She owed that to Claudia, to check on her son at the least.

      Ah, Dylan. He’d made this trip worthwhile. Somehow she’d connected with her younger self, reevaluated the errors of her flirtatious youth, and moved past them. But she hadn’t been completely honest with Dylan. She picked up her phone and clicked his number.

      “Hey,” he said drowsily.

      “Were you asleep? I’m sorry.”

      “No. Just lying here thinking about you.”

      She smiled. “Me too.” She cleared her throat nervously, a tic she hated in herself. “So there’s something I haven’t told you. The reason I came to Paris. The reason I had to take some time off from the firm.”

      “Sounds ominous. You can tell me anything, Bennett.”

      And she did feel that way. He would accept her, warts and all. She took a breath to calm the flutter in her chest. “So here it is. One of the junior associates accused me of sexual harassment. Said I told him he had to give me some sexual favors if he wanted a promotion.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “Unfortunately not. And since I wrote the harassment guidelines and procedures myself, tightening them up after all the crap we’ve seen everywhere recently, I had to make myself scarce until the investigation is over.”

      “I see. Well, Paris is a great place to lay low.”

      “I guess I should be grateful to old Greg Leonard, for giving me some time off. Otherwise I wouldn’t have seen you again.”

      “I’m certainly grateful. Wait— Greg Leonard? He went to our law school, that guy?”

      “He did. Do you know him?”

      “I think he interviewed with us. When would that have been?”

      “Two or three years ago, I think.”

      “Right. It’s coming back. One of the other alums came to me and told me we didn’t want Leonard. There was some backstory there. I can’t remember exactly, something in his past.”

      “Really? That might be helpful actually.”

      “I’ll call my partner. He’ll remember. He was adamant against Leonard.”

      “Thanks, Dylan.”

      “I’ll call you right back.” He hung up.

      It was only late afternoon back on the East Coast. His partners were still hard at work. Francie rolled onto her side, hand over her phone, and closed her eyes. She heard Dylan’s big laugh again, the soft, low warmth of it. Then a scene from law school flooded back into her mind.

      She recoiled for a moment at the memory. She’d given it a glancing view to her blog readers but there was more that she usually kept hidden in a dark corner of her mind.

      She didn’t even remember the guy’s name, just his football-player shoulders and thick neck. She’d flirted with him, teased him actually, about being a jock in law school. He took it well, it seemed, and laughed at himself. She did it with anybody who gave her a little attention, to show them she was the boss in any relationship. Wasn’t that what teasing was for? It seemed so to her then. A little put-down with a smile and a laugh.

      Then it all turned. He pushed her into that closet and had his hands all over her. He whispered some dirty stuff in her ear. She remembered pushing him off her, cursing at him. Before she was saved by a passing stranger whose name she was never bold enough to find.

      Memory was fluid, wasn’t it? You remember things the way you want to, to preserve your ego, to hide your shame. In reality she was shocked but meek, letting him touch her. Letting him kiss her at least once, before she pushed him away. Had Dylan seen her with the linebacker? She was too ashamed to tell him about it, fearful that she had led the jerk on somehow.

      The shame of it still stung. She’d been so out-of-control back then, chatting up anybody who gave her the time of day. But now she saw it differently. She hadn’t asked to be attacked like that. If he interpreted things wrongly, that wasn’t on her. She didn’t do anything wrong except not hit the jerk. The victim blames herself.

      Get over it, Francine. She always found it easier to be upfront and in-your-face than thoughtful and kind and supportive. But had she really? She wasn’t always honest with herself. She was the flamboyant sister, the one with the most attention. She craved it, fourth in line behind some of the wittiest, kindest, most brilliant women she’d ever know. But now her attention-seeking just seemed childish.

      She also hadn’t told Dylan about the jock because she was afraid he would get in a fight and nobody should ruin Dylan’s lovely face. In a way the secret had come between them. As if she wanted him to know, to fight for her, to bleed for her honor, but she couldn’t face the fact that she’d brought on the attack with her reckless flirting.

      Some tears leaked out of her eyes then and fell on the pillow. Oh, Dylan, what a mess I’ve made of things.

      She was dozing off when her phone buzzed.

      “Dylan?”

      “Well, that was a story. I had to hear it through to the end. Anthony Garcia, that’s my partner, is still pissed as hell.”

      “Just give me the juicy stuff.”

      “Okay, when Greg was in college he was involved in a fraternity prank. It was a real doozy, I guess, involving the sorority next door. He was drunk, of course. He and a couple of his pals broke down the door of the sorority house, ran through the house naked, and grabbed some girls out of bed. Anthony’s daughter was one of them. She was traumatized, he says, dropped out of college, and spent a year in therapy.”

      “Then what?”

      “That’s it. I know, it doesn’t really have the feel of sexual harassment. More like balls-out streaking with intent to scare the ladies. The way Anthony tells it sounds much worse.”

      “Did he get arrested?”

      “Misdemeanors. Drunk and disorderly, indecent exposure, lewd conduct. Most of it got wiped by a sympathetic judge. Another reason for Anthony’s rage.”

      “Okay, thanks.” She was too sleepy to think of how this new information would help her harassment case. “Hey, Dylan? Can we have dinner again tomorrow? I’ve been looking everywhere for those pink cherry trees that bloom in Paris in springtime and I can’t seem to find them.”

      “You might have missed them, honey. But sure, we’ll have dinner and go on a pink tree search.”

      “‘Night. Kisses.”

      She closed her eyes again, mildly embarrassed that she signed off like that. But he called her ‘honey’! Nobody called her honey in a non-patronizing way— unless they were sexually harassing her. Wait, Tom Ramey used to but that was years ago. Ages and ages ago.

      “Good night, honey,” she whispered to her pillow.
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      Pascal arrived early the next morning at the headquarters of the Police Nationale in the center of Paris. He disliked administrative work in general but there had been the suggestion by his superiors that if he was interested in a promotion he should present himself well, and often, to HQ. So when Merle had decided a sojourn in Paris was necessary for her new work for her sister, he signed himself up for several committees in his division of Wine Fraud.

      The work was every bit as dead boring as he imagined. But he had a new mission, thanks to Merle’s sister Francie. The corruption that had marred the reputation of the Police Nationale bothered him. The problems of the Brigade des Stupéfiants  were a quiet undercurrent, hurting morale throughout the force. Pascal wondered if making an issue of Milo Soyer and his superiors in narcotics,  called ‘les Stups,’ would burnish or hurt his own chances for promotion. He quick-stepped up the stairs to his office and decided he didn’t care.

      The director of the Wine Fraud Division was an old friend. Bertrand Mercier was fifteen years older than Pascal. Mercier had been his mentor at the start of his career and only last year had warned him of the reappearance of an old enemy. He felt a mild apprehension bringing Bertrand this new information about another division when he knocked on the director’s door. It could go either way.

      “Entrez,” came the quick reply. Pascal checked his watch. It was only 6:30 in the morning. Both of them were early risers.

      The director had his reading glasses perched on his nose and a cup of espresso in his hand. He set down the paperwork and smiled at Pascal. “Come in. Sit down, my friend. How are you feeling? Recovered completely?”

      Pascal nodded. He didn’t want to discuss his health. “Bon, merci. I’ve come on an odd errand, Bertrand. I have some information about les Stups, and I don’t know what to do with it.” He filled in the director about the heroin that was lost then found, about the call the American from the US embassy made to set up the drug buy, his suspicions about Milo Soyer, and how his partner’s sister was involved. All of it, as succinctly as possible.

      Bertrand listened carefully, frowning. “Serious information. But we must tread carefully.”

      “My thinking as well.”

      “PJ will not like this.” The director frowned. The Police Judiciaire — called PJ by all — was the investigative branch of the Police Nationale. Wine Fraud was part of DGCCRF, a different branch of government that encompassed many things but was most powerful in anti-fraud cases. In English and in French it was a mouthful: Directorate General for Competition Policy, Consumer Affairs and Fraud Control. Pascal, like many of the Wine Fraud officers, had a dual role as both a civil servant and a police investigator.

      The director set down his coffee and stood up. “But there is no time like early morning to clean the house, eh?”

      Pascal rose. “Perhaps the cleaning should start in the evidence locker?”

      The entire basement of PJ, located some six blocks away at the new ’36,’ was only part of the vast amount of evidence investigators held until trials were complete. Older, less sensitive stashes were rumored to be all over the city. A small but dedicated staff manned this high-security locker twenty-four hours a day, because of problems in the past.

      The director took the lead, demanding to see the log book for the past few days. The entries weren’t computerized right away, so remained in an old-fashioned register like those used for centuries. The clerk was a sleepy young man who silently pulled out the book for the director. Pascal looked over Bertrand’s shoulder as he flipped back through the pages, looking for particular entries.

      “Here,” Pascal said. He pointed to Soyer’s name. The officer had entered a substantial amount of heroin seized during the sting and shooting on Sunday. “See if the case number is the same as Reece Pugh’s.” He handed the director a slip of paper where he’d written down the American’s number.

      Bertrand set the numbers next to each other. They matched.

      “Allo?” The director called for the clerk to return. “I need to see this evidence.” He pointed at Soyer’s entry.

      The clerk straightened. “You need one of the top three for the yellow room. You are aware, monsieur directeur.”

      Bertrand nodded grimly and took out his phone. Within moments he had a digital form signed by his superior in the DGCCRF for permission to proceed into the yellow room. “D’accord? It is too early for any of the top three.”

      He showed the form on his phone to the clerk, allowed him to scan both their IDs and take time-stamped security photos. The clerk sighed and got out his keys.

      They wound their way through the miles of shelves in the dimly-lit basement, following the clerk as he punched in a location on his tablet. It took some time before the exact location was found. The clerk stopped, scratched his head, then pulled open a locker on a high shelf. He reached into it and pulled out a wire basket. They peered inside.

      “Is that it?” Pascal asked.

      “I think so,” the clerk muttered.

      “Is it the correct case number?” the director demanded, irritated.

      The clerk double-checked. “Voilà, monsieur.” He passed them the basket. “I must wait for you here. That is procedure.”

      The director laid the basket on the floor and he and Pascal squatted down and poked at the contents. Several large plastic bags filled the basket, apparently separated by the type of drug. On the left side was a bag full of pink and blue baggies, tied in knots, the usual dime bag size for street sales.

      Pascal looked at Bertrand. “Should we open it?”

      He shrugged. “It’s been well-traveled already.”

      Pascal pulled open the large bag and chose a small baggie at random. It was blue. He pinched the zipper opening and brought it to his nose. No discernible odor. He licked the tip of one finger and tapped it against the white powder in the bag. Delicately he touched his tongue with his fingertip.

      “Well?” Bertrand said, eyebrows up.

      “Tasty. Exactly like sugar.”

      

      The uproar that followed that simple gesture lasted well into the afternoon. Superintendents were called, then they called their commissioners. Then Bertrand Mercier demanded someone outside of the Brigade des Stupéfiants and the group grew larger and more raucous, while still inside the yellow room. Pascal held the basket of narcotics close to his chest, directed by Bertrand to not give it to anyone.

      Finally a state prosecutor was summoned and the entire scenario was explained once again by Bertrand, with flourishes by several superintendents and bureaucrats, of whom there has never been a shortage in France. Finally the prosecutor spent fifteen minutes on the telephone with someone, a uniformed pair of gendarmes arrived, and the three of them took away the evidence basket.

      Pascal and Bertrand regrouped at a bistro halfway back to their building.

      “Do you trust her? The prosecutor,” asked Pascal.

      Bertrand looked thoughtful but nodded. “I have known her to be trustworthy. At some point we must trust, must we not?”

      They sipped beer, ate a hearty late lunch, and congratulated themselves on a morning well-spent.
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        * * *

      

      Francie’s morning was not so satisfactory. She found herself alone in the apartment with only cold coffee as company. Merle and Pascal had apparently risen early and gone on their appointed rounds, while she had no particular mission today besides the nebulous ‘find Sami Amoud.’ The stink of failure clung to her and she wallowed in it for awhile. When the call came at noon she was still in her pajamas.

      “Alice! Thank god, I’ve been worrying about you.” Francie flopped onto the sofa.

      “Francie. It’s Brenda. Alice gave me her phone last night.”

      “Oh. Hi. Why did she give you her phone? Is she all right?”

      “She’s fine. She came to me a few days ago with an incredible story. I didn’t know if I believed it. You know Alice, she’s a bit of a— well, she’s dizzy, isn’t she.”

      Francie frowned. “Not really.”

      “You’re right, of course. We all have this view of her because of her purple hair and strange clothes. But impressions are often wrong.”

      Where was this going? “What’s up, Brenda?”

      The older woman sighed. “Well, Alice has been getting harassed at the firm. She told me as much but with all her crying and carrying on, I didn’t know what to think. And with your case ongoing and her closeness with you. . .” She sighed again. “But it’s true. I took her phone last night, read through all her old texts from this person, listened to his voicemails— she doesn’t answer his calls of course. Then he began to text her last night. Really vile stuff, threatening and sexual at the same time. Seeing those texts in real time, wondering what the hell he was thinking and then, bingo, there’s exactly what he’s thinking? Disgusting.”

      “But who is it, Brenda? Who is doing this to Alice?” My Alice, she wanted to say, angry all over again.

      “Get this. It’s Greg Leonard.”

      “No.” Her eyes rolled to the ceiling and she thanked whoever was up in heaven, looking down on her.

      “The one and only. And he didn’t really start into her until you were out of the office, Francie. He had flirted with Alice, asked her out, that sort of thing. But he kept it together until you were gone.”

      “Wow. So that’s why he accused me of sexual harassment? So he could get close to Alice?” The balls on that man.

      “So it appears. There will be some more investigation.”

      “Brenda, do you know a lawyer named Anthony Garcia? He works over in White Plains?”

      “Maybe. What firm?”

      “I can’t remember. I can find out if you can’t locate him. But he went to the same law school as me and my sisters, and the same as Greg Leonard. He has a story to tell about some behavior of Greg’s back in college. I don’t know if it’s relevant, but as we say, it will give you a window into his character.”

      “I’m afraid the curtains have been torn down on that window already. These texts are really horrible. I guess he figured Alice was never going out with him so he just let all his venom out.”

      “Kind of a woman-hater, Brenda.”

      “So I see. Well, the bottom line is— please come back, Francie. Your leave of absence is officially over.”

      “Sweeter words were never heard!”

      “But aren’t you in Paris? That’s what Alice told me.”

      “I’ve had my fill of Paris, almost. I’ve got a ticket for Saturday. I’ll see you soon. Thank you so much, Brenda. And tell Alice I am so proud of her. She didn’t want to tell you about this.”

      “I’m proud of her too. If she could just stop crying.”

      Francie did a victory dance in her pajamas, along with some whoops and yeehas. Then she called Dylan and told him the good news.

      “I’m sorry, can I call you right back,” he said. “I’m at a lunch thing.”

      So she jumped into the shower and got dressed, determined to make progress on her Paris mission with the little time she had left. She checked her phone when her hair was dry. No calls. So she called Walker Crum at the embassy. It only took ten minutes to get through to him.

      “Miss Bennett, how goes the battle?”

      “A bit of a stalemate, unless you have something for me.”

      “I may. I found Sami Amoud—“ Francie shrieked. “— almost but not exactly where he is. He is apparently still in France. He has a Tunisian passport and it has not been used in over a year.”

      “But where is he? In college somewhere?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve checked all the public rosters.”

      “Oh! I almost forgot. I got another phone call from the flyer I put up. It was from a public phone at the University. The person, not sure on gender, possibly male, said that Sami was in a hospital and very ill so don’t bother him.”

      “Hmmm. That’s interesting. My leads have been heading to some kind of institution.”

      “Like psychiatric maybe? We were thinking maybe he had a breakdown of some sort after the raid.”

      “Never fear. I will work all the angles.”

      Francie thanked him and hung up. She realized it was after one o’clock and she was starving. She put on her red trench coat and went out to find lunch, somewhere chic and delightful on the Place des Vosges.

      This day wasn’t turning out so bad after all.
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      Merle and Pascal met at the door to the apartment building; Pascal never had found his key. She scolded him for not even looking but admitted liking that he needed her in one more way.

      “But wait, blackbird,” he said seriously, taking her arm. “There is something I should tell you. About Francie’s American.”

      “Did you find something about Reece?”

      “Come, sit for a moment.” He led her back to the bench in the square. “Not about Reece, but about the policier who was shot.”

      “The one who arrested Reece?”

      “Correct. My director and I did a little investigating today. We thought it was quite possible that the evidence had been tampered with, that the drugs in Reece’s arrest were being, shall we say, recycled.”

      Merle frowned, confused.

      “Milo turned in the heroin from the Australian, on Sunday after the shooting. But he gave the wrong case number. He gave it Reece’s case number so back it went. That’s why it disappeared then was found again.”

      “Wow. What does that mean?”

      “It means Milo has some explaining to do at the very least. We had to go quite high in the PJ— the Police Judiciaire— to find someone we trusted to investigate this policeman. Bertrand, my director, knew this prosecutor so now she’s involved. Anyone else in the hierarchy? It might get swept under the rug.”

      Merle squinted her eyes. “Milo,” she muttered.

      “A bad actor or so it appears.” Pascal sighed. “There is more. The heroin in evidence is not heroin after all but what you call in America powdered sugar. Very fine powder. But sweet and not as addictive as heroin.”

      “Powdered sugar? What happened to the heroin?”

      “We still don’t know if there was any. It may have been sugar all the time.”

      “That’s amazing news. For Reece, I mean.”

      Pascal nodded. “They are also checking the veracity of the other drugs that were confiscated at the apartment. It is quite possible that Milo did find drugs there but then switched them out for substitutes.”

      “To use them, or sell them?”

      “Something like that. We will find out as the investigation progresses. It is out of my hands now.”

      Merle grabbed one of his big hands. “Thank you so much, Pascal.” She kissed him and held him tight. “Francie will be over the moon.”

      “I wonder. Should we tell her when we don’t know what will happen? It may not work out the way we hope.”

      “True. Maybe we should wait at least twenty-four hours, for the prosecutor or whoever to do their thing.”

      They made their way up the stairs to the apartment. Francie was in the bathroom, curling her hair with a curling iron. She poked her head out the door.

      “Where have you guys been all day? Did you eat dinner already?”

      Merle glanced at her watch. It was nearly eight o’clock. “Not yet. But it was a long day.” She glanced at Pascal. “What’s new with you?”

      “Dinner with Dylan again, tra-la! Oh, hang on.” She finished her curling and came out to the sitting room. Merle took a glass of wine from Pascal and sat down. Francie bounced excitedly. “Guess what? Brenda called and my leave of absence is over.”

      “That’s great, but what happened? Did he take it all back?”

      “He’s too much of an ass for that. He’s been harassing my assistant, Alice. You met her once, I think. Purple hair, oddball fashion sense, platform shoes?”

      “Yes, I remember her.”

      “He wanted me out of the picture so he could hit on Alice. Can you believe it?”

      “Sort of. She’s cute, isn’t she?” Merle blinked. This day was ending on a weird note. “Is she his type?”

      “Hell no. She won’t have anything to do with him, but he won’t give up. Finally Alice showed Brenda all his texts and voicemails.” Francie glanced at her watch. “Gotta run! I’m meeting Dylan at some cool place by Nôtre Dame.”

      Pascal watched her dash out with her red trench coat over her arm. He sat down with a glass of Rhône blend. He swirled it, sniffed it, and sipped it. “She maybe forgets all about Monsieur Pugh?”

      Merle squeezed his knee. “Good thing you didn’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Francie slowed to a walk along Rue de Rivoli, making her way toward the Hôtel de Ville, turning off toward the bridge to the island, Île Saint Louis. Dylan had promised to meet her on the bridge. She was developing quite a fondness for bridges over the Seine. When she got there she didn’t see him so she paused in the middle and watched the water go by. She would miss Paris. What a strange vacation though, full of headaches and heartaches and old friends and new.

      It was nearly dark. The street lights shone along the quais, the low streets paralleling the river. She buttoned up her coat and retied her scarf against the damp chill. It was still just April, after all.

      And there he was, striding quickly toward her, a smile on his face.

      “I think we have just enough time,” he said, taking her hand.

      She allowed him to pull her across the bridge to the spit of the island. “To do what?”

      “Find the pink trees. There’s a bunch of them, not sure what they are, but they’re right in front of Nôtre Dame. Hurry before it’s too dark.”

      They skipped across the tip of the island then across the next bridge that led directly to a park in front of the huge old cathedral. Dylan was still dragging her along when he stopped abruptly and looked up at the trees. Francie caught her breath and followed his gaze. All she could see was pink petals on the ground in little piles, like someone had swept them up. In the trees small green leaves dominated.

      “Damn it.” Dylan looked at her. “I guess these are done.”

      “I can’t believe I didn’t see them. I was near here last week.”

      He got out his cellphone and readied his finger. “I’ll find some.”

      “No, not tonight.” She put her hand over the screen. “Let’s find that restaurant.”

      He looked slightly stricken. “Are you sure? I’m sure there’s some around here.”

      “I’m sure. And I’m starving— again.”

      At the small, romantic bistro he’d chosen they made a pact to turn off their phones like the French. She let him order for her again. She just didn’t want to get into the translations. He had the restaurant schtick down to a science, she thought, smiling.

      “Did you get me something marvelous— how do you say marvelous in French?”

      “Merveilleux. And yes, I did. This is country food. Comforting, you know, like southern food in the US. Lots of cream. I ordered you brandade de morue. It’s cod and it’s amazing, you’ll see. Very traditional.”

      “Oh, I love fish.”

      “I bet you’ve never had it like this,” he said mysteriously. “Guess what I got myself— macaroni gratin, otherwise known as mac and cheese.”

      “What? That’s American.”

      “Not really. They use French cheeses. Comté and Mimolette or Gruyère.”

      “I haven’t heard of Mimolette. Is it good?”

      He hummed in anticipation. “I’ll let you taste it, if you’re good.”

      Francie swatted his hand and promised to be good. Anything to taste a new French cheese.

      Their dinners were every bit as mouth-watering and comforting as he promised. The cod was mashed with potatoes and cream and parsley and who knows what else. You could taste the fish but all the other flavors exploded around it. Dylan’s macaroni and cheese came in a baking dish all its own, topped with bread crumbs. He gave her a large spoonful, then seconds. He told her Mimolette was from Lille, near the Belgian border.

      “I must go there sometime and watch them make Mimolette. I’ve had Comté and Gruyère so I think I can taste that other flavor. Wow.”

      Francie came out of her cuisine daze and set down her wine glass. “I told you on the phone about my leave of absence being rescinded, right? It seems like ages ago.”

      “It was. Lunch.” He wiped up some cheese with a slice of bread. “But what happened exactly?”

      She told the story of Alice and Greg again. “He’s just like he was in that story you told me, from college. He probably did terrorize that poor sorority girl with his nakedness. On purpose because he thought he was tantalizing.”

      “I know I’d be traumatized.” He shuddered.

      “I told my managing partner to call your partner. I hope that’s okay. In case she needs more ammo on Greg Leonard.”

      “Anthony will be thrilled, believe me. He loves to tell that story.”

      She sighed. “I just wish I’d helped Reece Pugh more. I really don’t think I did anything for him.”

      “Well, like I said, some clients are just not going to work out.”

      “Too bad.” She leaned in. “I hate to lose.”

      They were walking back to her apartment in the purple evening light, the sky hanging onto its color for their benefit, no doubt. They crossed one bridge, then another, then walked the river for a bit before turning back toward the Marais. They were silent as both were coming to grips with their last moments in Paris. Francie sighed in sated bliss at least twice.

      At the door he pulled her in the way she liked it and kissed her. It was very nice, and tempting. But he pulled away even as he said, “You know what they say? What happens in Paris, stays in Paris.”

      “That’s why we’ll have to see each other at home, I guess. I don’t want this to stay in Paris. Do you?”

      For an answer he kissed her again. “We’ll have to come back, don’t you think?”
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      Back in the apartment Merle and Pascal were either out to dinner or already in bed. Everything was quiet. Francie lay back in the little bed and wished she wasn’t such a prude. Why couldn’t he come up? What was wrong with her? But she remembered her own pact, to take things slowly to avoid more heartache.

      Another sigh, then she took out her phone to check her email. There was a voicemail from when they were in the bistro and had turned off their phones. The number didn’t tell her who it was. Another crank call? Another threat? She listened to the message.

      “Francie? It’s Walker Crum from the embassy. Good news. We— and it was a team effort here— located your boy. Sami Amoud is in a, well, you’d call it a health spa. Some might call it a sanatorium or a detox center. One of those very private and fancy places for the rich. Why he is there, I don’t know. The place is called La Bonne Vie Atlantique. It’s on the west coast, in Brittany.” He continued with the address, phone number, and other particulars.

      “Call me when you get this and I’ll give you what I’ve got on Sami. Cheerio!” He signed off with a fake British accent.

      Francie felt her blood pressure rise and the pleasant blur of the evening with Dylan disappear. She punched in his number, looking at the time. Surely it was too late for him to still be at the office. His phone rang six, seven times. Then he picked up, out of breath.

      “Crum here.”

      “Walker! It’s Francie Bennett. I just heard your message. Good detective work!”

      “All that training finally pays off.”

      “So what’s the deal with Sami? Can I call him? Will he come to the phone?”

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t reach him earlier today. I get the impression they’re pretty protective of their clients, or patients or whatever they call them. It’s supposed to be a retreat from the world sort of place.”

      “But he’s been there for months?”

      “Looks that way.”

      “Can I— Could you— how do I see him then?”

      “He’s not there against his will as far as I can tell. It’s not really that sort of place. I imagine if you showed up they would tell him you were there, give him an idea what it was about. Maybe he’s ready to leave now, who knows.”

      “That’s what you suggest then— going there? Surprising him?” How would he take that? But she only had one last day left in France. She had to take the chance. “Can you take the train there?”

      “I’d fly. There’s an early flight, takes only a little over an hour.”

      And so the plan was hatched. But would she go alone? With her terrible French? Should she tell Yvon Caillaud? Take him with her if he’d go? He had been so dismissive the last time she spoke to him. She wasn’t sure he even cared about Reece.

      As she mapped where the health spa was located, searched for morning flights to Brittany, and let this new information sift in her mind, Merle and Pascal came in from dinner, laughing about something. She let them talk for a minute then stood in the door to the sitting room. “Hey you two lovebirds.”

      Merle smiled. “How was dinner with Dylan?”

      “Lovely. Cheesy. No pink trees but there’s still another day or so.”

      Pascal frowned. “Pink trees?”

      “Cherry trees,” Merle said. “I thought I saw some today. Where was that?”

      “Never mind about that,” Francie said, holding up a hand. “New mission. I need somebody to go to Brittany with me tomorrow.”

      “To the beach?” Merle brightened. “I love the beach.”

      “What mission?” Pascal asked.

      “We’ve found the roommate. We’ve found Sami Amoud.”
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      The Uber driver made good time. Merle and Francie reached Orly Airport on the southern outskirts of Paris in less than thirty minutes. They brought nothing but their purses so the security lines were quick. Orly was smaller than Charles de Gaulle Airport and they were in the air by eight AM.

      They drank coffee and strategized for a few minutes, planning on taking a taxi to the health spa located ten miles from the airport, no matter how expensive. Francie had checked out the website for La Bonne Vie Atlantique. It looked very posh and serene in earth tones and soothing sea blues and greens.

      Merle set down her paper cup on the tray and turned to Francie. “Look, there’s something else you need to know.”

      “About Sami?”

      “About the drugs the police confiscated from Reece’s apartment.”

      “Did they trace them to Sami?”

      “Pascal took your concerns, and his own, about the narcotics cop to his supervisor. They decided to check out the evidence, you know, the drugs. As you suspected, the heroin supposedly confiscated at the Orangerie from Eli was actually heroin from Reece’s case. The cop returned it to evidence under Reece’s case number.”

      “That bastard!”

      Merle set her hand on her sister’s arm. “And there’s more. It’s not heroin at all, Francie. It’s sugar.”

      She sat back in her seat. “Wow. That means one less charge on Reece. And a big one.”

      “Probably. If this cop, Milo Soyer, is found to be tampering with evidence, taking confiscated drugs out on the street to boost his arrest rate, or taking real heroin and swapping in sugar, maybe even shooting Eli, then everything he’s done, all his cases, should be thrown out. I don’t know if that’s the way it’s going to work, but Pascal thinks it’s very possible.”

      “Oh my— everything? All the charges?”

      “Or at least knock them down to misdemeanors. I don’t know.”

      “Wow,” Francie said again with awe. “Pascal did all this?”

      “He did. With his supervisor. He didn’t want to tell you yesterday because he isn’t sure how it will all shake out. Sounds like they made a few enemies in the Police Judiciaire. That’s where narcotics and other criminal divisions are. I found out that Pascal’s division is technically in another branch of the government.”

      “I don’t care what branch he’s in. He stuck his neck out. He’s fighting corruption. He’s amazing.”

      Merle smiled proudly. “I know.”

      “To Pascal.” Francie raised her paper coffee cup. Merle tapped hers against it and repeated the toast. “My hero,” Francie whispered.

      The small airport where they landed clung to the Atlantic coast of France. The blue ocean stretched out before them as they taxied in to the terminal. They were outside some town, Francie couldn’t remember which one. At any rate the spa was isolated in the dunes somewhere.

      “It specializes in some kind of seawater therapy called—“ she checked her phone in the cab as they sped away from the airport. “—thalassotherapy. I guess that means seawater. Like taking the waters.”

      Merle chuckled. “Like you always say: ‘A little sea bathing will set me up forever.’”

      “Too bad we don’t have time. And it’s probably freezing. And we didn’t bring swimsuits.”

      “Maybe there’s nude sea bathing here,” Merle whispered.

      “There will never be enough time for that.”

      The cab dropped them at the elegant entrance to La Bonne Vie Atlantique, inscribed in gold lettering against stone walls. Merle got the taxi driver’s card for the return trip and promised to call him within the hour if he could wait nearby.

      It was a short walk in a chilly sea breeze, down the manicured gravel drive to the main building of the health spa. It sat right on the ocean, surrounded by low dunes covered with clumps of blue-green grass. To one side a swimming pool with rows of lounge chairs was surrounded by glass walls. The patio on the other side was empty of diners at the tables and chairs. Umbrellas stood wrapped in a shed, waiting for summer.

      They pushed through the glass doors to find a typical hotel-type lobby with a reception desk manned by a young man in a green uniform tipped with gold braid. He greeted them with a polite smile, a quick glance at their lack of luggage, and a ‘bonjour, mesdames.’

      “Bonjour, monsieur,” the sisters said in unison. Merle glanced at Francie and urged her to go first.

      “Excusez-moi, monsieur. Parlez-vous anglais?” Francie said with her terrible accent.

      “But of course, madame,” the man replied in English. “How may I help you today?”

      “This is a rather delicate situation,” she explained, moving in closer to the desk and lowering her voice. “We are lawyers from the US. We are informed that someone we’ve been looking for is in residence here. Now, I understand this is probably a privacy concern for you. You can’t tell us who is staying here, I assume?”

      He blinked soberly. “No, madame. I cannot.”

      “I understand. There is no particular problem. The person is not in any legal trouble, nothing like that. We’re here on a private matter. We just need to speak to him about his memories of a time when he was a student in Paris.”

      “We’ve just flown in from Paris,” Merle added. “To see him.”

      The man swallowed nervously and glanced around for help. None was in sight.

      “It will only take a few minutes away from his therapy time,” she added.

      “Hardly five minutes,” Francie said. When the clerk didn’t answer again but didn’t toss them out either, she pressed on in a low, intimate tone. “We can wait until he has a free moment. But—“ she glanced at her wrist watch. “Not too long. His name is Sami. He’s been here awhile. You must know Sami.”

      His brow wrinkled. “Sameh?”

      “His real name. Of course.”

      “Do you have his schedule there? Or can you ring his room for us? Tell him two American ladies wish to borrow a few minutes of his time,” Merle said.

      “I bet he hasn’t had very many visitors, has he?” Francie said. “Maybe he’s ready for some new faces?”

      The clerk turned away, stepping to look into a back office. It must have been empty as he came back, shrugged a little Gallic shrug to himself, and picked up the phone. Merle squeezed Francie’s hand in victory.

      They could hear the phone ringing on the other end. Just as Francie counted eight rings and figured Sami must be getting some weird seawater treatment, he picked up the phone.

      “Allo, Sameh? This is Paul, at the desk,” he said in French. “Are you having a good day today? Feeling okay?” He glanced at Francie, then at Merle, who smiled back encouragingly. “Good, very good. Sameh, you have a visitor, if you are feeling up to it. Two actually.” He paused, listening. “They are two ladies. In the lobby, asking for you. No, not family. Americans. Yes. I don’t know. They want to talk, they say. They seem nice enough. No, not dangerous. Okay.”

      He set down the phone. “He says he will come find you. You should wait in the lounge. Let me show you.”

      The clerk led them through a door and down a hall to a small sitting area facing the outdoor pool. Floor to ceiling glass windows let in the brilliant light. They sat down on green velvet chairs and waited.

      “It’s gorgeous here,” Merle said softly. “This could cure a few of the things that ail me.”

      “Maybe what we’ve really been missing all these years is a good detox at a health spa at a French beach.”

      “I wonder if that’s why he’s here,” Merle whispered. “A detox?”

      Francie shrugged. “Whatever it was he should be done by now, right?”

      The sisters sat back in their comfortable armchairs and watched the horizon, the white caps on the waves, the sea grass bending in the breeze, the gulls hanging then diving. It was a mesmerizing beach show, just for them. They were silent, lulled by its beauty.

      When the young man appeared in the doorway they didn’t see him, caught up in the beach scene. He had to clear his throat to get their attention. Francie flinched, turned toward him, and stood up. She smiled, blinking the sunlight out of her eyes.

      Merle rose slower, letting her sister take the lead.

      The man was medium-height, thin, and clean-cut, with black hair, wire-rim glasses, and a dark complexion. He looked wary and slightly hunched but was obviously no more than twenty-five. He wore khakis and a polo shirt with flip-flops. He took a tentative step into the room, looking nervously between the women.

      “Sami?” Francie asked. She stepped toward him carefully, stopping several feet away so as to not scare him off. “I’m Francine Bennett.” She stuck out her hand. He shook it quickly then put his hand back in his pocket. His green polo shirt had an insignia for La Bonne Vie Atlantique on it.

      “Sit down, will you?” she said, backing away and waving at a free chair. Before he sat down Merle also introduced herself. He gave her a nod in reply.

      Sami perched on the edge of a green chair that half-faced the sea-viewing windows and half-faced the sisters. He looked sideways out the windows as if the scene calmed him as it had Merle and Francie.

      “My sister and I were just enjoying the view. I bet you don’t get tired of that,” Francie said.

      “You’d be surprised then,” Sami said. His voice was surprisingly deep.

      Merle raised her eyebrows at Francie. The younger sister continued, “You’re probably wondering who we are. I’m a lawyer in the US. I was sent over to Paris to help your roommate, Reece Pugh, by his parents. He’s still in prison, awaiting his trial on the drug charges.”

      Sami’s head spun back toward her, his dark eyes suddenly hot. “What do you want from me?”

      “Do you get the newspapers here?” He shrugged, distracted again. “If you did you might have heard about this policeman by the name of Milo Soyer. He shot and killed somebody last weekend. A young Australian who worked at a teahouse near the University. His name was Eli.”

      His attention was back. “With the— the reddish hair?”

      “You knew him, I guess. Well, he got shot supposedly trying to sell heroin to that undercover cop.” Sami frowned, looking at his palms. Francie went on: “You know Milo Soyer, don’t you? Is he the one who gave you the drugs to put under Reece’s bed?”

      “No!” Sami jumped to his feet and stepped to face the windows, head bent. “I don’t know anything about any drugs.”

      Merle grimaced, offering silently to take over. Francie waved her on. “All we want to know, Sami, is what Reece was up to. Was he selling drugs around the University?”

      “I don’t know,” Sami said quietly.

      “Drugs scare me,” Merle said. “I stay away from them myself.”

      Sami half-turned toward her. “Me too.”

      “It must been terrifying, that raid on your apartment. Did they just knock on your door or what?”

      He shrugged, staring out at the sea again.

      “And then getting your stuff searched. Did they mess up your things, throw everything out on the floor like in the movies?”

      “Sort of.”

      “I hate people touching my things. If that happened to me I bet I’d just ask them what they’re looking for and point it out. You know, just to get it over with.”

      Sami turned then and sat down again, staring at Merle and ignoring Francie. “They asked if we had drugs. I said no. I don’t have anything to do with drugs. They mentioned my brother.” He glanced at Francie then. “Do you know my brother?”

      “No,” Francie said. “What’s his name?”

      “Idris. Idris Amoud.” He spoke the name gently, with awe. “My older brother. You don’t know him?”

      “Is he famous?” Francie asked.

      Sami gave a little smile then. “Well, yes. He’s a terrorist. He worked for the Islamic State in Syria, then he came to France.”

      “Oh.” Francie frowned.

      “Is he in prison, Sami?” Merle asked.

      He nodded. “He blew up a grocery store. Five people were killed.”

      “Oh,” Francie said again, remembering her fears in Paris.

      Sami’s hands began to tremble and he bit his lip. Merle said quietly, “It’s okay, Sami. We know you’re not your brother. Even if the police didn’t.”

      He was blinking back tears. “He tracked me down. That one you said, that Milo.”

      Merle and Francie exchanged a look. Merle continued: “When was this?”

      “About a month before— before the raid. Then a week before he came by the apartment when Reece was out. Late at night, you know. Nobody saw him.” A tear escaped, tracking down his cheek. He brushed it away angrily.

      “What did the policeman want, Sami?”

      “He said— he said— he said I had to help him or he’d find something on me, something that proved I was a terrorist like my brother. They would take my passport and send me to prison. Or I’d have to go back to Tunis, leave school and all my— all my—“ He bit his lip again, the stuttering taking over his body. His shoulders shook now, his feet bouncing.

      Merle got up and kneeled in front of his chair. She offered both her hands to him, not touching him but offering comfort. He took a breath to stop his shaking, looked at her hands, and grasped them tightly in his.

      She whispered softly: “You’re all right, Sami. You’re okay now. Your family sent you here to this beautiful place, right? They were completely right to do that, to get you some quiet, some time to think, to have some peace. You had a terrible shock.”

      His watery eyes were locked on Merle’s. He swallowed and nodded. “The quiet is good. Then it drives me to madness.” He cracked a tiny smile.

      “You’re doing so well, Sami,” Francie said. “Telling us all this took a lot of courage.”

      Merle squeezed his hands. “Did the policeman give you the box of drugs to put under Reece’s bed?”

      Sami nodded. “He said I had to help him,” he repeated. “I didn’t know what was in it— in the box.”

      “He’s a very bad man, Sami. He killed Eli too. Eli didn’t deserve that.”

      “No. He was always nice to me.”

      Francie could have kicked herself. She never asked Eli if he knew Sami.

      A young dark-haired woman in a nurse’s uniform appeared in the doorway with a concerned expression. “Ça va, Sami?”

      Sami dropped Merle’s hands and wiped his face again. “Oui, ça va bien, Eva.”

      Eva looked hard at Francie and Merle then disappeared. Merle stood up and returned to her chair. “Are you all right, Sami?” she asked. He nodded, his shaking diminished now.

      Francie added softly, “We don’t want to upset you. I’m sorry if we did. But if Reece is innocent of these drug charges, and you know how the drugs came to be under his bed, then you might have to make a statement to the police.”

      He looked frightened at that. “How is he?”

      “Not so good actually. That prison is pretty rough. And they won’t let him out before trial because he’s a foreign national.” Francie almost mentioned the terrorists and murderers in that prison but stopped herself. Maybe Sami’s brother was in there with Reece. “It would really help him if you could make a statement to the police.”

      “How—how— how would I do that?”

      Merle said, “You don’t have to leave here to do it. You could just write a letter, explaining it all. Could you do that? We heard you were a very good student. You probably wrote lots of papers in University.”

      “It would be just like that,” Francie said. “An essay on what really happened.”

      “And the policeman— Milo— would never see it. He’s going to prison himself, for what happened to Eli. And a bunch of other crimes,” Merle said, hoping she was right.

      “A letter. That’s all? Where would I send it?”

      Merle dug into her purse and pulled out one of Pascal’s cards. “This is my friend, a policier. He’s the one who discovered what Milo was up to, making false arrests and all. If you send your letter to Pascal d’Onscon at this address, he will make sure the right people see it.”

      “Is that possible, Sami?” Francie asked.

      He nodded as if trying to convince himself he had the guts for it. “I’ll do it.”

      Merle stood and the others followed. “Can we do anything for you, Sami? Send word to your family? Are they in Tunis?”

      “Yes, but I speak to them often.”

      “That’s good.”

      “What about your studies, Sami?” Francie asked. “I talked to one of your neighbors in the building and she said you were set to graduate at the top of your class.”

      He looked guilty. “I want to finish. Very much. My family counts on that. But to go back to the University in Paris seems impossible to me. As you see, I am not myself, even now.”

      “But you will be one day soon. You will conquer this, Sami. I can tell,” Merle said, smiling. He gave his lip a bite in response.

      “What if—“ Francie said. “Isn’t that University affiliated with one in the US? Is it Indiana? Maybe you could finish there.”

      “Ah,” Sami said with some surprise. “I never thought—“

      “We’ll do some legwork for you,” Francie said. “Won’t we, Merle?”

      “Of course. And write a recommendation letter if you need it. We’ll send you some information from the University. Then you can decide what you want to do.”

      Sami walked them back to the lobby where they all shook hands and wished each other well, while Paul, the front desk clerk, looked on suspiciously. They’d passed two workers in the hallway who both asked Sami if he was all right. Everyone at La Bonne Vie Atlantique was very protective of Sami, with good reason. He reminded Francie a bit of Alice, a fragile person, smart and good but prone to nerves and flashes of tears.

      May they both have better years.

      

      Back in the taxi, heading to the airport, Francie remembered a roadhouse in a village they’d passed through that morning. She took a moment to choose her words in French then asked the driver to stop so they could get some sandwiches to go. He made her repeat herself several times before he understood. “Arrêtez dans le village? Pourquoi, madame?” Merle kept her mouth shut and shook with silent laughter. They bought the driver a ham sandwich and a Perrier, to his shock and gratitude.

      “Thank you so much, Merle,” Francie said as they ran down the jetway to catch their flight. “You were so tender with Sami. The way you talked to him and held his hands. It was a sight to behold.”

      “I’m glad it all worked out. All this day needed to be one hundred percent incredible was some naked sea bathing,” Merle said, buckling her seat belt on the airplane.

      Francie laughed. “Can we all go out to dinner tonight? To celebrate and everything? Fully clothed, of course.”

      “Bien sûr, ma chouchouette.”
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        Strawberries.

      

      

      
        
        Fromage.

      

      

      

      Somehow Dylan Hardy had worked out where the cherry trees were still blooming. He must have spies, that’s all Francie could guess. At dinner on Friday night with Merle and Pascal he never said a thing until they were alone on the sidewalk outside the apartment in the Marais.

      “You. Me. Tomorrow morning at eight,” he said cryptically.

      “What— luggage lessons? We have to pack in the morning, Dylan,” Francie said, yawning. They’d had a wonderful, extremely delicious, stupendously French dinner at some old-school place. Could it have been Maxim’s of legend? Maybe not, but it was Maxim’s understudy for the role. They’d had foie gras and six other courses.

      She dropped her forehead onto his broad chest. “What a day.” She was exhausted but happy. She’d called Claudia Pugh before dinner and told her that good things were happening for Reece very soon. That the chances were that his charges would be dropped. She didn’t have time for details but she wanted to cheer up the poor woman. She’d left a message with Yvon Caillaud who had already left for the weekend. She told him she would correspond with him as soon as she knew what was going to happen with the narcotics policier. She’d posted a written note to Sami Amoud, thanking him and encouraging him to write that essay about Milo Soyer.

      “But there is one more thing.” Dylan pushed her back and tipped up her chin. “Eight in the morning. Be dressed and packed.”

      “But— “ He laughed and sauntered off. “That’s too early for our flight, Dylan.”

      “Get cracking, Bennett,” he called.

      So she’d thrown everything into her suitcase the next morning, brushed her hair and teeth, hugged her sister and Pascal and thanked them for everything, their hospitality, their sleuthing, the wine, the new/old boyfriend, then stood on the sidewalk at five minutes to eight. A light mist hung in the air but the sky was blue. The gloom had finally lifted in Paris, portending sunshine and summer, now that she was leaving. A taxi glided up from the end of the block.

      Francie bent down to spot Dylan in the back seat. “Are you stalking me again, monsieur?”

      “From afar, as usual.” He opened the trunk and threw in her bags, slamming it closed. “Come along now. I have coffee in the cab.”

      On the back seat sat a cardboard carrier with two coffees, two croissants, and one yogurt parfait with blueberries. Francie swooned a little. “Where have you been hiding, you lovely man?”

      They drove south, the opposite direction from Charles de Gaulle Airport. Francie had a feeling she knew what he was up to, but sipped her coffee silently, letting him enjoy his moment. Isn’t that what men wanted? To surprise you, to get you to show your true feelings without pretense? Well, she would do that. After all the wrong turns and roadblocks in Paris, things had worked out better than she’d ever imagined.

      Dylan took a bite of croissant and looked out his window. What did he think would happen next, when they got home, back into their busy workaday lives? Her tiny apartment awaited her return. Would it seem tired and cramped? Would she work such long hours if she knew she could meet him for dinner somewhere? Would she slack off as a lawyer now? She hoped not, but in some little place in the back of her mind, she hoped she would. She was midway through her forties. She wanted a little more on her tombstone than ‘If only she’d spent more time at the office.’

      They wound out of the city into the suburbs. Was this near the Fresnes Prison? It looked familiar. Then, suddenly, the taxi stopped.

      “Where are we?”

      “Let’s find out.” Dylan grinned, enjoying his mysterious morning.

      They climbed out then Dylan talked to the driver who smiled as he took the money Dylan offered. He turned off the cab. On the sidewalk Francie realized Dylan was carrying a paper grocery sack. With his free hand he took hers and led her into a park. They walked up a wide set of stone steps to see a beautiful three-story château, well-preserved from the 18th or 19th Century. Around it were wide green lawns, gravel paths, everything low, minimal, and tidy in the French garden way.

      “This is so lovely,” Francie whispered. There were few people at this hour, some joggers, a few families with kids, a clump of tourists.

      “This way,” Dylan said. He took her hand again and they walked around the château with its blue mansard roof and elaborate brickwork. Apparently they weren’t going inside.

      On one side of the château, trimmed hedges kept walkers on paths to an enormous water feature. “Voilà,” Dylan said, “the Grand Canal.” They rounded the northern end of the elongated pool and down the other side. The park around the château was vast, stretching in every direction one could see, if you got a glimpse through the hedges. They turned into an alley lined with trees just coming into leaf, a glow of lime green shimmering above them.

      Francie decided to just keep quiet and play along. She had an idea, especially since he’d brought food in that grocery bag. This had to be a picnic, or pique-nique as the French call it. Their last lovely meal in Paris, al fresco on the grass.

      He stopped suddenly. “Close your eyes. Can you do that? Can you let me lead you into this next space?”

      “Okay, but if I fall on my face it’s on you.”

      He took her hand again. “I won’t let you fall, Bennett. Trust me.”

      They slowed, walking carefully. Francie didn’t really like this part of the surprise. She felt stupid, walking with her eyes shut. But the sun felt warm on her face, a little breeze on her cheek, and— what was that smell? She relaxed, letting her ears and nose do the work.

      The sound of birds in the distance. Children playing. Water burbling. Tennis balls? Oh, this is kind of nice.

      “Okay, now we’re going onto the grass so take it slow.” Dylan hooked his arm through her elbow. “Easy does it.”

      They didn’t walk far then he stopped. “Ready?”

      “More than ready.”

      “Open your eyes then.”

      She blinked, trying to make sense of the lush color that surrounded them, a rosy glow. They stood under the spreading branches of a flowering pink tree, a cherry tree with ridiculous puff balls of petals, one of dozens that stretched out in every direction. She turned, mouth agape, as the petals floated down on her head. She put out her hands to catch them, laughing.

      Dylan set the grocery bag on the ground and beamed at her.

      “You sneaky devil,” she cried. “Look at all the pink trees. It’s like a fairy land for princesses. It’s amazing. Thank you.”

      They spread out a tablecloth he pulled from the bag, sat on it, and popped open a bottle of champagne. He’d even brought flutes. He made cuts into the sides of strawberries with a pocket knife then hung them on the rims of the glasses. He poured the bubbly, brought out cheese and olives, dabbed her chin with a paper napkin.

      “You thought of everything, Dylan Hardy,” she said, sipping champagne as a breeze blew another snow shower of pink over them. A petal landed in her champagne. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. Do you remember your grandmother and her weltschmerz? You told me about that once upon a time.”

      Dylan’s eyes sparkled. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

      “Do you still have those, um— bouts of world-weariness?”

      He sipped champagne. “Once in awhile. But now I’m usually too busy enjoying the good life to get tired of it. I mean, look at this. Pretty hard to get world-weary when your world includes this.” He looked up at the vast pinkness. “Magical, isn’t it?”

      She nodded. “This is the real magic of Paris.”

      “The magic of second chances?”

      She smiled. “Dylan Hardy, you are a certified romantic. There’s no going back.” She kissed him lightly. Then she held up her flute and tapped it against his.

      “As wild and improbable as they may be: here’s to second chances.”
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      Four weeks passed before there was action on the criminal charges levied against Reece Pugh in Paris. Bureaucracy, that French invention, moved at a glacial pace. He remained in the rat-infested prison. In the interim a full-blown investigation began into the activities of certain officers in the Brigade des Stupéfiants and their superiors who may have looked the other way as crimes were committed. The Police Nationale commissioners and government officials above them had tired of the litany of contemptible breaches of the public trust and were dropping the hammer on the policiers. The newspapers were full of outrage.

      The week after Francie and Dylan flew out of Paris, Officer Milo Soyer was arrested. Three days later the charges were announced: tampering with evidence, confiscating evidence, using deadly force in an unwarranted fashion, falsifying official documents, dereliction of duty, and on and on. He was released under house arrest. The investigation was so involved and controversial, he would not be tried until January the following year.

      Merle and Pascal kept Francie up to date on the details of the investigation. They returned to the Dordogne where spring had arrived. The wisteria bloomed in the walled garden and the pear trees were dotted with sweet-smelling flowers. Francie wrote a little piece in her blog, Lawyrr Grrls, to tell her gang what was happening, both at home and abroad, but no one commented. Her blog was officially DOA.

      On the Friday before Memorial Day the offices of Ward & Bailee Esquire were quiet. Joshua Ward had recovered from his heart problems— his diagnosis was a stroke; he was doing barely okay. He announced his retirement, setting up a frenzy of sharp elbows among the senior partners. Everyone wanted to rename the law firm in their honor.

      And today Francie was moving fast, trying to get things wrapped up so she could spend the long weekend having fun. She’d been exonerated in the sexual harassment case, all charges dropped, but Greg Leonard wasn’t going quietly. The investigation of his dealings with Alice was still ongoing. Somehow the executive committee didn’t feel his actions were serious enough to be labeled sexual harassment. They appeared to be unreturned affection to some of the male partners. They didn’t even make him take a leave of absence, just sent him to the opposite end of the building to work. Francie however got a restraining order against Greg for Alice. She was still nervous at work but with Francie at her side, Alice soldiered on, purple hair and all.

      When Francie had first returned six weeks earlier, Greg was the first person she saw as she entered the office, striding across the secretarial pool, a brief clutched in his hand. Francie paused, wondering for a moment what to do, then called out to him.

      “Greg.” He glanced at her, ducked his head, and kept walking. “Mister Leonard.”

      He stopped then. A couple heads turned toward her.

      “Can we talk for a moment?” she said. “In the break room.” She spied the secretaries watching and picked one she liked. “You come too, Louise. We don’t want Mr. Leonard to feel anxious.”

      They stood in a semi-circle near Greg’s favorite appliance, the ancient refrigerator. Louise, an older woman with steely gray eyes, looked calm. She knew the whole story— Alice told Francie it had been office fodder for weeks— and was unflappable. Greg on the other hand had turned pink and jittery.

      “So, Greg, do you have anything to say to me?” Francie asked.

      He glared at her, lips clamped shut.

      Francie felt her anger rise. “Nothing? How about ‘I’m sorry. I’ll never lie about you again, Ms. Bennett?’”

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, sure. Whatever you say.”

      Louise was glaring at him. “What did you say about her, Mr. Leonard?”

      Francie raised her eyebrows, waiting. He squirmed, then sighed.

      “I made some shit up, okay? Can’t you take a joke?” he said angrily.

      Francie fumed. “That’s what sexual harassment is to you— a joke?”

      Louise put her hands on her ample hips and scowled. “It’s no joke to me.”

      Greg bolted out the door. They could hear him stomping down the hall. Francie and Louise looked at each other. Louise raised her eyebrows, smiling. “Not long for Ward and Bailee, is he?”

      

      At four-thirty that day in late May a few associates were at their desks, plus some secretaries and one or two partners, the non-golfing ones. Voices from the lobby drifted over the pool of desks to Francie’s office. She looked up, through the doorway, and saw two men following the receptionist through the open space. Something made her blink and stand up.

      A flutter went through her. She recognized it as both fear and readying for battle. Was she being served? Arrested? Don’t these things usually happen on Friday afternoons? She licked her lips and squared her shoulders.

      “Ms. Bennett?” the receptionist said at the door. She was young, and very efficient. “I have Harlan Pugh and his son, Reece, to see you.”

      Francie startled for a second. Then came to her senses: “Yes. Of course.”

      Harlan Pugh led the way, stepping into her office. He was a burly man, wide in the torso but trim. His head was shaved and he had a salt-and-pepper goatee with the air of a hard-charging businessman. He wore a checked shirt and a navy blazer with khakis and loafers.

      “Miss Bennett.” He stuck out his hand, his expression unreadable and voice gruff. “Harlan Pugh. Nice to meet you.”

      He waited a few beats for her to process this and move around her desk. They shook hands.  “Mr. Pugh.”

      “Harlan, please.” He turned to the younger man. Francie would never have recognized Reece Pugh. He was taller than she remembered him from prison, taller than Harlan, standing straight and proud in a totally Tom Ramey fashion, hands clasped, feet defiantly apart. His face was scarred but healing. His dark brown hair had grown out but was still short with an inmate vibe. She noticed for the first time his blue eyes, so like Tom’s. They were clear now, sober.

      “Reece,” she whispered. “You’re home. I’m so happy to see you.”

      She stuck out her hand to him. He took it and pulled her in for a hug. Then pushed away, embarrassed. He hung his head. “Thank you, Miss Bennett. For everything.”

      Francie couldn’t speak for a moment. She’d had the same reaction when she visited Claudia the week after she got back from Paris. So many words seemed tied up in her throat, things she wanted to say. She swallowed. “There were so many people pulling for you, Reece. If only you knew.”

      He glanced at his father. “Sami told me. He— he wrote me a letter.”

      “Did he? He wrote to the French police too. He turned out to be a good friend.”

      “In the end,” Harlan growled.

      Francie tipped her head. “That’s the only time that matters, isn’t it?”

      “I blame Paris,” Harlan continued. “If he’d just stayed here all this would never have happened.”

      Reece sighed. “You can’t blame a city, Dad. You wanted me to see Europe, remember?”

      Francie said, “Paris does have its charms. And a few bad pommes.” To Harlan she whispered, “That means apples,” as if she was a French expert. She looked at Reece. “How is your mother?”

      “Better, thanks,” he said quietly. “Every day.”

      “Having Reece back home has made a big difference to her,” Harlan said. Francie frowned at him. “Yes, I have apologized, as I do to you as well. I am a general ass, Miss Bennett, but I do try.”

      “Keep at it. That’s all any of us can do,” she said. There was a pause. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      Harlan took a check out of his pocket and put it on her desk. “It’s my understanding that you incurred some expenses in France that went unpaid. Please accept this as a token of our appreciation.”

      “Oh, no. Claudia paid me. I had an agreement with her—“

      “Please, Miss Bennett,” Reece pleaded. “Nothing would make me happier.”

      Francie nodded, touched. She looked from father to son. “Nothing than this—“ She waved a hand between the two of them. “—could make me happier in this moment.”

      Watching their backs as they walked away, she thought of Tom Ramey, her lost love. Tom who barely got to know his son, who tried to help, who failed in so many ways that make us human. Tom, who she’d forgiven finally. She could never hate him again, not after his gift of life to Claudia and Harlan.

      Tom, who died too young.

      Her eyes were a little cloudy as her cellphone buzzed on her desk.

      “Hey, Bennett,” the text from Dylan read. “When are you getting here? I’m starving again.”

      Aren’t we all starving, Francie thought, grabbing her red trench coat. We’re hungry for whatever fills the emptiness, be it a flowering cherry tree or a sunset in a magical city.

      She shook her head. She was being flighty again. She gazed out the window of her office and revised that thought.

      We’re starving for love, justice, connection, purpose: for whatever makes us whole.
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      Read an excerpt of the next Bennett Sisters Mystery: coming Summer 2019

      A BOLT FROM THE BLUE

      
        
        Chapter 1

        The Dordogne

      

      

      

      The village was not really that— there was no town square, no post office, no store. Not much of anything but overgrown lots and sparse stands of trees. It was approached carefully, with forethought, through the backwoods and down narrow roads, winding around hummocks and along streams. The place was on no maps, if you can get a map detailed enough to show these dusty two-tracks. A hamlet, something Francie somehow associated with small ham sandwiches— ridiculous, yes— that’s what it was. A mere hamlet: a collection of a few houses of varying sizes, on acreages with falling-down barns and grass up to your knees.

      Francie wound her way to the hamlet on the ever-smaller roads, following the GPS directions from her phone. Otherwise she’d have been lost for days, driving in circles down shaded lanes, far from civilization. She’d once marveled that cosmopolitan France, land of manners and fashion and cuisine and sophistication, could have such neglected backwaters. Where were the house-flippers and Brits on the prowl? These places seemed untouched by modernization, although she did spot electrical poles along the way and hoped for at least minimal lighting inside the mansion she’d been assigned to open.

      The duty had sounded delicious and mysterious, evoking a girlish curiosity that Francie was glad to find she hadn’t outgrown. To outlive curiosity, to be jaded about the unknown and undiscovered, would be tragic. So here she was, deep in the Dordogne, far from vineyards and goats, far from, well, people. To open an old woman’s manse, a family house no one had cared about for nearly forty years.

      Putting aside visions of rats and pigeons, she stood outside the stone house, dangling the keys. Of course she was curious. She’d read about apartments in Paris that had been boarded up after the Great War and never touched for sixty years, museums of a long-gone time. Would this old house be so fabulous? Or simply disgusting? Merle’s cottage had been more filthy than delightful at first.

      She tried to stay upbeat, searching for then finding the key to the rusty padlock on the door shutters. She had to put her weight on it to get it to budge, but finally it gave way, turning and springing open. Double doors with small glass panes and lace curtains stood inside the shutters. Another key. She rummaged through the tags for the right one.

      The house was much larger than Merle’s cottage, although, as the crow flies they weren’t far apart. Francie hadn’t known what to expect. The old lady came from a family of aristocrats, what was left of them in secular, socialist, post-Revolution, post-Napoleonic, post-war France. Deposed dukes, landed gentry, they remained today, living amongst us, although their wealth was often tied up in land and houses no one wanted, or their fortunes gone forever along with their heads.

      Two stories high, the mansion’s roof sported fancy gables with odd-shaped windows indicating a third floor under the slate roof. All shuttered and smothered by vines. The wooden shutters were a soft, peeling rose color. Maybe once they’d been burgundy but many summers had faded them. The yard was a flat, dry driveway overrun with weeds. Dry, prickly thistles scratched those who dared to enter. A half-dead tree stood guard, its leaves yellow and black.

      Key in the lock, she wiggled it for two minutes before she felt it give. The house didn’t want to give up its secrets, that was obvious. Then it turned, a loud, metallic click. Her cell phone rang.

      It was Dylan. “Did you find it?”

      “I think so. This must be it.”

      He read off the address again, which didn’t help. “There are no street signs. No signs of any kind.”

      “Well, if the key works, there’s your answer.”

      “I’m unlocking the door right now. The first padlock opened.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “On the outside, about what you’d expect, dirty and weedy. In the middle of serious French nowhere. All the shutters look intact though, and the roof looks good from the front at least.”

      “Okay, call me once you look around inside.”

      She slipped her phone back in her pocket and pushed open the double doors. The stale stench of dust, mold, and animal droppings swept past her as if glad to be free. But there was something else, flowery, powdery. What was it? Her eyes blinked against the darkness.

      She paused, listening, pulled out a small flashlight, and stepped inside.

      

      
        
        Chapter 2

        Oklahoma

        Two Weeks Earlier

      

      

      

      The day the letter arrived, Axelle Fourcier was preparing for what she hoped was the last move of her life. She sighed, feeling the ache in her back. She was old, she couldn’t move at the drop of a hat anymore. She’d retired two years before from the university and found herself bored to tears at least once a week. She wished she could go back to teaching. That was impossible. The dean had said as much, a glassy horror in his eyes at the thought. So she now had all the time she wanted to read history and keep up on her native French. That was excellent, she tried to persuade herself. Keep the brain active. She did read for hours each day, but mostly in English. For the French she watched France 24 news on their website, and found it dry as toast.

      The letter at least added a minor frisson to her thrilling day of packing boxes. She gave them a stare, piled haphazardly in the hallway. Who knew if she’d be happier, healthier, more engaged in life in North Carolina than Oklahoma? She certainly didn’t, although she’d decided she’d rather be blown off the Earth by a hurricane than die a mouldering death in the flatlands of America. The little beach house had called to her. At least hurricanes weren’t boring.

      The letter was from an attorney’s office. In Paris. That gave her a slight chill. Paris. Flashbacks of her youth, burning cars in the streets, sitting arm-in-arm with thousands of classmates under the Arc de Triomphe, then marching, chanting: “Adieu, de Gaulle!” So long ago and yet she could still smell the asphalt of the streets and the melting rubber tires of the cars.

      She walked out onto the porch of her house, just blocks from the university campus, carrying the unopened letter and shaking the images from her head. The past still haunted her. She thought she’d put it to bed years ago but it was obvious she had not.

      She stared at the ornate handwriting on the envelope, in blue ink and very French, with her name and address. She sighed, squared her shoulders, and tore open the flap. A single sheet of fine stationery was folded inside.

      The name of the law firm rang a distant bell in her mind. Where had she heard it? The letter was in French, which seemed presumptuous after all these years.

      

      
        
        Madame:

        It is with the greatest sympathy and sadness that we must inform you that your great-aunt, Mathilde Fourcier, has died. Her long life must be a consolation to you and all her relatives. She died without issue so leaves her estate to you and your cousin, Lucien Daucourt, of Paris.

        Monsieur Daucourt has personally examined the estate papers and informed us of your address. This took some time, as apparently you have not recently corresponded. The elder Madame Fourcier passed away on May 3 of this year, four months ago. M. Daucourt took charge of arranging her effects and has placed the urn with her remains in the family crypt in — cemetery, in —. We pray that this is satisfactory with you.

        It is imperative that we meet with you at the earlier possible time to discuss the disposition of the estate. Madame Fourcier did not deplete her estate, despite being 104 years of age. There is much to examine. Therefore, we request your presence in Paris at your soonest convenience. Please call us at the number above.

        Regards…

        

      

      

      Axelle sat down on a dusty porch chair and re-read the letter. Several of the French legal terms made her squint into the dry lawn, trying to dredge up their meanings. The main message was clear: Tante Mathilde was dead, at 104. She blinked hard. She’d last seen her aunt in 1969, when they were both young. Feisty and independent, her aunt had hair like Brigitte Bardot and a string of high society boyfriends, none of whom she liked well enough to marry. She was so charming and exciting, a light in the stratosphere to the teenage girl. Axelle could hear her laugh now, head thrown back, crimson lipstick, full throated as a lark.

      Axelle closed her eyes, a sadness for the past washing over her. The French curse, this pitiful nostalgia for things that will never be again. This melancholy for “temps perdu,” as Proust called it. He couldn’t find his lost time, and the search for it crippled him. She would not let nostalgia cripple her. She was as American, as modern, as optimistic, as anyone. She’d worked so hard to cleanse herself from the eroding pessimism she saw in her countrymen.

      But it was still with her. Her curse, because, try as she might, she was still French.

      She took a deep breath and stared at the letter in her lap. Her tantine had not forgotten her. And also this cousin. Who was he? She had no memory of any cousin named Lucien. Their correspondence was nonexistent. There couldn’t be much left of the estate, despite what the attorneys said, not after 104 years of extravagance as only a woman who was rich, wild, and French could live. The question was, was there enough left to warrant a trip back to the past?

      She would call the lawyers. It might be nothing. Surely it was nothing.

      Going back to France was, after all, against everything she stood for, as she’d told everyone who’d listen all these years. Never! she crowed when they asked if she would return. The looks in their eyes, the confusion over her adamant statements— no one understood, because she never explained. Keeping her hurt inside made it precious, and real.

      And yet. A twinge of regret stung her. She had missed seeing her aunt one last time, kissing her dusty cheeks, catching her orange-vanilla scent. Missed easing her into her last comforts. Missed feeding her pink macarons and jasmine tea from Mariage Frères, tucking a cashmere shawl around her shoulders.

      Axelle sighed deeply, frustrated and tired. Her stubborn pride was a burden. Did she still despise la republique?

      She felt every day of her many years. Did she care anymore?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for reading Blame it on Paris

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        What are people saying about the Bennett Sisters Mysteries? Things like…

      

      

      Put this in your TBR (to be read) pile! I felt like I traveled to France and I didn't have to leave my couch! [Blackbird Fly]

      A time in the French country side. As always Lise McClendon delivers. These two books are well written, leaves you with the feeling that you've been right there with the characters in the book. The descriptions of the heat and tastes of French food and the garden leave you feeling like you took part in the story. [Vol 1 & 2]

      Five Stars Love her characters, only problem is when I finish. I want more! [Things We Said Today]

      Amazing I absolutely love the mystery and mystique of Merle and Pascal in France. The French language is a joy to read. The author brings her characters to life so easily. [Vol 1 & 2]

      A New Year's Eve celebration for the books!!! I really enjoyed this book the best out of the ones I have read. There is so much going on in it that it is hilarious at times, then sometimes it hits close to Merle Bennett's deceased husband's family. Not everything is wonderful during this New Year's Eve celebration, and not everyone is who they appear to be. A great story! [Give Him the Ooh-la-la]

      Great Series!!! Oh how I love this series! I've read all the books (except for the one about Odette) and really enjoyed them! Blackbird Fly lured me in and The Frenchman clinched it! I want more. [The Frenchman]

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Write your own review, wherever you bought the book. Thank you for your feedback; I love hearing from readers.

      To hear about new books, giveaways, and discounts, join my mailing list here.
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      Thanks to my many traveling companions who have explored Paris with me, including Kipp, Helen, Emma, Susan, Sherri, Sara and her gang, plus friends in Paris, Françoise, Stephanie, and the Fosseux family. Thanks to Judy Williams for  delicious lawyer tidbits: any mistakes are my own. Thank you to Rita Neill for proofreading and to all my readers who send me corrections for my French: merci et désolé.

      Shall we all meet in Paris when the trees bloom? It’s always a good idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Lise McClendon

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Bluejay Shaman

        Painted Truth

        Nordic Nights

        Blue Wolf

      

      

      
        
        One O’clock Jump

        Sweet and Lowdown

        Snow Train

      

        

      
        All Your Pretty Dreams

      

        

      
        As Rory Tate

        Jump Cut

        The Honey Trap

        PLAN X

      

        

      
        As Thalia Filbert

        Beat Slay Love

      

      

      All books are available on Amazon and iTunes as audiobooks, and direct from Audible
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