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BOOK ONE
THE DEATH






















































He who binds to himself a joy,





Does the winged life destroy;





         But he who kisses the joy as it flies





         Lives in eternity’s sunrise.





                                  William Blake
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ON THE DAY HAROLD STRACHIE DIED New York City struggled to slough off the lingering chill of winter and he struggled with his spare tire. Twenty pounds had crept up on him, without his consent. He gulped down the usual double-double espresso to get the juices flowing. The early morning was dark and echoing, his only company garbage trucks and young people jogging, their feet slapping the sidewalk, oblivious to middle age.
Getting fit was a bitch. Walking from the train or subway was the extent of his exercise up until now. The extra pounds made Harry feel old at 54, someone who had lost control of his own fate. He refused to let his champagne belly keep him down. He would be muscular, strong, a master of his universe. Confidence was everything. 
He’d spent the night in the City as he often did when his deals were soft. For several hours before the markets opened he would work while the office was quiet, researching trends and companies, so he was ready to pounce. But he didn’t feel too cat-like climbing the seven flights of stairs to his office, his new daily workout. He stopped on each landing to catch his breath. 
In the empty lobby, he fumbled for the light switch and swayed on his feet, woozy. Cold sweat ran into his collar. He blinked, hung up his coat, and sat down. If he’d had a picture of his family on his desk, which he didn’t, he would have picked it up. His boy — so smart and tough and, yes, awkward at 15, but he’d grow out of that and be better for it. And his darling girl who looked so much like him with dark curls and mournful eyes. He wished he’d stolen into her bedroom this morning and ruffled her sweet hair.
A horrible squeeze of his chest made him grab his shirt. He gasped, waiting. As the tightness eased, he saw his daughter again, ten years from now, in makeup and mini-skirts and all her innocence lost, and he felt the pain again, harder. 
Black spots floated before his eyes. He sat back in his chair, trying to relax. Christ, this wasn’t good. He shouldn’t have had that espresso. If this was heartburn he’d be buying antacids. 
The squeezing lessened. He’d get an appointment with his doctor for later in the week. He could already see the smirk on the doctor’s face when he told him to stop being such a nervous nelly. A moment of calm. The office quiet was soothing. He took a light breath and blew it out.
Harry clicked on his computer. As the reports streamed in he clicked through prices, checking analysis. The sweat on his forehead began to dry. Just another day, he thought. Then, the last, the worst — the pain seized him again, and the black spots grew and merged into one.
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WHEN SOMETHING SHATTERS, when whatever you’re attached to ends, definitely, the moment rises up like it’s been hanging there for years, a lead balloon waiting to drop with a heavy thud into your life. All that living leading to this exact moment in time. Where has fate been hiding? Doesn’t matter. Here it is. Here it is, by God.
Merle stared at the phone, heavy, institutional beige. She’d arrived at the Legal Aid offices in Harlem a few minutes before. She was still wearing her boots. She hadn’t touched her coffee. 
He was dead. Harry. Husband. Deceased.
She felt the air move around her, solemnly, gently, as if she was a pile of ash a strong breath might blow away.  Outside her office voices filtered in, the chatting of colleagues, the insistent tone of an angry client evicted from her apartment. The sounds grounded her, the endless litany of troubles to be untangled, emotions to be soothed, hands to be held. Just the name Legal Aid — aid was so basic, so important in this hard world — made her warm.
Here she was necessary. Here she did good in the world. 
Her little world, so ordered and sane. Her nest, every twig in place. The selfless lawyer, fighting for the homeless and disenfranchised. The charity work on her days off, boring or annoying at times but always fulfilling in the end. Tomorrow there was another  luncheon, a benefit for African orphans organized by her sister. Francie was so excited about the celebrities, a baseball player, a talk show host, that she had lined up. 
No luncheon now. Merle knew she should make a list of what tomorrow would look like but the murmur of the office captivated her, the buzzing like a hive, as if she’d never really listened before, never felt the ordinary blessing of her colleagues and their routine. 
“Merle?” One of the law fellows stood in front of her with a quizzical look on her face.
The receiver was still in Merle’s hand, making a noise. Laura took the phone and replaced it on the cradle. Merle swallowed, frowned, and stood up.
“I have to go.”
“Oh,” Laura said, fluttering the way young people did. When had she started thinking of new graduates that way? “Your appointments? Mrs. Elliot is waiting, then — ” She stopped, seeing Merle’s face. “Sorry. I don’t need to tell you that.” 
“I’m sure you can handle them, ” Merle said, putting her coat back on. It was still damp with morning rain. “I have an emergency. I must go.”
“Oh,” Laura said again. “Can I help?”
Not unless you can bring a man back from the dead.
 
OF HER FOUR SISTERS, the one she wanted at the hospital was Annie. It was sad, really, that Stasia was her second choice because she was so strong and capable.  A magazine editor these days — not the lawyer she’d trained to be but no one blamed her for that — and damn good at it.  An organizer, a do-everything gal. She and Merle lived close together in Connecticut but they were so different. Merle and Annie, her oldest sister, shared an intangible something. In this emergency Merle never thought of Francie or Elise; they were younger and if she had to say so, a bit shallow, despite going to Whitman Law like their older sisters. Someday they would lean on Merle, the middle child. They would need her like she needed Annie. But Annie lived too far, in western Pennsylvania. You had to be practical. 
Stasia came, promptly, and held Merle until she didn’t want to be held. Dried her tears, called everyone. She made the lists that stubbornly jumbled up in Merle’s head. She was so efficient.
In the end Stasia arranged the funeral, wrote the obituary, talked to everyone for Merle. Arranged flowers, watered flowers, threw away flowers. Arranged meals, heated up meals, threw away meals. And so, when it was time, two weeks later, for the visit to Harry’s lawyers to hear his will, there was no question which sister went with Merle.
 
DEEP RUGS, OLD OAK, leather-bound tales of mishaps and bad decisions and the appalling nature of life: The Law Office.  With eyes closed Merle caught the smell of the time crumbling, the fruitlessness of human endeavor, of — mortality. Well, it was on her mind.
In the law you could change lives, you could make a difference. You learned the rules then you bent them. But justice was a slippery devil. Hard to quantify, impossible to hang on to. She concentrated on the endless rows of dusty books, not justice, searching the shelves for the earliest court records. New York District Court, 1878. Harry’s lawyers, and his father’s before him, were a very old, very white-shoe firm, not unlike Byrne & Loveless, firm of her misguided youth. 
Harry. She couldn’t stop thinking about him, now that he was gone. Trying to remember little things, it was hard. She hadn’t really noticed him recently, besides his dry-cleaning and a cocktail party or two. She stared at his suits in his closet, lined up the oxfords he would never wear. He wasn’t in the best of shape, never had been, with that paunch and double chin. He hadn’t told her but apparently he had a plan to get healthy by exercising, or at least climbing stairs. 
Genius, that Harry. 
She gripped the arms of the chair, trying hard to picture him the first time they met — the day she made partner at Byrne & Loveless, at the bar after the party after the celebration. She tried to remember the feeling of being valued, loved, feted. All she could remember was barfing in the women’s room. And Harry taking her home.
When he told the story he was the gallant knight, swinging the limp princess over his shoulder. She may have knocked into him coming out of the restroom. Yes, that was it. Almost fell down and he saved her from cracking her head.
Out of the blue, the question boomed inside her head: What-what. What? What?! It was back, like a disease never quite cured. She hadn’t heard it for weeks, that little voice that plagued her. These last weeks everybody knew what was what: Harry’s dead, that’s what. Shut up. She looked out the window and silenced it.
 Stasia sighed and looked at her watch. The lawyers were keeping them waiting. At the funeral Stasia had surprised everyone by sobbing, loudly. Strange, since she never cared that much for Harry. She thought he didn’t love Merle enough, and told her so one famous Christmas in front of a roaring fire before she knew about the baby on the way. Maybe that’s why she cried at the funeral. 
Merle’s cell phone vibrated in her slacks pocket. Tristan’s school calling. She went into the hallway. Trouble. The Headmaster (unbelievably they still called him that) would put the boy on the bus, if she agreed. She sighed, closed the phone. Back in the office she shook her head at Stasia: not now.
Harry’s ancient lawyer, who he’d called The Geezer, was shouting in the hallway. The door opened and he shuffled in with a younger man who introduced himself as Troy Lester, a partner. The old man, eighty-five minimum, Landon McGuinness the Third wore neatly-pressed gray flannel almost as ancient as he was.
His thick glasses perched on a beak no doubt less prominent when his cheeks had flesh. The younger partner, Lester, was close to their age but bald on top like the geezer. He was obviously the old man’s right-hand everything.
McGuinness peered at them, his eyes magnified behind his glasses. “Which one of you is Mrs. Strachie?”
“That’s me, sir. Merle Bennett. Strachie,” she added, though she didn’t use Harry’s name. “And this is my sister, Stasia Bennett.” 
McGuinness cleared his throat noisily and began in a sonorous voice to outline her future. Stasia was taking notes, thank god. The house is mine. Paid off thanks to mortgage insurance. Harry only rented his apartment in the city so nothing there but some junky furniture. Life insurance. Good. How could she not know about life insurance? Do you get that in one lump sum? Do you pay income tax on it? She would ask when he finished. 
Silence.  The geezer sat back in his chair and folded his hands. 
“But —?” Had she blacked out and missed a section? Harry was an investment manager. He set up a trust fund for Tristan, he had stock funds, pension plans, all sorts of retirement plans. 
She couldn’t speak.
Stasia could. “That’s it? Where's the pension fund? And the trust fund for the boy?” Landon McGuinness III blinked at her, mouth agape. Stasia leaned in and shouted: “Where is the boy’s trust fund?!” 
Troy Lester, standing at the old man's shoulder, squirmed then tried to hide it with a smile. “The good news is that Mr. Strachie set this up so it won’t have to go through probate. You’ll have the proceeds of the insurance within thirty days and the deeds will be changed quickly. The joint accounts stay the same, of course — ”
Merle sat forward. “But he told me he set one up for Tristan years ago. A trust account.”
“Not at this law firm,” McGuinness said, smacking his lips.
“Could it be with someone else?” Stasia asked. “At a bank?”
“Harry did all his legal work here. His father too. ”
Troy Lester cleared his throat. “The addendum,” he muttered.
McGuinness blinked. “Oh, yes. A special addendum.” He shuffled papers on his desk and batted off Lester’s help. 
He found the paperwork and held it at arm's length. “I bequeath to my wife, Merle, because of her love of old houses, the property in Malcouziac, France, a house and real estate surrounding.”
The sisters sat in stunned silence. Stasia looked at her. “Do you know about this?” Merle felt float-y, disconnected from the room.  Her ears buzzed. Who were these people?  I’m watching an old Perry Mason re-run. Harry will be alive at home when I get there. We’ll squabble about dinner. We’ll listen to each other snore. 
She pinched her arm. Nothing changed.
The old man was saying in his clear and not-very-aged voice, “Harry inherited this house from his parents when they died. You knew his mother was French?” Merle nodded, unable to speak. A house in France? 
“It’s in the Dordogne,” Lester added brightly. “Southwest France.  A small town. Very picturesque, I hear.”
“A villa? Could it be worth something?” Stasia asked.
“No acreage, I understand. No vineyard. Sorry.”
“Is there a photo or map or something?” 
Troy Lester looked at the old man. “We’ll see what we can find. Maybe Harry kept something in his own files. You could check.” 
He called in the secretary and asked for the file on Harry’s father, Weston Strachie. They waited in awkward silence.  Merle worked over her cuticles. She didn’t feel like she would float away anymore, now that she had both ankles wrapped around a chair leg. Be practical. He’s dead. This is what happens when people die.  She was nothing if not practical. Life would go on. Sometimes you just had to remind yourself. Merle felt the hard rock in her chest press against her ribs, making it hard to breathe.
The secretary returned and handed a slim brown file to Lester. He leafed through the papers before handing it to Merle. “I don’t think we’ll need this anymore. There’s some old paperwork, work Mr. McGuinness did for the elder Mr. Strachie years ago, as well as the obituary. Your husband’s parents died together, in a car accident in —” He glanced again inside — “1954.”
Harry was four. That was all Merle knew about his parents. He never talked about them, probably didn’t even remember them. She glanced at the faded newspaper clipping, then at the letters behind them: a description of the property in French, and correspondence about Harry’s father’s wine and spirits importing business. 
She thanked the lawyers. She felt a powerful need to get on with things, to make lists, to organize. To silence the what-what?! in her head. At the café down the block she sat with her hands wrapped around a coffee cup. Her mind began to put things in columns. But Stasia looked furious, her color up. “I knew it. I knew it. Where is his pension fund?”
“He liked to play the markets.”
“You think he lost it all? No way. He had something stashed away, he must have. Away from the hawk-like eyes of Landon McGuinness the Turd.” They smiled. “You need to go to his office. Maybe that’s where Tristan’s fund is.”
Merle knew nothing about that part of Harry's life. She’d never wanted to. It reminded her of corporate law, the open greed, the phoniness, the back-stabbing partners. But obviously a little more attention to the financial aspects of their lives would have been, well, practical. Maybe she wasn’t as practical as she thought. 
“Is Blackwood paid for?” Stasia asked.
Tristan’s prep school. “The first half.” He would be arriving on the bus in an hour. “He got in a fight at school. They’re sending him home.”
“Poor kid. Maybe he just needs some time with you.” Stasia patted her hand. “Public school isn’t that bad. And there’s Country Day. It’s college I’m worried about. The good schools are ruinous.” 
One of Stasia’s obsessions, getting her children into A-list schools, the Ivies and near-Ivies, and paying for it.  
“Stace, did you know something was going to be funny with the will?”
She sighed. “He was rich when you married him. Those are the ones to watch.”
Harry had it all when they met, downtown loft, swank corner office, Fortune 500 clients,  summer lease in the Hamptons. But that was 20 years ago, the boom years when he’d been doing investment banking.  A familiar guilt crept through her: all the money she spent on the Connecticut house, the pool, landscaping, windows, kitchen, carpet — anything to make the house warm and welcoming. All a waste, a failure. And now he mocked her in his will: ‘Because of her love of old houses.’ Had he thought she’d done all that remodeling because she loved crumbling foundations and roof rot? 
Stasia took her hands. “You don’t deserve this. He didn’t. He was good man, an excellent father. You didn’t do anything but love him, Merle.”
She felt her chest cave in. The words hit her hard: Love him. Love. What was it? The realization came in a flash. She hadn’t loved Harry, not at the end.  It was hard to admit. Her reflection in the window as he must have seen her last — haggard, gray, pale. Did he know? Did he care? She couldn’t remember when it stopped, it had been dying for so long. I didn’t love him. The realization filled her with something not quite like sorrow: a feeling of shame, of neglect.
And yet. Now you are free.
Merle shook her head to cancel the words. This was no time for happy thoughts. She’d just buried her husband. Whether he loved her, whether she loved him — it no longer mattered.  He was gone. She could get a new job if necessary. She had marketable skills. She had the house, and the life insurance. Tristan would go to college on that. Her life before he died, the busy-ness, the calendar full of appointments, the new drapes, charity auctions, even jogging, all now seemed like filler in a hollow life. Her life, one she didn’t even recognize. 
Stasia put on a smile. “So what about this house in France?” 
 A house in France: it only sounded romantic.  “Thanks for coming, Stace.”
 
TRISTAN’S BAGS LAY IN A HEAP in the hallway. A television blared upstairs. Merle turned on lights in the dark house, following the sound to his room. The door was open, which might be construed as a good sign. Still, she knocked before stepping inside.
His room still had its semblance of order from his months at school except for the giant television he had dragged up from the family room. Harry had forbidden TV in his room so this was no doubt a message. It perched unsteadily on a tiny side table from the living room. Cords criss-crossed the moss green carpet. Last summer he had picked out a new bed and desk, along with the beanbag chair in bright yellow faux suede where he sprawled now. He didn’t look as cheerful as the egg-yolk chair, not with the black eye.
“I hope the other guy looks worse,” Merle shouted, perching on his desk chair while a scantily-clad blond gyrated on the screen. Music thumped through the furniture.
A pale but strong boy whose face had hardened into a man’s in the last year, his complexion was never bright. Thin, dark whiskers sprouted at the point of his chin; his Gallic nose was so like Harry’s. His brown hair was hanging in his eyes — he’d lied about a haircut in March and no one cared when he returned for the funeral. At fifteen he was six feet tall, four inches taller than his father and five inches taller than Merle, a strapping lad as his grandfather said. His legs stretched over the beanbag in rumpled khakis and on his size-12 feet, old-school Adidas. His right eye was purple and swollen shut.
“Do you want to talk about it?” He shot her a one-eyed glare. “Let’s eat first then. Pizza?”
She made the call from the kitchen then turned on more lights. The house lived in perpetual shadow, surrounded by enormous oak trees and blue spruces, and protected by deep, overhanging eaves. Square and solid with dark wood trim, it sat back on a respectable suburban street that screamed ‘lawn freaks.’  Sixteen years ago, when she was pregnant, it reached out to her, speaking the language of security, family, and roots with its pre-war homeyness. But when winter came it was dark and depressing with thick trees and small windows. She painted the rooms bright colors but it didn’t help. She hated it before a year was out but she never told Harry. He had been against Connecticut. He loved the city, the restaurants, the theaters, the music. The suburbs were sleepy, boring, bourgeois. But he sold the loft for her, downsized to a walk-up apartment he laughingly called a pied-a-terre. A few years ago he'd sold it and rented a small studio near his office for nights he worked late. 
How could she tell him this dreary house had been a mistake? It was impossible. She bought high wattage light bulbs.
She stepped onto the flagstone patio. April usually filled her with hope, the promise of sunlight and warmth.  Another winter gone. The white dogwoods lit up corners of the yard, the cherry tree on the edge of the patio dropped pink petals. The petals were brown now, rotting in puddles. A chill rose up from low end of the yard, bringing with it the heady sweetness of hyacinths. In April she could forget about the mistakes she’d made, the problems, the silence, the darkness. Except for this year. Tristan had gone back to school three days after the funeral, yes, probably too soon but what he wanted. How could she stop him? 
She took a deep breath of moist evening air. If she could focus on her financial needs, hers and Tristan’s, she could see her way out of this mess. Grief — or guilt? — is a horrible thing. She couldn’t define her emotions any more. Her mother said grief was a ‘me feeling,’ feeling sorry for yourself. Harry is at peace now, Bernadette said, not hurting or sad or missing you. Helpful, Mom.
Harry had taken a chance, something he felt he was good at, and married her four months after the night in the bar. They just clicked, that’s what everyone said—they just clicked. What did that mean anyway? Click on/click off? It didn’t matter. She kept saying it to herself: It doesn’t matter.
So now she would gather all the information she could, then make a plan. Grief— or fear— lodged in her chest like a rock, making it hard to breathe. Information, planning, numbers would lift the rock, and her life. She would attack this problem like a case at work, as if she was homeless, living on the street. She would find shelter and security. She would sort it out, get things back on track. She was a big believer in the power of her will. Plus she was practical, like all of the Bennett girls. Even Elise, just finishing law school after a series of resort-area jobs in Aspen and the Virgin Islands that their mother called “perfectly understandable play time,” was practical. Law was something that fed on that, nuts and bolts, rules and regs, law and order. No sad romantic notions, just the facts. Well, she had no romantic notions, sad or otherwise, not any more.
The pizza came, thick with cheese and pepperoni, smelling of cardboard box. She took it up to Tristan’s room, with paper plates, napkins, Pepsi. He set the box in his lap, let her take a piece. 
The peculiar loneliness of the only child sometimes broke her heart.  If Tristan had a sibling to share his grief, he would be better off. If she had another child to focus on, he would be better off. But because she couldn’t have any more children — Tristan himself had been a surprise to her doctors — here they were, a twosome  locked in battle, fighting their way out of this blackness together. 
“Did you put anything on your eye?”
“Bag of gel.”
“Who was the culprit?” He squinted with his good eye. “The guy who socked you.”
“Just an asshole. One of millions at Blackwood.”
“Right. It was in the paper. They’re calling it a public health crisis.”
He grunted and stuffed another piece in his mouth, washing it down with soda. 
“So they tell me two weeks, is that right?” 
“There’s a letter in my backpack. They want me to see some quack. But I’m not doing it.” A frightened, belligerent look crossed his face. 
“Did this asshole get suspended?”
“I guess.” He looked at her. “It was Lancaster.”
“Billy?” Tristan’s best friend. Or had been. “Billy hit you?”
“I hit him first.”
“Ah. Good thinking. Catch ‘em unawares.”
“Ha ha. You aren’t Dad.”
Merle felt her stomach drop. That was Harry’s line. Catch ‘em unawares, along with other moronic pointers on fighting that he bragged were from his years on the streets. A family joke. None of them believed that Harry had been a bare-knuckle street fighter. Not with being short, pudgy, and better suited to foie gras and martinis. 
“Sorry,” Tristan said. “I mean, I know you’re not.”
 He must have seen her picking at her cuticles, the delightful new habit that made her hands look like a battle zone. A twist of his lips indicated a teenage smile. He laid a hand on the top of her head. A big, warm, greasy hand. 
“It’s okay you’re not Dad. Really. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
THE WIDOW. She read about them in the newspapers,  heard about them at parties: wives of fallen soldiers, firefighters, policemen, executed criminals. Men whose lives had meaning, whose deaths were heroic or justified.  But Harry was no hero. Just a middle-aged man trying to fleece the world.
The concept of ‘widow’ was semi-romantic, at least in novels. The curse of adolescent reading, dozens of gothic romances she chewed through in her teens where the heroine mucks around in a creepy old mansion, looking for treasure and true love. Annie or Stasia read them then handed them down. They all saw themselves as that brave girl, searching for love. How young they were.
And now she was the widow. Not the heroine. The widow was usually a crazy old bat. Merle remembered one of the first gothics she read, ‘A String of Pearls.’ The widow was scary for having lived alone for years pining after her dead husband, but generous to the naïve but plucky slip of a heroine. The wild-haired crone gave the girl a string of pearls that helped her survive the storm that battered the mansion and turn the smelly stable boy into a perfumed prince, or some such drivel. 
Merle lay on her bed staring at the ceiling, wishing someone had magic pearls for her.  Instead of being the slip of a girl she was the scary old widow with crow’s feet and bunions. How had it happened? Just yesterday she was sixteen, with dreams. And now, no Harry — but was that so bad? That little voice returned: Now you’re free.  She hadn’t loved him. Why was that so hard to accept?
If she was honest with herself — and why bother with the truth when it causes wrinkles, constipation, and other joys of adulthood? — she’d stopped loving him a long time ago.  Maybe the week after he’d saved her from a concussion on the restroom floor. Or maybe when he forgot their first anniversary and worked late. This was no gothic romance. There was no magic moment when the spark went out. Maybe it was just a shallow flame after all, not the raging fire they imagined drew them to the altar.
What had she loved in him, all those years ago? She scrunched up her eyes and tried to think back. He was generous, he’d given her flowers unexpectedly, diamonds from time to time, this house she hated. For a man driven by money he wasn’t stingy, not at all. Except perhaps with his time. The only time they went out together was for business. That had been his way for years. And she had never complained. 
She got up and stared at herself in the bedroom mirror. Her dark hair was streaked with gray, and stringy. The mascara she’d put on for the meeting with the lawyers had smudged. Her lips were thin and cracked. She closed her eyes and tried to take a deep breath. The rock was lodged there, but somehow a tiny bit smaller. For an instant she saw a glimpse of herself when all this was over: attractive, smiling, lovable. And younger: how was that going to happen?  Wake up, Merle.
The doorbell rang. She rubbed her cheeks, and marched to the door, eager to pounce on another cheesy casserole or gooey dessert. Betsy stood on the porch in her clogs and barn jacket. Faithful friend and cheerer-upper, Betsy had been stopping by each evening, when she knew things grew too quiet.  They had been friends since their kids were in preschool, and still jogged together once in awhile. As Merle made them both herbal tea, Betsy’s eyes turned toward the thumping ceiling. 
“He got in a fight at school.  I probably sent him back too soon.” Merle set down her cup. “I heard the will today.” She summarized the inheritance, such as it was. 
Betsy's eyes widened. “Wait — no trust fund for Tris?”
“I guess he never got around to it.”
The word hung in the air: Bastard. “But what about you? Will you stay at Legal Aid?”
“For the time being. I’ve been trying to think. Do you know anybody else whose husband died young like Harry?”
“Well. You remember Margo Willoughby. She was about forty-five when Gus died.” Betsy bit off her next sentence as they both remembered Margo had flipped out, treated herself to a bad face-lift then married a guy who owned a strip club in New Jersey. 
Merle drained her tea cup and smiled. “Time to perfect that cannoli recipe?”
 
SHE TOOK THE FILE Troy Lester gave her to bed. The obituary for Harry’s parents was something he’d never shared. Despite his material generosity he hadn’t really been the sharing type, always buzzing off to his meetings and reading endless financial newspapers. He’d rarely sat down in the kitchen to chat like she’d just done with Betsy. Had he ever seen this clipping?  
 
New York Herald Tribune. March 2, 1954.
        Weston Montgomery Strachie and his French bride, Marie-Emilie, died tragically on a rainy night as they returned to their home on Long Island from a romantic outing in Atlantic City. Their auto skidded off the road on a curve and struck a large oak tree that has claimed the lives of more than a few drivers over the years. Husband and wife were pronounced dead at the scene. They leave behind their four-year-old son, Harold.



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



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



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







There was another, smaller announcement in the Times. The only new information was Marie-Emilie’s maiden name, Chevalier. She reread the Herald Tribune obit; it had the touch of Aunt Amanda, last seen in a dinner plate hat at Harry’s funeral. After Sylvester died she traveled the world with friends from her days as a dress buyer at Macy’s. 
“Marie-Emilie Chevalier,” Merle whispered aloud. Was she really sunny and lively, or was that just Amanda’s drama? Merle closed her eyes. She’d missed having a mother-in-law, all these years. Amanda had played the part but not exactly, not being the maternal type. Merle tried to imagine Harry as a little child, round and smiling, playing in the fields of lavender — the way she imagined the French countryside, bucolic and fragrant.
The bass and drums of music videos thumped through the ceiling, bringing her back to the present. She put the obituary aside. Like so much in the past, it didn’t matter. Not any more.
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1949
 
“COMPLAINING WILL NOT KEEP YOU ALIVE.”
She backs through the gate with the chicken held by its legs as it flaps and squawks. Pausing inside the garden she looks up at the window. Cigarette smoke curls out, which means Weston is working at his typewriter. No tapping sounds so he isn’t actually typing. She wonders if that is good or bad. He believes, like the chicken, that complaining will change his fate. He truly thinks that sour thoughts, and words, about his writing not selling will magically make it sell, when it made sense to accept defeat. 
Marie-Emilie sets down the vegetables and the bread on a spot of shade behind the outhouse. She has been lucky at the market, the first real piece of good luck they’d had in weeks. There had been potatoes and leeks, and some asparagus for the first time. The chicken is scrawny but will provide a week’s worth of soup. The bread was cheap because it is last week’s, hard and dry but she has a method to make it right again. Normally the farmers are hard on her at market, raising their prices out of spite. They are suspicious of strangers, from the war, she imagines, but why they take it out on her, a real Frenchwoman, is beyond her. The villagers’ coldness hurts her. She would move back to her own village in a moment, but there is no house to live in there.
The chicken scratches her leg with its beak, causing her to cry out. Weston comes to the window, frowns, and disappears. Jaw clenched she grabs the neck of the bird and gives it a violent twist. With the axe she dispatches its head. Basket between her legs she plucks its feathers, then cleans it. Inside she lays a fire, filling the kettle with water and hooking it onto the iron arm. Weston hollers down from upstairs.
“What the blazes are you doing now? It’s so hot my fingernails are sweating and you build a fucking fire.”
He appears on the stairs, cigarette hanging from his mouth, in his undershirt. She dislikes seeing him this way, half-dressed in suspenders and wrinkled trousers. Sometimes he goes out on the streets, walking in the evening, like this. Is it any wonder no one likes them?
“Fresh chicken,” she says. “For soup.”
“It’s too fucking hot for soup,” he growls. “Where’d you get the money?”
“Barter,” she says, smiling. “No money.”
“What did you barter then, cherie?” His eyes are hateful and black. Money is his biggest worry since things went bad in Nice. They had come with such hopes, with money in their pockets. All gone now. Between the wine business and the writing, they haven’t seen any money for a month. But he finds wine to drink. His fingers are stained with it.
“Old clothes,” she says, smoothing her cotton skirt. He would never know if she had sold clothes or not. He hates all her clothes. 
He takes a long drag on his cigarette. “What clothes?”
“Some old ones I do not wear.” In Nice he bought her the satin dress, fancy shoes, the lovely soft jacket. She sold them months ago.
He looks her over with his hard eyes, not lingering, as she hoped he wouldn’t, on the faded blue scarf she wears on her head. Planning this day she wore the scarf for a week, hiding her long, black hair until this morning when she sold it for sixteen francs to a woman from Bordeaux who makes wigs for whores.
He frowns at the kettle, now bubbling. “I’m going out.” In the garden he washes himself in the American way, she supposes, of splashing a few handfuls of water on one’s neck, and slams the gate behind him.
Sitting on the stool in front of the hot fire, she thinks she will write to her aunt. Ask her why she gave up this house, if there is some curse on it. Maybe there is a way to find happiness here that she is too blind to see. With the curse lifted, Weston will be happy and they will have a baby. 
She chops leeks and tears flow from her eyes. As she throws the vegetables into the kettle she prays once more for a child. Then they will both be so happy they will love each other forever.
 
 
 



 
 
4
 
IT WAS LATE MORNING by the time they arrived in the financial district. Fifteen days since Harry died, a Wednesday. Merle was missing a staff meeting at ten-thirty, a lunch meeting in Queens, and six afternoon appointments with clients, one of whom was an old black man named Elmer she’d been helping for years. 
She sighed and tried not to think about Elmer and his problems. She was a walking appointment book, her mind fixated on the calendar the way others memorized football scores and bird lists. It was a curse to be so obsessed with days, hours, appointments. Calendar Girl, Harry used to call her, teasing her as he asked on what day of the week the Fourth of July fell three years from now, as if she were a parlor game. And she knew, she always knew.  
Tristan sulked in the train. Merle forced herself to look at the scenery and feel joy — or something, anything — whenever she saw a redbud or crabapple in bloom.
Why was she so obsessed with time? Now the future looked fuzzy, and it scared her. She had no idea what was going to happen, and felt herself clinging to her old life, unwilling to let it go even though the reality was that it was gone already. And shame, that was a big one. Her failure to love her husband hovered at the edges of everything. She was deficient. That was obvious. She hadn’t admitted it to her sisters yet but she would. She couldn’t keep something so big, so emotional, from Annie especially. 
She watched Tristan, his black eye and sad face full of boredom and pain. She loved her son deeply, but that was organic, wasn’t it? She reached out for his hand on the train. He allowed the touch for exactly ten seconds. She didn’t have to consult her watch. 
Don’t think: of pain or regret, love or hate, past or future. Just be in the world. She breathed out, slowly. Relax, this is your life. Why is that so hard? Her mind spun, torturing her. The past was a minefield. The future refused to show itself, as murky as the puddles in the streets.  
HANFORD WELSH WAS ON THE ILL-FATED seventh floor of the  building, not far from the Stock Exchange. They took the elevator.
“Whoa, buddy,” said one of the traders in the lobby, Mike, or Ike, or Mickey. “I hope the other guy looks worse.”
Tristan put up his fists. “You want some?! Come on!” The trader laughed and edged away.
Dragging the boy into Harry’s corner office Merle shut the door. “This is hard enough without you acting like a child.” He stalked to the corner windows. Everyone had stared at him on the train. She could kick that trader except she’d said the same dumb thing. 
Harry’s secretary poked her head in. “Hi, Merle. Do you need anything?” 
Merle tried to smile. People were scared enough around the Widow. “Thanks, June. A box maybe?”
She returned with two paper boxes with lids. June was a tiny, young thing, just Harry’s type, with wispy light brown hair and big gray eyes. “I’m working for Mr. Marshall now. He said to help you, if you need me.”
“I want to look at Harry’s computer files before I leave. I need his password.”
June frowned. “I’ll check.”
Merle looked over Harry’s desk, the death site. There was no sign of his last breath, of the ambulance workers who pushed him to the carpet and pounded on his chest, shocked him with paddles, gave him mouth-to-mouth. Everything was tidy, as if he’d be back tomorrow. There was his nameplate, which she dropped in the box. On a spindle a stack of pink “While You Were Out” messages sat skewered. 
“You want all these pens and stuff?” Tristan was staring at the open pencil drawer.
“Why not.” He grabbed two handfuls. “Do you see any passwords?” The boy pushed the mess of papers around and said no. “Keep an eye peeled.”
The message slips were old, from people who must have given up weeks ago. Should she call them? She owed Harry a little dignity. She dropped them into the box. His gray overcoat still hung behind the door. She folded it and set it in the second box.
There was a solid wall of file cabinets across one wall. Last night when she couldn’t sleep she’d spent a couple hours poking aimlessly around in Harry’s den. She didn’t have passwords at home either.  What was she looking for? His life, in a thousand manila folders. It was depressing. 
She was fingering files when Steve Hanford burst in and enveloped her in designer cologne. If there was a fine grooming class at business school, Harry’s manager had aced it. Steve oozed success, from his tassled Italian loafers to his dyed brown coif that swirled elaborately over his forehead. 
“How are you? You look great, Merle. But you shouldn’t have to do this. I'm so sorry. It can’t be fun.”
Tristan was making a face behind Steve’s back. Merle said, “Life goes on.”
“That’s what they say.” He put an arm around her shoulders, easing her away from the file cabinets. “What can we do to make things easier?”
“There’s a steep learning curve here. I let Harry do all the financial stuff — ” Steve winced dramatically. She felt a jolt: What-what?! “What — is it?”
“Dee Dee was just saying that. She wanted me to explain everything to her. And it’s taken me years to get things balanced —  Oh, listen to me. Please, go on.”
“I need to see Harry’s personal accounts. I have to know everything that went on here with our money.”
He flinched again and stepped back, hands deep in fine gabardine. “Of course, Merle. That’s your privilege. Let’s — can you follow me out here?”
In the hallway he stopped, lowering his voice. “Merle, did Harry tell you about his trading account? What he did?”
“I assume he traded stocks.”
Steve rubbed his forehead. “Right before — you know — he ran some options, you know, futures? Trying to predict if prices of stocks and commodities will go up or down. He was selling short because he thought prices were going to fall. He would have cashed them the next day, probably, because prices did go down a little. But he didn’t, because, well.”  Because he was face down on his desk. “Nobody looked at them until the end of the week. By then it was too late. The options were called.”
Merle felt bile rise in her throat. Called options meant you had lost your bet. You had gambled and lost. And you had to pay up.
“His clients’ money?”
Steve shook his head. 
She felt her breath catch. “How much?”
“He never did anything halfway, you know that. He loved rolling the dice. ”
“How much did he lose, Steve?”
“Six-hundred.”  She squinted at him. “Thousand. And change.”
 
AFTER A MICROWAVED CASSEROLE that night Merle spread the day’s booty across the kitchen counter to commence a stare-down. Almost immediately her parents called. They were “in the neighborhood.” They lived about an hour away and had only returned from Florida a few days before Harry died.
Although moved by their concern, what she really needed was some quiet time.  After Steve Hanford’s little revelation that her husband had lost over half a million dollars and she could be sued for even more lost dollars from his chancy option trading, she had gone to the bank. When she tried to clean out the joint account, she found out Harry had taken almost thirty-thousand dollars out of their checking account the day before he died. While she was fuming about that she emptied out the contents of his safe deposit box into a McDonald’s sack still warm with grease from Tristan’s lunch.
Then, after the bank, back to the lawyers.
“Anything I can do to help,” the younger partner boomed. They must love him in court. Troy Lester was the Brooks Brothers version of Steve Hanford, but bald and smelling of spearmint chewing gum.
 “At Harry’s office,” she said slowly, trying to breathe. “He was trading options when he died, and they were called. He lost whatever he was trading, our money, and a lot more. I won’t be liable for that, will I?”
“Normally, no.” 
She stared at him, willing him to speak. “Normally?”
“The house is safe, since he put the mortgage insurance in your name. And the French property is too complicated to touch. That leaves the life insurance policy — ” He paused, frowning, as if life insurance was nauseating.
“Do you mean — can they garnish that?”
“I think we can avoid that. But there’s a problem Mr. McGuinness wasn’t aware of.”
The other shoe hovered, preparing to drop. She felt it deep in her guts, the looseness, the hollow sense of doom. You thought that was bad, eh? Well, let me tell ya.

She swallowed hard and looked him in the eye. “Tell me.”
“Creditors would have to sue the estate, which if the debts were large enough — and from what you’re telling me maybe they are —  they definitely would. Even I would sue.”
“And litigation isn’t your bag. What are you saying?”
He grimaced. “Lawsuits are potential problems, if there are creditors. But the immediate problem is that he borrowed against the life insurance.”
She stared at Troy’s oversized forehead. She had already decided how much she would set aside from the insurance for Tristan’s prep school, then college, and the funeral expenses. But this was what Harry had used to play the options market. This was how much he cared about the security of his family. Damn him. It was gone, all of it.  Harry had borrowed against it and lost it all. 
She may have swatted Troy Lester with her purse. Lawyers! Who could trust them?
In the kitchen Merle stared again at the meager list of sums on her notepad. Her parents would want to help if they thought she was in trouble. She swept up the checks and statements into her address book and put them on the shelf over the kitchen desk. The last thing she wanted was their pity. They had their own problems, everybody did. One thing she’d learned already since Harry’s death — there was only so much sympathy in the world, then people turned back to their own woes. And who could blame them? The world was a hard, unfair place. She would lie and tell her parents Harry left them secure and well-off.
They stood under her father’s big golf umbrella then shook themselves in the front hall. Her mother was still an elegant woman, not as straight and tall as she used to be but always finely coiffed, her gray hair pinned up in a twist. Tonight she wore a simple black dress and pearls. They were at the age when funerals were unfortunately common. Maybe they’d come from one. Merle glanced down at her sweatpants and Harry’s old Penn t-shirt. Making an effort was, well, such an effort.
“Someone here?” her father said, fixing his blue eyes on her as if she was hiding a boyfriend upstairs. Jack Bennett never lost that protective feeling toward his five daughters. He looked tired though, the bags under his eyes tinged with blue. He was dressed in a dark suit from his attorney days, a blue shirt with no tie. He missed the law, he told her at Christmas, missed the action, hated being old and put out to pasture. She would tell him about old McGuinness the Turd one day, whose retirement plan was to keel over at the water fountain.
“Tristan’s home. He was having trouble studying. Maybe he went back too soon.”
Bernie — her mother Bernadette — insisted on going upstairs, exclaiming over his black eye, and swearing to keep it secret from Grandpa Jack. She loved having secrets with her grandchildren and could be trusted for six or seven minutes. In the hallway outside Tristan’s room, she took Merle’s hand.
“Everything is all right then,” she said in her firm schoolmarm tone.  “You’re strong and young. It seems hard now but you’ll be all right, both of you. Tristan’s had some trouble but he should go back next week. ”
“He’s supposed to see a counselor.”
“Oh, rubbish. I knew a thousand boys like Tristan.” Bernie taught junior high school algebra for twenty-five years but always sent the bad boys home to their parents. “Good boys who are picked on by bullies. It’s been going on for centuries. You just have to put on a face and go back.”
Bernie’s advice for most everything was to ‘put on a face.’ If they didn’t think you cared they couldn’t hurt you, and the piddling little concern, whatever it was, went away. It worked wonders in the courtroom and the schoolroom. But in your family it let you hurt in silence and fester in privacy. Merle was an excellent pupil; she’d been putting on a face to Harry — and maybe to herself — for years. 
“And what about you?” her mother said. “You’re thinner, not that it doesn’t look good on you. But you have dark circles under your eyes like when you were in law school.”
“Sleeping's not so good.”
“Do you have pills? Dr. Farouk gives everyone pills.”
They left a half hour later, after two cups of milky coffee and a full rundown on their Florida neighbors who had cooked a giant octopus on a charcoal grill and made such a stink they got cited for a public nuisance. Her parents came from the pull-yourself-up-by-your-bootstraps era, when everything bad could be pushed down and hidden, when to get by you pretended you didn’t care. You carried on, until carrying on — and not caring — became your life, robotic shell of existence that it was. 
Merle poured herself a large glass of red wine and set Dr. Farouk’s pills next it, spreading out the financials again. They meant well, her parents. They tried to distract her with coffee and octopus. She’d just have to figure out how to help herself. Maybe that actually was the old bootstrap approach. Maybe it would work if she applied herself. On a new sheet of paper she made lists: Connecticut. France.  IRA statement, bank statement, Legal Aid salary. Potential lawsuits. Lists would keep her sane. Well, as sane as she ever was. 
She drank wine, poured more. The financials didn’t change. They didn’t grow zeros. The lists grew longer but not in the plus column. There was no money for college. No money for prep school. Her salary would barely pay the utilities and train fares. Property taxes were out of the question. The sleeping pills stared at her until she dumped them in the toilet. The swirling black capsules stayed in her mind as she poured more wine.  Don’t need no stinkin’ pills. She felt stronger then, like she might find an answer to the rest of her life, somewhere, somehow.
Tristan bounded down the stairs, waving his English book. He read her a poem by Dylan Thomas; he was trying to write a short paper on it. He stood in the middle of the kitchen, one eye swollen shut, and read it theatrically, arms waving, one toe pointed just so. He was so adorable, hair uncombed and shirttail out, she had trouble focusing on the words, let alone their meanings. When he finished he reread certain passages.
“'A weather in the flesh and bone/ Is damp and dry.’ What do you think that means? How can something be both damp and dry?”
“Well,” she began. She had struggled in English, at least the interpretation of metaphor that was the heart of poetry. She was too literal. “Um. Let’s see. Flesh and bone. So the flesh is damp and the other is, like, bone dry?”
 “Yeah, but.” He frowned at her. She apparently wasn’t helpful. “What about this line: ‘the quick and dead move like two ghosts before the eye.’”
She knew this! “Quick means alive, so dead and alive.”
He squinted at her and slammed the book. “Dylan Thomas liked to think about death. Mr. James thinks he was obsessed.”
Merle bit her lip. Was this Tristan’s way of telling her she was thinking about death too much, that she was obsessed? If anything she thought too little about Harry. She didn’t miss him, not really. Was this Tris’s point? Did he know she didn’t love Harry? She glanced up at her son. He was getting out the popcorn popper and looking for oil. Life went on. It was just poetry. Strange, pretty words that she couldn’t figure out, just like when she was in school.
She put on a smile. “Oh, those poets.”
Tristan made a huge bowlful of white kernels. Before he took it upstairs she enlisted him in breaking-and-entering on Harry’s home computer, a job that had more appeal than Dylan Thomas. Then the Widow, numbed with wine and poetry and parental advice on culinary octopi, slept in her sweatpants, disturbed only once, “in the darkest hours when the mansion lay still in the icy moonlight and the silent hand of the future held all in its clammy fist,” [String of Pearls] by a victorious squeal from the young prince down the hall.
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THE TELEPHONE RANG ON HARRY’S DESK, buried under towering piles of files that Merle had pulled from cabinets. She’d decided to go back to work on Monday, even though Tristan had another week at home. The calendar in her head was on overload, screaming in the night about the things she had left undone, responsibilities untended, duties ignored. The calendar didn’t care about dead husbands or traumatized youths. It demanded her presence. 
Anyway she had to get out of the gloom and back to what she loved. So with only the weekend ahead, she’d plowed through her dead husband’s computer files, printing out obscure stuff, rifling his cabinets for investments he didn’t tell her about (no luck there), and generally making a mess in the room that was always off-limits while he was alive. Betsy had come by in the afternoon to help sort through the debris of a lifetime, drink tea, and once again cheer her up.
A dusty account book she couldn’t understand fell to the floor as she answered the phone. There was a lag, and the echoing sound of faraway. “Harold Strachie, if you please.” A British accent. 
“He’s not — in. May I ask who’s calling?”
“The name is Rogers. Atlantic Investments. Mr. Strachie is a client. I’ve been trying to reach him at his office for several weeks.”
Merle remembered the name from the pink call slips. One of many unreturned calls. “Well, there’s a reason for that. Harold is — dead.” It was odd to say. It stabbed like a nail in the heart.
“Sorry?”
“Passed away.” People liked that better. “No longer with us. He had a heart attack three weeks ago. ”
“I see. Oh dear. And you are?”
“His wife. Widow.”
“Yes, well, my condolences." He cleared his throat. "Mrs. Strachie, your husband had promised a sizable investment in Bordeaux futures, some fifty-thousand pounds. We were to receive a wire on the 15th.”
“Bordeaux futures?” 
“Yes, for this year's wine. We simply cannot wait any longer.”
“That’s impossible, Mr. Rogers.” Did she owe him an explanation? “There is very little cash in the estate.”
“How odd. He was a wealthy man, was he not?”
“Well. I hope you can sell the futures elsewhere.”
There was a pause, and Rogers’s voice smoothed out.  “I’m sorry for your loss. I’m shocked that Mr. Strachie, as a man of financial brilliance, did so little to protect you — and your children? You have children?”
“We — I have one child. Thank you. It was all pretty shocking.”
“He left you a house, I hope, your home there in — is it New York?” 
“Close by. And another property. Which is nice, but it doesn’t pay the bills.”
Rogers sighed. “Poor man, so young. He had a brilliant nose and an instinct for investment. He bought futures from me for several years. This year’s were special to both of us, it being such a fine year for French wine. Do you know France, Mrs. Strachie?”
“Not really. No.”
“Did he never take you there?”
“I have to go.”
 
ROGERS SET DOWN the phone and called his assistant in. “Strachie’s dead. Get Marseille on the line.” 
Who to trust, and how much, was a constant juggle but one he enjoyed. He didn’t think of it as a problem, just a sort of masked ball. A bit of theater, actors playing their parts. He almost liked it better before the curtain went up, and definitely a lot more when it fell. It had taken so long to set up, to find the right sort of sap who would play along. He had been worried that Strachie had caught on and was stonewalling him. But he’d only died, that’s all. 
Rogers’s eyes went to his father’s photograph, framed in a battered wood trim. The old man was young then, wearing a poncy suit and full of himself. His niece, pretty and delicate, sat on the grass at his feet. The black-and-white photo didn’t show his father’s determination to live large in his world. But the brittle slip of paper tucked in the corner of the frame did. His last dinner at his club, on account and never paid so Hugh had kept it as a reminder of how to live, as if death were around every corner. Might as well have oysters and champagne because tomorrow you might die. 
Like Strachie. Dead at what — fifty? Not much more. And now Hugh would never get his father’s full revenge. It was disappointing. His father would have been proud of him sticking it to the Strachie’s after all these years.  Prouder than he’d ever been while alive. But the game would still be played, and won. And it would still be sweet.
 
MERLE LEANED BACK in the leather chair, feeling the sway it had cradled Harry’s back. French wine, of all the asinine ideas. He probably bought all sorts of crack-pot investments, if the state of his file cabinets was any clue. Swamp in Florida, Internet porn, penny stocks: nothing was too mundane or ridiculous. 
She pulled open the heavy drapes that covered the window overlooking the pool. Harry never swam, never had time for such a frivolous activity. He worked all summer, preferring air conditioning to cool water. Soon Stasia’s kids would come over every day to swim. Tristan loved his cousins. He was spending the night over there. 
The words of the man on the phone: Did he never take you there?  Of course not. They hadn’t had a vacation together in years, not since the three of them went to Disney World when Tristan was seven. She took Tristan on trips, once to the Grand Canyon with Stasia and Rick, another time to Vermont. Why hadn’t she insisted Harry come? She couldn’t even remember trying to convince him. There was no point. He was a workaholic. 
He never talked about going to France, or mentioned this house where his parents had lived. She’d found nothing in his files about it, nothing about France at all. It was the one place he'd made no investments. It was clear: he didn’t care. Probably why he foisted it on her in death.
Suddenly she had to see what that part of France looked like. Logging onto the internet from his computer she did a search for the little town, la petite ville, Malcouziac. 
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THE FIRST TIME SHE SEES the village she’s riding in a dusty autobus, holding Weston’s hand. The dry wind blows back Marie-Emilie's hair and settles a fine dust on their clothes. She wears her last good pair of stockings, and the new shoes he bought her, delicate Italian leather with small heels, so soft they feel like slippers. He wears a linen suit and has taken the jacket off and folded it over the seat. The weather is warm, much warmer than Nice where the breeze off the Med cools the city, and in the evening the pine-scented air drifts down from the hills. 
There are pine trees here, and hills, yet the Dordogne seems like a foreign land. Weston’s business dealings in Nice had gone well for almost a year and they had been able to save a little. He spent too much on clothes for her, she scolded him even as she adored the things he gave her. He wanted to get away, he said, to see another part of France, do some writing. But she had also heard a man talking loudly to him, grabbing his lapels.  They left the next day.
The rolling hills, dotted with sheep and goats, are brown already. Along the creek bottoms the trees are lush, a tangle of green. Pretty country, but hard, very hard during the war. Her uncle had been gone for years during the fighting, her aunt told her, and she didn’t know if he was alive or dead. The women had persevered alone, even as the Nazis came through, vanishing those they considered traitors or conspirators or Resistance. Aunt Josephine likes to say she helped in the Resistance, but Marie-Emilie thinks it unlikely, an old woman, almost thirty then. What could she have done? Besides the Nazis would have shot her.
No, Aunt Josephine is just a sweet woman who moved away after the war and left the house she inherited from her mother vacant. She thought she might come back someday. She lives on some rich man’s estate now, helping with the animals and working in a produce market, selling fruit. Times are hard, she can’t afford the taxes any more. So she gave Marie-Emilie the house with the stipulation that she keep the garden alive, water the lime tree and the wisteria, and keep the birds out of the attic. 
The village is quiet in mid-afternoon as the autobus stops near the place. The walls of the city are tall, sloping down to the green sward and bushes in the ditches. She hadn’t realized it is an old bastide town, walled to keep out the nasty English. At the top of a hill, surrounded by thick stone, she feels safe, as the ancient French must have felt. The plaza in the middle of town is ringed by arched market stalls where Marie-Emilie will soon be browsing, basket over her arm, smiling at the farmers as she, only nineteen but so, so happily married, picks discriminatingly through their produce.
Marie-Emilie helps Weston open the shutters and let out the stifling air inside the house. It is quite large, five rooms, bigger than any apartment in Nice she’s ever seen. The back garden takes her breath away: walled with a pretty arched gate, bursting with flowers she has yet to learn the names of, anchored by a sturdy stone pissoir and a large cistern to catch water. Big enough for outdoor meals all year, for intimate candle-lit parties, for tomatoes. She stands in the middle of it, turning slowly round and round, mouth agape in wonder, until Wes calls to her to help with the mattress.
Here, she thinks, beating a rug in the garden, here we will be happy. Here we will make babies and fill the house with love. Here, she thinks, looking at her handsome American husband, we will be a family.
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ANNIE BENNETT, ANTITHESIS OF REGIMENTED TIME, arrived too early and without an appointment. Merle was doing laundry and avoiding her face in the mirror. Sunday morning, the most depressing hours of the week. She opened the front door, stunned for a moment by sunshine and lilacs. She had forgotten about their power. The oldest Bennett sister — and the shortest — stood under the oak tree, pulling a string of colored fabric squares along low branches.
 “Are we having a yard sale?” 
“Great idea. Get loose of excess. Free the mind and body of clutter.”
In a pink leather motorcycle jacket Annie wore her wiry hair in a tangle of gray and brown tamed by combs and clips. She consulted for environmental groups and governments, about landfills and recycling and generally keeping the land and water and air as clean as humanly possible. Merle’s hero, the activist lawyer fighting the corrupt corporations to save the planet. She took Merle’s hand, dragging her to the curb to admire the handiwork. “Tibetan prayer flags.”
 “Ah, so you’re a Recycling Buddhist.”
“Hey, good karma is where you find it. They bring you happiness.” She explained the colors of earth, water, sun, sky: white, blue, green, yellow, red. The neighbor across the street peered suspiciously out of her tidy saltbox colonial. Merle gave her a wave.  She’d either be calling the neighborhood association or dropping by for a great deal on a good used car.
Inside Annie settled herself at the kitchen table. Their faces had similarities, the same nose with a bump on the end, same widow’s peak, now too apt. Annie’s eyes were hazel, lighter than Merle’s, and sparkled as she told her sister about the convention in Manhattan for mayors of all stripes. “Where are you staying?” Merle asked.
“At the Rabid Capitalist Repressive Inn. Unless I get a better offer.”
“Ah, well, there are ground rules—no jumping on the beds or playing ‘Eleanor Rigby.’” They had strict ideas about Beatles songs, from a childhood full of them.
“What about ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’?”
Merle snorted. “Absolutely not.” 
“’Dear Prudence?’”
“Oh, all right.”
Annie disappeared in her environmentally-friendly car to find the nearest organic market. Rick, Stasia’s husband, dropped off Tristan. In the kitchen Merle made him a tuna sandwich.  “I made an appointment with this Dr. Murray. Betsy says he’s a very nice guy.” 
His eyes flew open — at least one did. “I’m not going. You can’t make me.”
“No, but the school can. You can’t go back until you talk to Dr. Murray. It doesn’t have to be all touchy-feely.”
“Right. We're going to talk about the Yankees.”
“It doesn’t matter what you talk about. He knows what’s going on. He’ll be nice. The sooner you go, the less behind you’ll get.”
Tristan had inherited her compulsive time gene so he agreed. Anything but getting behind in studies. She just hoped he didn’t develop the full-fledged calendar in his head.
That night Annie cooked mushroom-filled crepes, two colors of asparagus, and strawberry sundaes for dessert. She made Tristan laugh and help with the dishes while Merle forgot about the future, and the past, for an hour. Afterwards, curled up on the sofa in the cold living room, Merle told her sister about the will and the life insurance, about her chat with Harry’s lawyer. 
 Annie cocked her head. “Hold on. Troy Lester? Yalie with fat sideburns?”
“He’s bald now. You know him?”
“We spent one ill-fated year together. Met at a mixer. Remember those?” She shuddered. “He wore full Yale regalia, right down to his regimental socks.”
“What a turn-on. He was your boyfriend?” Gad.
She laughed. “We wrote to each other. We pretended faithfulness.  Then he met some chick from Smith or Vassar and that was that.”
“You must have been crushed.”
“Devastated. Now. You and Tris. No starvation in the immediate future?”
“There are debts, his debts, and I won’t pay them. I can’t pay them.” She sighed. 
“You’ll figure something out, Merle. You always do.”
Merle looked at her sister across the room. She wrapped a wool shawl around her shoulders. It was a struggle to bring the words into the air, but she made herself do it. “What if I told you he was — you know, dead to me. For a long time.” She was whispering.
Annie crossed her arms. “Are you saying that?”
Merle frowned. “I should have told you. I just — I hardly noticed.”
“You didn’t notice?”
Merle cringed, shrinking into the shawl. It sounded, it was, so lame. There were so many ways to fail in life, but she hadn’t had that much experience with failure until now. She’d always been buoyed by her family, her sisters, her choices. She’d never let herself fail. But now — she stared into her wine glass, horrified at the mess she’d made.
“I haven’t told anyone. But I —" She gulped a breath. “I didn’t love him. There’s some — something wrong with me.” 
Her sister moved to the sofa and put her arm around her. Merle felt the tears rise in her throat. “Now listen, Merdle. There’s nothing wrong with you. It’s just the shock of all this. You’ve got some of the most productive years of your life ahead of you. You could get married again — god forbid. Or get an incredible new job doing something you love.” Annie got her a tissue and Merle wiped her eyes. “You have to open yourself to possibility.”
“Possibility? Now that worries me.”
“Because you can’t schedule it into your Day-Timer?” Annie smiled. “It’s the stuff that’s not on the calendar that’s most interesting.”
It seemed too late to change her internal workings. She was 49. Life inside the brain was fixed. Even if she wanted to change, which she wasn't really sure she did, how did you do that? How did you change who, and what, you were? She would just have to live with her calendar. 
“I should have paid more attention. To him, or at the very least, to myself, to my lack of feelings for him. I’ve already forgotten what he smelled like. I can’t remember the last meal we ate together.”
“You had a good life together. You have a wonderful son. No regrets now.”
“Yes. I guess. I mean, I know. But — was I sleepwalking all those years? Why didn’t I wake up one day and say, this isn’t how I want to live my life? I mean, I’m fairly smart, aren’t I? Why didn’t I notice?”
“Let’s see. Skipped two grades, graduated from law school at twenty-one — ” 
Merle smiled. “In the top quarter, as Mother always says." 
Annie grinned. “ — In the top fucking quarter, partner by thirty. Wife, mother, housing rights crusader. You are an embarrassing overachiever.”
Their usual shtick. They buoyed each other. When one was down, the other sister lifted her up. No small matter, and she never forgot that, even if she didn't believe the shtick anymore. Annie’s opinion mattered, it always would. She cared, that was the important thing. Now more than ever. 
“But why did I let him handle all the money?”
“You were too busy saving the poor from slum-lords? It’s not a crime. Millions of women do it.” Annie cocked her head. “You know what you’ve got, don’t you?”
“A financial nightmare? Acid reflux? An AARP subscription?”
“Come on, Merle. Repeat after me. Case of courage —”
The Bennett girls’ code, first a joke from the summer they took golf lessons, an experiment that didn’t stick, then a solidarity hand-smack between sisters. When all else failed, they had each other. Even when they didn’t get along, even when they didn’t talk for months, if disaster struck there was a shoulder to cry on. When they had a fight with a husband or got divorced or somebody died or got expelled or lost a job, or any other crap that life threw your way from time to time, the sisters had each other. Sometimes Merle forgot, but it was only a matter of time before one of her sisters reminded her.
“Come on now. We’re together. Case of courage,” Annie repeated. Merle held out her fist. Annie whacked it, then they reversed.
“Bucket of balls,” they crowed.
 
WHEN SHE TRIED to sleep that night, Merle had too many thoughts. She reminisced about Dr. Farouk’s pills, swirling in the toilet. She got up and went back to Harry’s office. Dumping all the files into a corner, she cleared the desk. Behind the chair was the McDonald’s bag full of stuff from the safe deposit box. She'd been putting off looking at it, afraid there might be some grim secret about Harry, something that would make her feel even worse about her loveless marriage. 
Documents, photographs, passports. The usual stuff. She relaxed, pawing through it. Harry's passport had expired three years before. He never traveled, why bother. A stack of folded papers, the deed to the house, the marriage license. Also, a large, yellow, brittle envelope.  She looked at the documents and set them aside. 
 Inside the manila envelope were old photographs and more papers. She’d never seen these photos.  Harry’s parents, Marie-Emilie, small and fair, Weston, dark-haired, squinting into the sun. Harry looked so much like his father: thick, wavy hair, sturdy chin, barrel chest. Only names on the back: ‘Wes and Emilie.’ The house in the background had brick walls, hollyhocks, mullioned windows. Could this be Long Island? No, she'd seen that house, it was clapboard. This must be the house in France. It looked peaceful and sunny, a cottage from long ago when things were simple. 
In the photograph Weston wore a wide-collared shirt, Emilie a flowered dress, her hair in a quaint sausage roll above her forehead.  Gone for so long: fifty years. It would have amazing to have known them. Maybe she would have understood Harry more, loved him more. Things couldn’t really have been simple then. Not right after the war.
A photo of Harry at three or four, sitting on a tricycle in front of a ranch house. Probably after they moved back here. Maybe the last one his mother took of him. Dark curls, fat cheeks, the vacant toddler stare. Then, a school portrait from the late fifties, Harry in a school uniform, a serious expression, eyes glassy, his hair slicked down. He looked, well, not very happy.
In crackling old envelopes she pulled out two death certificates, for Weston and Marie-Emilie. So they were actually gone, there wouldn’t be any surprise visits.  What a silly thought. 
Merle opened a sheet of paper. The blank, engraved letterhead with Weston Strachie’s address in Levittown had a large, rusty skeleton key taped to it with stiff old cellophane tape. Now this was mysterious. Maybe Weston had a sense of humor beyond the grave. No writing, nothing to identify the lock the key would open. A trunk in the attic? A grandfather clock? The house in France? The thought kept coming to her, that house, what it might be like. She would never see it. Why was she imagining what color the shutters were, whether there were flowers like in a Monet painting? She’d been to France once, a college trip in the summer, and never forgot the sunshine. 
The amazing light. As opposed to this dark, depressing house. She put her chin in her palm and sighed. Oh well. With the new revelations about Harry's financial genius she had to be even more practical than usual. Her sister Francie had found somebody who did international property law. Merle had an appointment with him to start the process for selling it.
Also in the big envelope was a battered gray menu from a restaurant with three curled, dry wine labels hooked to it with a rusty paperclip. Souvenirs of their life in France, she supposed. The menu was in English while the labels were from French wineries. 
Two packets of envelopes remained. The first were yellowed, thin envelopes with faded, spidery script, surrounded by brown string. The tiny stamps were peeling, and French. They were addressed to Marie-Emilie at the house in Levittown. Pulling out the letter from one torn envelope, she tried to read the script, faint as it was. The blue ink was barely legible. The postmark was December 1954. The other two envelopes were similar, postmarked 1955, all of them after Marie-Emilie and Weston were dead. She held one up to the lamplight. French, it seemed. She could make out a few words but her French was mediocre at best. She would get it translated, one of these days.
The last small packet of papers was wrapped in a rubber band which broke as she slipped it off.  The deed to the apartment on Twelfth Street: she stared at it for a minute before she realized what it was. Harry said he’d sold the apartment five years before, so this was just an old copy — or was it? He moved on, to that crappy little studio near the Exchange for when he stayed in the city. She remembered him being vague about the price of the Twelfth Street apartment, and who he’d sold it to. Or maybe her memory was just vague. She stared at the deed a long time. 
He told her he sold it, she was sure of that. Five or six years ago. But where had the money gone? Down his options rabbit hole with all the rest, no doubt.
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MONDAY MORNING. The Legal Aid Society offices at 128th & Madison. The list of appointments ran through her mind. She felt a jump in her step. It was good to be back.
Noisy, chaotic, piles of papers everywhere, the smell of unwashed clothes and hope: a little bit of heaven.  Merle was immediately swallowed up in correspondence, filings, briefs, arguments, disputes, and rulings. By the time she looked up staffers were back from lunch. She kept working, making one pile to take home, another to give the new fellow starting next month, another for cases that needed attention this week. 
Most of the critical cases had been taken over, rather too ably, by Laura Crandall, the current law fellow. She’d taken to tenant rights like she was born to it. Her hard work made it possible for Merle to take two and a half weeks off without feeling single mothers, disabled veterans, and the illiterate would be living on the streets. Laura reminded Merle of herself, twenty-five years ago, energetic, idealistic, full of crusading fervor — not to mention attractive, articulate, smart, and her whole life ahead of her.
“I’ve set up a workshop with the Tenants Council, on improving communication with your landlord,” Laura said, checking things off on a pad. “The new fellow starts Monday so she can help with that. Also I’ve started interborough lunches with  Brooklyn, Lower Manhattan, Queens, and the Bronx. Once a month, brown bag thing, no big deal but we kick around ideas. The first one is Friday.”
Filing away those details in her head, Merle scanned email correspondence, trying to get rid of a backlog the size of the Britney Spears Fan Club. “Who is the new fellow?” she asked.
“Oh, she’s fantastic, from Harvard Law. She’s been clerking in Brooklyn and before that for the Second Circuit. Her name is Nina Cortez.” 
“Latina? Good.” Merle frowned over Laura's shoulder at the receptionist, standing in the doorway. 
“Someone to see you. She said it was personal. Should I send her back?”
Laura got up. “I’ll come back later.”


Merle turned off her monitor. Probably a courtesy call from someone she’d helped over the years. Mabel Siddons, maybe, who had been evicted and sued for back rent because she couldn’t read the notices for renewing her Section 8 certificate — or anything else. Or, Tanya, living on the street with her baby until they found her an apartment and government assistance. Every so often someone would come by and tell her they had found a job, graduated from trade school — or needed money. 
The visitor stepped into the open doorway, glancing at the nameplate. Merle didn’t recognize her. She was thirty-ish, with blond hair to her shoulders. She wore a black suit with a blue blouse and heels, and could have passed for a thousand other professional women in the city. 
In other words, not a client. Merle stood. “Can I help you?”
The woman smiled slightly, her eyes darting around the office, but didn’t speak. 
Merle said, “Sorry. Do I — have we —?” 

The woman clutched a black briefcase on a long strap over her shoulder. “My name is Courtney Duncan. I am — was — a friend of Harry’s.”
“Oh. Sit down.” 
“I just wanted to say how sorry I am. That he — ” Her face flushed. “I couldn’t make it to the funeral.” She half-turned to the door. “My — my condolences to your family.” And she was gone. Merle stared at the spot she had vacated, blinking.
Laura returned. “Who was that?”
“A friend of Harry’s. Or so she says.”
 
TRISTAN HAD HIS COUNSELOR APPOINTMENT Monday afternoon but didn’t go back to school. He pecked away on a paper for his history class and the Dylan Thomas essay, and watched a lot of television. Annie went home on Tuesday. Merle worked long, satisfying days to clear the backlog of cases and slept soundly, from exhaustion, every night. She looked at the old photos once, and the obituary, then put everything into the manila envelope. On Thursday afternoon she took the subway to Brooklyn to meet the property lawyer Francie had recommended.
Hoffmann Suisse International’s brownstone sat mid-block among residences in various phases of renovation and decay. As she pushed through into their reception area the smell of bread baking made her smile.
The receptionist’s desk sat empty so she lowered herself into a hard, modern chair padded in purple velvet. She picked up a copy of the International Herald Tribune as a stylish woman with a European up-do returned and ushered her into the lawyer’s office.
Ramon Sauvageau stood, smoothed his tie, and shook her hand. He wore a gray suit with a white shirt setting off his tan and black hair slicked back in an outdated Wall Street look. His accent was soft, indefinable. On the corner of his desk sat a small vase with three perfect pink roses. The receptionist returned with coffee and a plate of warm pastries. Merle chose a square cookie. The buttery crumbs melted in her mouth. 
“Now. The inheritance,” he said, looking at her under his thick eyebrows. “Under French law all children of the deceased, as well as the spouse, inherit equal shares of property, no matter what the will says. Am I correct that you have just one child, a son?”
“Yes.”
“So you and your son will each inherit half of the house and land. Then there is the issue of inheritance tax. It is probable that because the house was held for so long by your late husband that the tax will be lowered substantially. We will work with the French government on that on your behalf.”
“But there will still be inheritance tax?”
“It is the way.”
“Has someone been to the village?”
“My contact in Toulouse.” He moved his coffee aside. “This village, Malcouziac, is small, with some services, a small grocery and tabac, that sort of thing. Medieval with some of the old walls.”
“How small?”
“Three hundred. More in the summer when people go to their vacation homes. Not an unpopular area for summer people.”
“Good. I’ve decided to sell it.”
“Very good. We can help you with all the details. I should warn you, it may not be quick.”
“I heard these small cottages were sought after. Lots of British in the Dordogne, right?”
“But yours has had no one in it for many years —”
“Fifty.”
He frowned. “If you will indulge me, I’ll read you what Monsieur Rancard reports.” He put on wire-rimmed glasses. “‘House sits on the street, approximately twenty feet of frontage. Wooden shutters, paint gone but solid, on all windows and door on the front. House is constructed of local yellow stone in fair condition. A seven-foot wall of stone surrounds the building, including a large rear yard. An alley provides access. Some signs of water damage and mortar in need of repair on both house and wall. Tile roof needs work, tiles missing, birds flying in and out. Possible interior damage from the hole.’”
“He couldn’t get in?”
“One moment. He continues: ‘Location at edge of village, adjacent to destroyed fortress wall, is desirable except for wall debris along the street, with excellent southern exposure and windows which face the many vineyards and hills.’”
“That shouldn’t be difficult to sell.”
He held up a finger. “'Shutters on the street padlocked from inside, on first and second floors. Attempt to open door shutter with bolt cutter brought gendarme and neighbors. A Madame Suchet across the street informed me that someone lives in the house. The local gendarme confirmed this. Said occupant has paid the ‘taux occupier’ — this is the tax a renter must pay to the state each year — they paid ‘the taux occupier’ dutifully and on time for ten years.’”
“Someone’s been in the house for ten years?”
“But not legally, madame. ”
“A squatter.”
“Who has made all believe that the house belongs to her, even to lawfully paying her tax.”
“The house isn’t recorded in her name, is it?”
“It appears, no. She has no legal claim to the property.”
“Did Harry pay taxes on the property?”
Sauvageau handed her the sheet with tax figures for the last twenty years. “When he was 21 and came into his trust he paid the back taxes. He kept up the payments.  That will strengthen your claim. With a house unoccupied for so long, it is not unusual to have a squatter.”
Homeless, and French. The squatter was probably like one of her clients in Harlem, destitute, toothless, and clueless. Of course there was a squatter. But one could always hope for an unscrupulous opportunist with bad intentions. Much easier to toss into the street.
 “Monsieur Rancard will find out who the woman is. We pay the tax. We record the property for sale with the real estate company.”
“Can we sell it if the ownership is in question?”
“Technically we wait until we have access to the property. But Monsieur Rancard knows many people.”
“How much is the tax?”
“About two thousand euros.”
More money out the door. “We don’t know anything about the squatter then?”
“The gendarme indicated that she was a known person in the village. The people in the village are likely to take a elderly Frenchwoman’s case over yours, you being a stranger to them and so far away.”
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THE RETURN LETTER from her aunt is several weeks old by the time Marie-Emilie receives it. The postman must have refused to give it to Weston. By the time she is answering the door again he appears with it. 
Her bruises have faded; her face is no longer swollen. Her arm only hurts when she raises it over her head. Several nights after she made her soup he had thrown her drunkenly onto the bed and her head scarf had come loose, revealing her chopped, ugly hair. He was always rough in bed but she supposed all Americans were. She had only one boyfriend in France when she worked in the pharmacy, sweeping floors and washing windows. He was the son of the druggist, a brute himself. Weston is no different, except when he drinks.
He had beaten her then made love. It seemed wrong to her. It is wrong. But she wanted a child so she received him on whatever terms he offered. But she has not been able to go out of the house for two weeks.
According to her aunt’s letter, there is no curse on the house. Marie-Emilie had hoped for a simple cure to her unhappiness, something she could say or do that would break the spell. The letter is long and reassuring, except for one part:
 
‘There was much love in that house, cherie. The pain of war too. So many souls lost. I kept their pictures on the wall, clipped from newspapers, to remember them.  How I tried to keep house for your dear uncle so that when he returned he would find flowers blooming in the yard, the grapes ready to pick, the shutters painted and secure. But I was only one, I could not do it. You cannot do it alone either. You must insist that your husband help you with the house. He is young, he can fix the roof, plant a rose bush, build a fire. Make him be a man. You are not a slave to him.’



Tante is wrong. Marie-Emilie sits next to the garden wall in a slice of shade. She is so tired. Weston goes out every night and rarely comes to bed before she gets up. He sleeps during the day and goes out again.  He no longer even makes a pretense of trying to write. She suspects he sold his typewriter. Her only reprieve from his dis-approval is now, these last days, when he has gone on the train to Paris for business. 
She is so hungry. There is no food, no money. If by some chance she carries a child now he would surely die from hunger. 
 She washes herself under the cistern, the warm water rinsing away her tears. She is fortunate that she no longer owns a mirror to see her butchered hair. Dressing again she finds one of Wes’s handkerchiefs to cover her head and goes to the market. 
One of the old widows gives her two eggs; another woman grudgingly offers her some cream. It won’t go far but she is grateful. The men will have nothing to do with her, call her ‘gypsy blood.’ The priest won’t even speak to her. On her walk home she wonders what she’s done to offend them all. And thanks the Lord for kind old ladies with good hearts.
Weston arrives home that evening in a singing mood. He swings into the house, takes her into his arms, and gives her a green scarf and nylon stockings from Paris. He had made a deal with someone abroad. They fronted him money for a big delivery of wine, many cases, he says. She is happy but afraid he’s already spent the money and the businessmen will be angry. He laughs when she tells him that, saying he’s already paid for the wine, and has plenty left over. “Although you’ll never know where, my pretty,” he laughs again, tweaking her still-sore chin. 
Just as quickly, he is gone again.  American husbands didn’t have to say where they were going, she thinks bitterly. He hasn’t touched her since the beating, much too long for him to be without. She imagines the perfumed whores he’s been with in Paris, the trinkets he bought them, the wine they drank, the beef they ate, until she curls up in her bed and cries.
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FRIDAY CAME, LIKE EVERY WEEK. Merle walked into the Legal Aid building, five stories of reassuring brick, utilitarian and unfussy, and ran through the day in her head as always. She’d come in early, hoping to actually take a lunch break today. Then, at ten o’clock her boss, the head of the Harlem Neighborhood Office, called her into his office. She was on her second cup of coffee. 
Jeff O’Donald, once a campus radical at Columbia, was now balding and plump with an unruly beard and wire rim glasses. On his window sill white orchids bloomed. 
“How are you, Merle? Things okay at home?”
“Sure. The bed’s a little cold, Jeff. You looking for some action?”
He cringed. “Sorry. I said that wrong. Are you coping all right?”
           She was sounding more and more like the scary widow. Ready to bite off the head of anyone who dared to be nice. She tried to smile.  “Thanks for asking.”
He let her sip her coffee then leaned forward. “I’ve got something on my mind.” He was an intense guy, and this was his intense way of preparing you for his pronouncements.  “This Skadden fellow, Cortez. Crackerjack, according to her rec’s. Her proposal is a new intake system that could really shake things up for us. We’re very excited.”
“I’m excited too.” 


“Super. I’d like you to train her to take over your job.”
Merle set down her cup and stared at him. He squirmed and explained. “She’ll be full-time, you’re still part-time. She’s fully funded by this fellowship. Then we use you in Development. Get us more fellows, and all that.”
“You want to send me to Development. After all these years. Just what I need right now in my life, Jeff. Because I don’t have enough changes.”
“It’s called a promotion, Merle. They can really use help liaising with the big firms in Development. You know those corporate boys from your Byrne & Loveless days, right? Lillian thinks the world of you.” 
She knew ‘those boys’ all too well, and never wanted to break bread with them again. She and her coffee steamed for a full thirty seconds. Lillian Wachowski, who Merle had met once or twice at social events, was rumored to be a bitch-on-wheels. 
Jeff blurted, “Can I set up a meeting with Lillian this afternoon? And of course it’ll take at least a week to train Cortez.”
A week to learn what she’d been doing for almost fifteen years. She felt old, useless, unwanted. And tired. She hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in weeks. She didn’t have it in her to fight. What would she say? She couldn’t leave because she had the next two months blocked out in her mind? That she needed to work to stay sane, to conquer the calendar in her head? To deal with financial ruin and the fact that the only man she ever loved turned out to be somebody she didn't love at all? Plus he was dead?
She looked at Jeff, twisting his beard. Calm yourself. He had his own issues, no doubt. He must have gotten the word to trim the budget, to transfer out the high-salary veterans, to get more cheap fellows, to serve more law to the poor for less. Or else. 
She sighed. “Sure, Jeff, give the old gal a call.” 
 
MERLE SAT ON A BENCH in Central Park and stared at the yellow tulips instead of attending the interborough brown bag lunch. She should have gone, but Laura would be fine, better no doubt, without her. Tristan had settled down, doing his homework without nagging, and talking about going back to school in a hopeful, even eager voice. 
She dreaded this new job. She didn’t want to schmooze corporate lawyers, ask them for pro bono time and fellowship dollars. She hated asking for favors. She disliked most of the lawyers she'd worked with, at least the partners and old-timers she'd be begging for dollars. Most had a rich sense of entitlement, and a nose for where the money was buried. From a personal standpoint she’d have to get new clothes and the thought of shopping made her feet ache. She’d have to start getting manicures and dyeing her hair and wearing makeup. She smiled at a dog who sniffed her. He eyed her suspiciously and moved on. Even stray dogs rejected her. 
Who would she be if she changed everything about herself, put on a fancy new face to the world? 
A Lawyer, of course.  Someone in touch with her emotions but able to totally compartmentalize, to understand the motivations and emotions that are part of being a human yet stand apart from them, use them, use others' emotions to get what you want. Analytical, suspicious, duplicitous, ruthless. The perfect lawyer: your worst nightmare. 
Merle sighed. That wasn’t who she was, not any more. She graduated from high school early so she could be a lawyer sooner. Maybe it was just a goal she could see, a clear choice, a set future. It was on her list, Annie would say, something to be checked off, a goal met. Her father was proud, she knew that. Maybe she’d done it for him. Annie, four years older than Merle, graduated law school just a year ahead of her. Merle and Stasia ended up in the same class. Annie, so brilliant, and Stasia, so everything. How could eager, precocious, gung-ho little Merdle be as wonderful as they were? By being a lawyer too, of course.
The lawyer, the attorney, the counselor. The choices we make. She sighed again and pulled at her bangs.
What-what?!  Damn.
The bugger was back, asking too many questions. It had been silent, she realized now, for weeks. Then, in the the geezer's office, listening to Harry’s will, it flared up like hemorrhoids or a bad enchilada. 
The voice was familiar, her old friend after all these years. How had it begun? Maybe a line in a movie, maybe overheard from the noisy reception area at work: What? What?! 
She had said it just once out loud, in the car after a tedious dinner party at the home of a partner of Harry’s. The partner's wife had irritated her with nonsense theories about the cause of homelessness (laziness, a taste for narcotics, bad choices, prostitution: take your pick) and the rest of the women had abandoned her to the hyena. The men were no help, sequestered with whiskey and cigars, conspiratorial and secretive, as if letting anyone overhear their strategies would derail their rocket ride to riches. On top of it all she had a headache, a doozy, and the red wine hadn’t helped. So when Harry had asked as they drove home in that mock-meek way he had, what was the matter, she had exploded. “What! What?!” 
He had reflexively braked, as if she’d seen a deer or a raccoon in the headlights. She turned to him, almost screaming. “What do you want from me? What? What?!” 
He lapsed into silence. His typical reaction to female hysterics, with which he had little experience. She was usually calm, rational, practical, sitting back at these awful business dinners, reflecting on her virtue, her dutiful nature, her patience at putting up with idiots. 
After that the What? What?! came back — silently, in her head — when confronted with ridiculous questions or inane people. That happened just a few times, but enough to stick. It began to haunt her thoughts, as if questioning what she was doing, what she wanted, what the hell was going on with her life. She tried not to wonder what it was really asking. Mostly it was just there: the what-what, like a tic she sometimes managed to ignore, but mostly tolerated. 
Maybe it had been her subconscious trying to get her to realize she didn’t love Harry and what the hell was she still doing married to him. It was a theory. Then why had it returned after Harry was dead? What did her subconscious want now? She’d had her chance to ask Dr. Murray, the tweedy, soft-spoken counselor who had examined Tristan on Monday. He would have listened, even if he’d looked askance at her. But she couldn’t bring herself to mention it. Like a scary relation never visited, the what-what was best left in the dark, unexamined and un-poked. 
She stood up and stretched her arms at the pink tulips. She wouldn’t go back to the office today. No, she had a life of uncertainty to get on with, a meeting with her new people. Her old people could start learning how to cope by themselves.
 
THE APARTMENT BUILDING in Greenwich Village was nothing to get excited about — dark red brick, five floors with the fire escape hanging on the front. Harry had paid a pretty price for his pied-a-terre despite its ugliness, although Merle still couldn’t remember how much. Or how much it'd sold for. His New York real estate adventures had been out of her league. When they moved to Connecticut he bought this second-floor unit lacking anything special besides its location a block or two from the Gotham Bar and Grill, one of his favorite restaurants.  
She’d had lunch at the Gotham, a wild indulgence considering the state of her finances, sitting at their elegant bar. Lovely over-priced food and bright, almost sunny interiors bursting with huge flower arrangements. The bartender had been kind and a little flirty. She felt raw in the face of handsome, too-friendly men, something she’d had no trouble with in the past. She had smiled at him, drunk a glass of wine, then a strong cup of coffee. Still she had fifteen minutes before she was to meet her new boss. 
So she'd wandered over to the old Twelfth Street building. She had just enough time to get the name of the current owner of Harry’s old apartment. With luck she’d also satisfy her curiosity that Harry had indeed sold it five years before, and if the stars aligned, for how much. Last night in Harry’s home office she’d come up with zero about the apartment. Wouldn’t he have had to claim capital gains the year he sold it? Maybe he lied on his tax return. He’d lied about the trust fund and spent the life insurance on his crazy schemes. At this point everything was on the table. 
Pushing into the cramped lobby she eyed the mailboxes. On Harry’s old box was simply the number — 202. Merle pressed the doorbell and was surprised when the buzzer to the door opened without a word. Maybe this would be easy. 
The door to the apartment was freshly painted in spring green. A young woman opened the door the width of the chain and peered out. Hanging on her leg was a small girl, dark-haired and barefoot.  
“I’m looking for the owner of the apartment,” Merle said, smiling. “Would that be you?”
The woman, with long black hair and heavy eye makeup, brushed crumbs off her fingers onto her tight jeans. She looked to be in her early twenties, chewing gum as she looked over Merle. She undid the chain and opened the door.  “I’m the nanny. She’s not here.”
“Oh, well, she bought this apartment from — someone I know. I have some papers for her.” Merle patted her purse where nothing more official than her Metro card was stashed. The room beyond them looked cozy and warm, strewn with toys. The television trilled with the sounds of Sesame Street.
“She’ll be back in a hour. If we’re lucky. Can I take them for her?”
“Uh, it’s one of those legal things.” Merle looked down at the little girl, dressed in pink sweatpants and a t-shirt with spangles, and wondered why she’d lied. She hadn’t planned on lying. She looked over the girl’s head, focusing on the living room. There was Harry’s brown chair that she’d made him replace in his office at home. And the red velvet footstool, with gold fringe, from the family room. The little blue rug from Tristan’s room. And the painting, that small one of sailboats she’d never liked. 
Merle swallowed, her throat tight. Maybe Harry sold the woman some things with the place. But it was only last year when she'd gotten rid of the footstool, and Tristan's rug. 
“What’s your name, sweetie?” she asked the girl.
The child hid behind the nanny’s leg. The woman patted her head. “This is Sophie. She’s having a bad day.” 
Merle felt her heart clattering. She took a deep breath then squatted down to the child’s level. “Hi, Sophie. My name is Merle. Can you shake hands?” 
Sophie peeked out from behind the nanny’s leg, then slapped Merle’s hand.  “How old are you, Sophie?” She held up four fingers. “Do you go to preschool?”
The nanny said in bored voice, “Normally.”
“Sophie is a pretty name,” Merle said. “Do you have more names?”
The girl stepped forward, holding onto her nanny’s jeans. “Sophie Lou — ” She took a breath. “Sophie Louisa Duncan.”
“Nice to meet you.” Merle stood up. "I’ll stop back later. Thanks.” She headed for the stairs. A woman was making her way up, struggling with grocery sacks. A blonde, in a dark suit with a black briefcase. Merle blinked. She held the handrail and felt the cogs click into place. 
“Courtney? Courtney Duncan?”
The woman looked up the stairs. Her mouth dropped open as the grocery bags slipped from her hands, spilling oranges, milk, bagels.  
 
THE WEATHER HAD TURNED MILD AND HUMID.  Merle rushed blindly down the sidewalk, late now to her meeting with Lillian Wachowski. Her mind raced and her blood pressure was probably through the roof. 
With a pointed glance at her watch Lillian ushered her into the office.  Spare as law offices go, it was sumptuous compared to the windowless cave in Harlem. An exposed brick wall gave it a downtown look, and the fern. Lillian was a small woman with fine features, wearing a turquoise silk suit with a white shell, her gray- blond hair cut severe and short. Her intense blue eyes and dagger-like wit scared the crap out of everyone. Merle found herself trembling.
She sat without being asked, crossed her legs, and leaned back. Techniques to calm herself and show outward assurance, long-ingrained lawyer tricks. Never let ‘em see you sweat. Lillian spoke about the weather and Merle admired her view of the river.
Something — black curls, pink sweatpants? — was preventing her from concentrating on Lillian. The conversation with the lawyer in France, Monsieur Rancard, last night, rattled in her brain too. She couldn’t focus. Her life was no longer predictable. Everything had been tossed into the air.
Rancard was making some progress with the squatter. It was cheaper to have him wrangle with the mayor and the old woman even at 200 Euros per hour. A nun was helping the squatter now, making matters worse. Maybe Merle and Tristan could go see the house, just once, if it didn’t cost too much. The property lawyer said it would help the situation if she was there, help press her case for ownership. But now, there was a new job to contend with.
Courtney Duncan. Sophie. Their existence slammed against the defenses of her mind. Harry’s lover, Harry’s daughter. Courtney’s tears, her sobbing explanation, her pleas for understanding. Her pitiful voice echoed in Merle’s ears, making it hard to hear Lillian and her small talk.
Merle pushed the voices aside. No matter what sort of messes Harry left behind, she had to support herself and her son. Lillian represented the stable, secure future, for which Merle had just enough concentration to play the game. Stability, security: that was all she could ask for now. Now that she’d screwed up her own life.
The older woman crossed her legs.  “How is it going with you and your son — since your husband’s death?”
Had she been talking to Jeff about her? Everyone was always hoping they could stop pussyfooting around you. That you will bounce back, smile, carry on.  So they can forget that people die. Even you, Lillian, so in charge of your life, will give up the ghost, buy the ranch, sleep the big sleep. Even me.
“We’re, well — we’re coping.” 
Lillian's eyes blazed. “You look tired.”
“That’s a frequent observation.” Merle straightened, pulling herself together. “Look, Ms. Wachowski, this isn’t an assignment I asked for. I was told you wanted me here, that you could use me, and that’s very flattering. But I’d rather be on the front lines. I don’t mean to be rude. I am grateful,” she added. 
Lillian's face hardened — further — and she walked around her desk.  “Would you like to go back to Harlem? Or the Bronx maybe?”
Merle may have flinched. “Ah. Is that an option?”
Lillian squinted. “I’ll be blunt. You need a lot of energy to do fundraising. And a very positive, balls-to-the-wall mentality. You’re our cheerleader, our frontline. You can’t have bad days in development. You can’t rather be somewhere else.”
A shiver made her twitch. Was there a job in the Bronx? She couldn’t go back to Harlem now, no matter what Lillian said. Jeff had cast her off without a backward glance. Did she want to go to the Bronx, start over in another office? Or was this some kind of test? 
Merle sat taller.  She wasn’t going to get fired because of bags under her eyes. “I'm sorry, Lillian. May I call you Lillian?" The older woman gave a curt nod. "The job sounded good to me when Jeff described it. It still does. I didn’t mean to give the impression that I wanted to go back.” 
“Yes, well. It’s a struggle raising money. It's never easy. It’s like getting blood from a stone. You have to pound, pound, pound, until finally somebody cracks.”
She tried to look bright and eager. “I love the sound of cracking.”
Lillian looked her over with sharp eyes. “So you’re taking a couple weeks off? Rest and recover from all your changes?”
“I — I could. Sure.”  
Lillian flipped through her desk calendar. “Most of the big firms have mass holidays in July and August. Partners come and go like lemmings. Not to mention this building’s air conditioning is ancient and the caterers are all busy with weddings. So, what do you say — September one?”
THE AFTERNOON SUN blinded her on the sidewalk. Merle’s arms ached, her head hurt, her stomach had clenched into a ball. All this new information was too much:  rejection by Jeff, Harry’s daughter and mistress, scary Lillian, the summer off with no income, and the obvious glee her new boss took in employing her.  She felt like a punching bag. Could she take a few more body blows please? 
She stumbled down the steps of the Legal Aid Society, straightened her shoulders, and headed west into the sun. The Hudson River lay ahead, wide and gray all the way to Jersey but sparkling in the light. Where was that river going? Where did any river go? She’d never thought about going anywhere. She stayed and persevered, that was who she was. She took the safe path. Kept the calendar full. No sudden moves. It had always seemed the sensible way to live. She wasn’t interested in glamour or excitement, just doing the right thing. 
An Irish bar had its glass-paned red door propped open next to a blackboard listing today’s specials: corned beef, cheese omelet, steak and fries. The smell of fried food, ever comforting, beckoned her in. Doyle’s Public House was dark and cool, the wood floors dusty. Besides grease, it smelled of brewer’s yeast, cigarettes, Lysol. The bartender brought silverware and a cloth napkin and a dry white wine. 
Courtney Duncan. It all made sense now, these last years. The woman had been honest at least. Courtney and Harry worked together at the brokerage, before Harry joined Steve Hanford. She was just out of NYU. She had loved him, that was clear, something Merle hadn’t managed to do for a long time. Maybe Harry should have left her for Courtney. Merle tried to decide which was worse, a divorce or a dead husband. Dead was definitely worse. Or what about this? A dead father-of-your-toddler.
She took a deep breath and a gulp of wine then called Stasia and left a message with her secretary. Grinding her teeth, she dialed McGuinness and Lester, Esq., and held while Troy Lester was rounded up. She ordered another wine before the secretary informed her he was out of the office. 
“Give me his cell number.” She wouldn’t. “Then give him my number. Tell him it’s an emergency.”
All very well about Courtney then. Just the shock of discovery, being blindsided. She should have guessed something like this — years ago. But what about Sophie? How was she going to tell Tristan that his father had another family, that he had a half-sister? That Harry hadn't been all the father Tristan had wanted him to be, because he was father to another?
Suddenly tears leaked out of her eyes — oh God why now — then as the bartender brought the wine, sobs erupted, blubbering noises. Probably not the first heard in an Irish bar but the bartender looked appropriately shaken. He returned with a stack of napkins. 
Merle dabbed her cheeks. Very thoughtful. Love that bartender.  “Is that your phone, miss?” 
Of course it was. “Merle? Troy Lester.” Traffic noise, heavy breathing. 
“Mr. Lester. When were you going to tell me about Courtney Duncan?”
He stammered and spit. His discomfort made her happy. It was good to have someone repulsive like Troy Lester to be angry at. She couldn’t be mad at Harry any more. He was gone, and philanderer that he was, cheat and betray as he did, she deserved it. She had let him go, from her heart, a long time ago.
Reluctantly, Lester spilled the beans. Harry had left Courtney and Sophie the apartment, and the slender remains of his pension fund, also plundered. A second, secret will. Merle threw the phone down on the table.
Stasia arrived fifteen minutes later and, with the help of the bartender, forced coffee down her throat. They were out on the street, walking to the subway, before Merle could tell her. 
“He never sold the apartment,” Merle said, stopping for a light.
“What apartment?”
“Twelfth Street. He gave it to his blond thing, and their daughter.”
“You’re drunk.” Stasia glared at her. “Are you serious?”
“The lawyers did it in secret. The bastards. He has a four-year-old daughter. Her name is Sophie. She’s four, Stace.”
Stasia turned instantly crimson, a specialty of hers. “Filthy, lowdown son of a bitch  —” She stamped her foot on the pavement.
Merle felt calm now that her sister was mad. “Do you think it was because I couldn’t —" She felt hollow, the way she felt after the hysterectomy. Not her old self, never would be again. Something gone and gone forever.  “Did you know? Do Mother and Daddy know?”
“Nobody knows. If he was good at one thing, it was keeping secrets.” Stasia took her arm and led her toward the subway stairs. “Move, now. We’ll talk about it later.”
A picture of Harry came into her head, an outing to somewhere, when Tristan was three or four — Sophie’s age. Mystic Seaport, that was it. Tristan high up on Harry’s shoulders, pointing at the big sailing ships, their tall masts, a clump of daddy’s hair in his little fist. Harry holding his feet, smiling. They were a family that weekend, a strong yearning in her satisfied for at least one weekend.  They jumped on the motel beds, sang songs in the car.  
Had she loved him then, or just the idea of a family? Was her heart a stone? He had left her, years ago.
Merle stopped. “I don’t blame him. Or her. He deserved love — everyone does — and she loved him. I didn’t. I didn't love him. Not for a long time. I — ” She shrugged. “I just didn’t.”
They were next to a flower stand overflowing with color and petals. Buckets of tulips vied for attention.  Which one is the prettiest, the red, the yellow, the pink, the white? Daffodils, pussy willows.  Lilacs on woody stems, their smell enticing.
Stasia was talking. Merle could see her lips move. Taxis were honking, an old woman pulled her shopping wheelie down the curb. Merle sucked the air on the sidewalk. Her chest felt like it was in a vise. Why can’t I breathe? 
An open palm crossed Merle’s face. The sting felt hot. She didn’t blame her sister. What is family for if you can’t count on them to set you straight when you need it most, even in the middle of Greenwich Village? Her own sister smacked her hard across the cheek, bringing her back,  holding her upright, making her grab onto the scraps of her rag-tag life.
“You didn’t love him. It’s fine. It doesn't matter.”
Merle held onto her shoulder. “Okay. Thanks,” she croaked. 
Stasia pulled her close and whispered in her ear, “Breathe. And repeat after me: Case of courage. Bucket of balls.”
 
POOR ELISE. She had no idea. 
Merle looked over the orderly crowd on folding chairs on the lawn at Whitman and slumped lower in her seat. Her mother gave her a little frown and she straightened again. Must be respectful. A solemn and joyous occasion as the last Bennett girl takes the harness. 
Elise clutched her diploma to her chest, flushed, her dark hair pulled back and red lipstick on her baby doll lips. Merle was distracted, sweating in a sleeveless navy shift. She’d had to tell Sauvageau about the new wrinkle, that Harry had another child who would inherit. But only if Courtney found out. And how would she? She didn’t seem the suspicious type. On the contrary, she seemed naïve, crushed and pathetic. Another ethical conundrum raised its ugly head. Ah, but to a lawyer, that was nothing. Just a thought to be compartmentalized.
The speeches were mercifully short, the May heat rising from the damp earth to surround the well-wishers in the steamy scents of spring. Finally they rose and gathered around the graduate on the lawn. After an interminable, clammy hugging session they decamped for a cool restaurant.
The Bennett clan was tricked out in understated prep-wear. Her father had gone with the red bowtie, always a winner. Bernie wore a navy blue suit with a collarless white blouse that dated from the sixties, somehow surviving a thousand washings. 
Her father had insisted on Merle sitting next to him. Jack Bennett had given her shoulder a pinch of affection and sat silently through the toasts. His hearing wasn’t great so he liked to just smile  at these big gatherings. The salad came and he dug in.
On her other side Francie wore a low-cut flowered dress that showed off cleavage and tan. Francie was the knock-out sister, with auburn highlights and turned up nose, a smattering of freckles across her cheeks and bright blue eyes. Merle had invited Betsy, who knew all the sisters and got along especially well with Elise, but her daughter Lynnie had a soccer game. Just as well, Merle thought. No point in the friends suffering. 
At the kids’ end of the table, Tristan wore his black blazer and a half-pressed blue oxford cloth shirt with a wonky collar, both last seen at his father’s funeral. Francie had picked him up at school — she lived near Blackwood. She worked in Greenwich but couldn’t afford to live there. Her clients had a different set of problems than Merle’s, lawsuits between neighbors over dogs and parking, bankruptcy, prenups. Francie waffled between loving it and hating it on a weekly basis.
There were sixteen of them around the table, the sisters, one spouse, Stasia’s three kids plus Tristan, a couple boyfriends (Francie’s was chiseled and very young), Aunt Gloria, Bernie’s sister, a cousin or three. Stasia and Annie talked across the table, heads together. They couldn’t look more different: Stace in red polka dots and bangles, Annie in something tie-dyed and a big, furry scarf around her neck. Merle wished she were over there instead of by her father and Francie. She wanted to hear their gossip, laugh a little. 
Stasia and Rick’s oldest, Willow, had brought her boyfriend down from college. Willow lived up to her name: tall and slender with gold waterfall hair. Her boyfriend was scruffy, with dirty brown hair and a black t-shirt, but hung on Willow’s every word. Would the children be happy, Merle suddenly worried, examining their expressions. Tristan frowned at her then elbowed Oliver and laughed.
Stasia caught her eye and winked. Annie, who was told the sordid story of Harry’s other life just last night, gave her a ‘buck-up’ smile. After the salad and a polite inquiry into Merle’s state of mind, Francie, not as yet clued into the latest revelations, launched into a lament about her job, social life, and lawyering.
“I can see the appeal of Legal Aid, I really can. At least you get to do some good.”
“There’s that,” Merle said, chewing lettuce. 
“If I have one more sixty-year-old chief executive marrying his twenty-something bimbo and wanting to keep all his cash from her, I’m going to kill myself. Why does he even bother? I mean, marriage isn’t all that great. I should know.” Francie had tried it once, briefly. The airline pilot she married was hardly ever home. Her boyfriend gave her a lascivious smile. He was home free.
“I’m taking the summer off,” Merle said. It had a nice ring to it. 
Francie smiled. “Sure. What would you do, Merle, paint your toenails every day? No, wait, you’re going to a Buddhist retreat. Yeah, that’s it. Ommmm.” She laughed and her boyfriend, Willie or Dick or somebody, laughed along. 
“I'm done in Harlem. I got packed off to Development. They don't need me until fall, or until I get my attitude adjusted.”
“They said that? Come on.” She squeezed Merle’s hand, suddenly serious. “You’re really taking summer off? Are you all right?” Despite her stunning beauty and a bright, easy charm unknown to the other sisters, Francie could be a loving sister. Merle squeezed back, thinking she should call her more often. Tell her about the nasty family secrets. One of these days.
Merle raised her glass. “To attitude adjustment — it’s not just alcohol anymore.” 
Francie giggled. “I’ll go drinking with you any time!” 
Someone called: “To Elise!”
As they clinked crystal Merle stood up. “Excuse me, Elise, for using your graduation day for this.” Elise smiled, dipping her head in gratitude. She was a little tipsy, draining her glass as if another toast in her honor was in the offing. She turned for a refill to her boyfriend, a pudgy classmate who wouldn’t last, they all could tell. 
“As you know in his will Harry left me — and Tristan — a house in France. His family home. Sort of a surprise but what the heck, right? Who are we to look a gift-horse in the mouth? Let’s just hope it’s not a Trojan gift-horse. Anyway, at the end of the term we will be traveling to the small village of Malcouziac, somewhere in France, to throw out the freeloaders and see if we can sell it.”
After a shocked pause Annie said loudly, “Hey. You mean, no work? A vacation? An honest-to-God summer holiday?”
Her father turned to her frowning: “You’re going where?”
“To France,” Bernie shouted in his ear.

A holiday. Mystic Seaport popped into her head. That was a holiday. Those days, whatever they were, were over. Long over, if they only knew. 
Put a face on it, Merdle. Vacation sounded a whole lot better than the drudgery, legal wrangling, and endless spending ahead. Harry would have liked that.  He goes his own way and she gets stuck with his dirty work. 
Oh, yeah, let's see that smiling face.
She raised her glass.  “To vacations. What a concept.”
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AFTER ALL THESE WEEKS, from a wet April morning to a hot June day, not so long in time but emotionally an obstacle course of peaks and valleys, she was here. Across the sea, over the deep blue ocean. Exactly ten weeks and three days, nine Sundays, a Memorial Day. Over the miles and the hours, after packing and arranging and explaining, here she was, in France where Harry was born. Where he lived. Where not a trace of him remained. 
They stared at the house. Monsieur Rancard — ‘Arnaud’ after four hours together in his perfumed Benz — rolled down the window, letting in hot, dry air.  The lawyer, although handsome in that suave Mediterranean way, was business-like, even blunt. No passes, no intimate taps on the knee. She had sweated through her safari shirt and stuck to the seat. They talked nonstop and she was exhausted. Yet, a flutter of anticipation rose in her as they turned the last corner, pulled up to the curb.
No cottage, the house rose two stories of washed-yellow stone with a tile roof at various angles. Four windows, one extra-wide, faced the street. Only a narrow cement sidewalk with a granite curb separated the living quarters from the cobblestones. The shutters were devoid of paint, a weathered gray,  an upstairs one hanging on one hinge. A high wall circled the place, starting at both front corners. The only house on the block with side yards, it was slightly grander than most yet looked abandoned. 
The house sat adjacent to the crumbling city wall, six feet high here, eight there. Across most of the street it was lower, knee-high, as if a Nazi Panzer tank had crashed through. Beyond the broken wall the slope fell away into rows of staked vines. Across the swale stone-and-tile houses nestled close to the earth, thick forests darkened the hilltops, more grapes undulated with the curves of the hillsides, marching relentlessly toward wine. 
They got out of the car and stretched. Merle had seen a lot of country with Arnaud between Toulouse and Malcouziac, villages along streams and on hilltops, bigger towns with gas stations, supermarkets, and modern buildings, but this land of vineyards and buttery stone was as pretty as it got. Maybe she was already biased toward the village, proprietary in a way. Maybe she was just tired.
“It’s big,” she said, taking off her sunglasses to look at the house. The day was sunny and warm in a way a Connecticut summer so rarely was. Heat reflected off the stone house opposite hers, a tidy, plain house with geraniums in pots. Next door to her house the shutters and door were freshly painted in a glossy royal burgundy. Upstairs music and a lace curtain blew out the open window while at the Strachie’s all was closed and silent.
“So you see, all these shutters are locked,” Arnaud said. He rattled the door shutter, its curved top matching the rock framework. “I can see the padlock there, through the crack.”
As Merle peered through the half-inch space between the shutters the shouting began inside. Through the inner glass she caught a glimpse of movement, a shadow. She looked at Arnaud and raised an eyebrow.
“That is the lady,” he said, sighing. He yelled back at her in French.
“What is she saying?”
“Babble. This is her house. Leave her alone.” He took Merle’s arm and led her back toward the middle of the village. “Perhaps best not to provoke her too much,” he said, though he obviously had. “She has the ear of the village now, some of the old people especially. They had no good to say of her when I first came but now? Suddenly, pfft! She is the poor old lady, the martyr.”                                                  
 
SHE HEARD THEM AGAIN, outside the shutters. Devils, trying to enter her sanctuary. Evil ones.
Sister Evangeline said God would smite them, but He was taking His sweet time. Justine called out with her own curse. Satisfied they had gone, she turned from the dark room back into the sunshine of the garden. Eden, she sometimes called it, it was so lovely. She lived out here in the summer. With the hammock stretched into the corner, the only reason she had to go into the house was to store her meager ration of food and to curse the Devils.
The batteries on the radio seemed to be going out. The music sounded faint. She must ask Sister Evangeline for more batteries. Carefully she picked at the plastic cover on the back of the pink box radio, trying to ease it off with a fingernail. She knew how things worked, she’d been around. This radio had been with her for years, a reliable friend. 
The sun beat down on her head. Her grip turned moist with sweat. Her finger slipped, slipped again, and suddenly the radio lay in pieces at the bottom of the wall. No sound came from it — no music — no Piaf — nothing. She stared at the pieces. It was the Devils’ fault.
Evangeline came through the back gate, locking it quickly behind her. Justine became aware of the tears on her face from Evangeline’s shocked look.
“Qu’est-ce que tu fait?”
Justine let the sun dry her cheeks. “Batteries,” she mumbled.
Evangeline frowned at the broken radio. “It’ll need a whole lot more than that.” She took Justine’s hand. “Did you have trouble with it? Don’t worry, dear. Sister will get you another. Sister takes care of her flock.”
The woman’s hand on Justine’s bony shoulder was warm and sticky. Justine didn’t like to be touched. She frowned at the old nun. Sister E was to be tolerated. She was kind, she brought food, and a pretty rose-colored blouse just yesterday. And she kept the Devils away, those who would take Eden away from Justine.
Still, she couldn’t help but step back, away from Sister’s humid grasp. What did the old nun really want, her mind shouted. Why had she showed up here? Who had told her to come, that Justine needed help? Did she hear it directly from above?
“I’ve brought you something,” Sister E said, smiling, holding a paper bag. Her hair made her look like a man, Justine thought, a friar really, with the short, bowl shape. And so gray, very sad. Nuns disliked their hair — why was that? Hair was meant to be adored by all, even God loved hair or he wouldn’t have put so much on the angels. Justine patted her own locks, once famous for blocks and blocks, all the way to the Gironde. She felt pity for Sister’s plainness, her ugly shoes and baggy trousers.
“What?” Justine said.
Sister reached into the bag and pulled out a small bottle of pills from the pharmacy. “Some pills to help you sleep. See? One before bedtime,” the nun said.
“I sleep fine,” Justine said. She eyed the small bottle warily. The Sister was trying to poison her now?
Sister E looked at her, making her squirm. Justine felt like she was under a microscope. “The American is in town. I know how that upsets you,” the nun said. “Just take one at bedtime.”
Justine hesitated then took it. 
Sister E smiled. “I’ll clean up the radio. Okay?”
“They were here.”
“Who, dear?”
“The American. I saw her and her trained dog of Hell.”
“Did you speak to them?”
“I called on St. Joseph to curse them for their greed.”
Sister Evangeline paused, a piece of broken pink plastic in her hands. “We use the church for good, Justine. It is up to God to judge, not we humans.”
“But I prayed to St. Joseph to find me a home and he brought me here. So he must curse them.” Justine sat down on the low terrace beside the hydrangea bush. “He must.”
Sister Evangeline laid her hand on Justine’s shoulder again. “You must have faith.”
Justine looked at the bottle of pills in her hand. She wanted to have faith, really she did. But everyone wanted something from her, that was too obvious. Even Sister E. She wanted her to sleep. Why? So she could ransack Eden, steal her belongings? Was she in league with the dogs of Hell?
While Sister E was bent over the pink plastic chards, Justine poured the pills into the watering can. She smiled sweetly at the old nun. 
So plain. Such a plain woman. Poor old thing.
 
ARNAUD STOOD AN INCH TALLER than Merle, with longish dark hair. His olive green summer suit and starched white shirt, immaculate yet casual, set off his deep tan. His Mercedes sedan was equally well-groomed; he had carefully wiped out the leather passenger seat for her. He was well-versed in the twists and tangles of French estate law, and had given her a tutorial on the drive from Toulouse.
Outside the café under an umbrella they drank iced coffee while he smoked and made phone calls. They had an appointment with the mayor in an hour. The stone plaza was large and square, empty except for café tables. Curved arcades ringed three sides for covered market stalls in medieval days and perhaps today. A few tourists rested on benches in midday shade. The village was sleepy, almost deserted at this hour. As they drove up from the south she could see it perched on the side of the hill, surrounded by vineyards, looking like Cinderella’s ruined castle with its crenellated towers and sloping defensive walls.
Merle looked over the notes she’d made in the car. French law was confusing and yet precise. Interesting too, as it reflected a completely different set of values than American law. She'd always thought of the French libertine ways, the keeping of mistresses, the lack of matrimonial rites, as a little too loose and leaning toward men's rights over women's. But now she wasn't sure. Marriage or not, the law was clear. Maybe that was why the ceremonial was deemed unnecessary. Keeping property in the family was valued — one couldn’t cut one’s children out of a will here — it was also excruciatingly complicated. And therefore, expensive. Lawyers like Arnaud did not lack for work.
He would only be here today. She couldn’t expect him to stay and hold her hand. He had found her a small hotel that was stuffy and cramped but would do for the week she planned to stay. Tristan, Stasia, and Oliver would be enjoying their first day in Paris. They'd gone to the airport together but Merle flew alone to Toulouse. By Saturday she hoped to have her business wrapped up and join them. She had debated about bringing Tristan here, showing him his grandparents’ home, giving him a little history. But Paris beckoned. The countryside had no chance.
Arnaud set his phone on the table. “Pardon, madame. Business never stops. You should feel lucky you are not that woman I am speaking with. Her husband had two mistresses over the years, and three other children besides their own. Now that he is dead she must share the family villa with five children.” He held up all fingers of his manicured hand. “And the kids don’t even know each other. Can you imagine the troubles?”
“Will she buy out the children?”
“Possibly. She will try. But as you know, money in hand is not the same as stone walls.”
“Yes, well, there is one more child, as Ramon must have told you.”
He nodded and had the grace not to comment. Merle had tossed the subject around in her mind. She had to tell Courtney, for Sophie's sake. It would be dishonest not to. She would tell her when they sold the house for lots of money. Courtney, who had called once and been given ten minutes to complain, had enough on her plate. She didn’t need these headaches now. 
“American law is much different,” Merle said. “You can leave whatever you want to anyone you want. Even leave your house to your cat.”
He laughed and stubbed out his Gauloise. “A cat would be easier to deal with than Justine LaBelle.”
The hotel de ville, city hall, was an unpretentious, tidy stone building, recently scrubbed, with geraniums blooming on the windowsills. The French flag flew over the door.
As Monsieur Rancard introduced them and the clerk went to fetch the mayor, he took Merle aside. “I will speak for you. ”
“But I can speak for myself. I’m prepared,” Merle protested. She had taken several years of French. Awhile back.
“In French?” Now he raised an eyebrow. He said something fast and complicated in his native tongue. 
“All right,” she said. “But you must tell me exactly what he says.”
 The mayor came through the swinging gate. He was a tall, thin man, with thick gray hair and an imperial manner. His eyebrows were large and wiry, his clothes timeless and elegant. His slender hand was cool to the touch and he did not smile at her. He invited them back into his office, holding the gate for them both. His office was large and sunny with flowering plants on the sills and maps everywhere.
The mayor's name was Michel Redier. He and Arnaud talked in clipped tones to each other, with Arnaud gesturing to Merle passionately. The lawyer’s voice rose as he got shakes of the head from the mayor. Suddenly Arnaud stood and leaned against the desk to get closer to the stony-faced mayor. Merle was impressed but wondered if this was for her benefit alone. The mayor didn’t seem to care. He sat back and crossed his arms. 
After ten minutes of this, Arnaud returned to his chair and was silent. Was this a cue for her to speak? The mayor leaned forward and spoke in low tones.
Arnaud listened silently, his eyes narrowed. When the mayor finished Arnaud jumped to his feet, shouted, and stomped out of the office. Merle looked at M. Redier who finally was beginning to smile. She shook his hand and said goodbye.
Outside, Arnaud paced back and forth on the sidewalk, flinging his arms around, talking to himself. Merle waited in a spot of shade by a rose bush that grew out of an impossibly small square of earth by a downspout. Eventually Arnaud ran out of steam and looked at her. “Pauvre con! If he thinks that is common behavior — ” He threw his hands up, disgusted. 
“What did he say?”
“Stupid peasant. He thinks you should pay him to evict your squatter!”
Merle thought about that. “How much?”
Arnaud’s face was red. He stuck his neck out. “You will not pay him! It is your house, legally. And that means he is your mayor. The gendarme is your gendarme. What have you been paying taxes for all these years?”
“My husband, you mean.”
“You, your husband — it is your money already paying their salaries. It is bribery, plain and simple. And there are principles at stake. You will not pay him one centime, Madame. Not one franc!” He held up one finger. 
“Not one Euro?” she said, smiling.
He waved his hands again. “If he thinks I am so low, so ineffective as to have to bribe village mayors, he does not know who I am — Vous ne savez pas qui je sais, monsieur!”  
People looked at him curiously, waving and mumbling to himself, this well-dressed man so obviously from out of town. But they looked at her the same way, with bright-eyed curiosity and whispering. It was a small village; they had probably all heard about the dispute over the house. She smiled at a few old women who looked stunned and scurried away. Across the street she saw a man staring openly at them. As Arnaud calmed down, the man, an elderly fellow in a blue jumpsuit and black beret, came toward them.
“Monsieur Rancard, bonjour encore!” 
The attorney looked up, still frowning. He gave the old man a nod. “Pére Albert.” The old man looked at Merle expectantly. “Oh, yes, this is one of your neighbors. Father Albert from across the alley.”
 The old man had a round face and a double chin, with black eyes and a near-constant smile. He asked her to call him Albert as he was no longer a priest. She smiled at his jowly, pleasant face. After all she had heard about French formality these two men didn’t fit that mold. 
“How did it go with the mayor?” he said in heavily-accented English.
“Not well, I take it,” Merle said. “You speak English.”
“He is a buffoon, this mayor,” Arnaud grumbled. He shot Merle a look as if to say, don’t repeat that. “Are elections due soon?” He laughed nervously.
“I’m afraid he was reelected in the autumn,” Albert said. “And you know the gendarme too? His nephew?”
Arnaud burst into another string of expletives. “Conspiracy of dunces! Idiots!” He suddenly looked at his watch and said in a normal voice, “I must go, Madame. I have business in Cahors very soon. You will excuse me?”
“I’ll speak to you tomorrow?”
“Mais oui. I will call your hotel in the morning.” He hurried off toward his car. Merle suddenly felt the weight of the trip, all the plans and airplanes and time zones, crash in on her. Without Arnaud the likelihood of getting anything accomplished here seemed hopeless. Maybe even with Arnaud.  
The old man was still at her side. “A coffee, madame?” he said, indicating tables outside a tobacco store, le tabac. A ten-hour nap was what she really wanted but a chat with the old priest might glean some information. Besides, it couldn’t hurt to have friends here, especially English-speaking ones. She sat in a small wooden chair while he went inside to order. He bounced back across the terrace and sat at the round table graced with a dirty ashtray.
“You have a long trip, madame,” he said, seeing her stifle a yawn.
“Yes, sorry. A very long day.” 
A young woman brought out two small espressos on saucers with lumps of sugar on the side. She took a long look at Merle then went inside.
“Does everyone know who I am?” Merle asked.
The priest shrugged. “It is a small town.”
“And they’re all related, like the mayor and policeman?”
“Oh, no,” he laughed. “But they all talk. There is not much else to do.”
“Have you lived here long?”
“As a child, yes, then I went away to school, to the church. I only moved back two years ago, when I retired. I live behind your house,” he added.
“And what do you see going on over at my house?”
He leaned in, over his coffee. “I only see a little from my upper window. The old woman with the orange hair, she lives on the grounds, inside and in the garden.”
“Who is she, this Justine LaBelle?”
“Ah, you know her name. She was living there when I arrived. I see in the village sometimes. Not often.”
“She’s not friendly?”
He shook his head. “I do not believe she has friends in the village.”
“Arnaud told me that she was being protected by a nun, and some of the older people in town.”
“The nun, yes. She arrives last week. Calls herself Sister Evangeline but she does not dress like a member of an order.”
“What does she want?”
“To help Madame LaBelle. Who plainly needs help, poor woman.”
“Is she unbalanced?”
Albert sighed. “She is old, and clearly had a difficult life.”
“What did she do?”
Another shrug. “I think she has no family. So I am glad that the nun has come to help her because Madame LaBelle seems to accept her. She has given her the key to the gate so she can come and go. She comes bringing the food and the clothing.”
“Maybe the sister will take her back to the convent.”
“Peut-être. Maybe.”
“Do you think this Sister Evangeline will talk to me?”
“Perhaps. If you can catch her.”
“Would you help me set up a meeting with her? I would be so grateful, Père Albert.”
“Just Albert, please.” He drained his cup. “I will try, madame. I will try.”
A group of young men burst out of the tabac in soccer shirts and baggy pants. They smoked cigarettes; one had a beer bottle. They stopped laughing and stared at Albert and Merle. Albert looked away, ignoring them. A cocky, short-haired one called, “Vous êtes le Merle?”
The other boys began to crow like roosters and flap their arms like wings. They danced raucously around the table then nearly collapsed in laughter before Albert stood and shouted at them. “Allez! Allez!”
They ran down the side street laughing. Albert shook his head. “Pardon, madame. Boys.”
“I’m staying at the Hotel Quimet. Please call if you have any news about the house or Sister Evangeline.”
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Cher Marie-Emilie,



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



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



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



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



Be brave, my darling niece—



        Josephine.



 
SHE FOLDS THE LETTER and tucks it into her bodice. Be brave, yes, she needs those words. Wiping her tears she ties the scarf around her head and picks up the basket. She will walk to the next town, maybe find something growing along the creek. Anything to leave this village.
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ARNAUD RANCARD CALLED before Merle had gotten out of bed the next morning. She woke up at three a.m. then coaxed herself back to sleep on the lumpy mattress. 
“I cannot come to the village today, or even tomorrow, it appears. Too much driving, and now that you are there you should be able to have some success with the locals.”
“Like who, for instance?”
“The gendarme, for one. It appears Pére Albert is correct. He is the nephew of the mayor. But he is sworn to uphold the law and the law says that the house is yours. Show him your papers, the registry. And take Albert with you, for the translating. Á bientôt, madame.”
After a breakfast in the outside terrace with the other guests — croissants, yogurt, orange juice, and coffee — Merle put on her running shoes and a pair of loose pants. She soon found the light sweater too warm and tied it around her waist as she walked through the streets of the village. Exercise, she told herself, and god knew she needed it both mentally and physically. She tried not to think much. That is what walking did for her. She stared at the houses and cobblestones, their jeweled shutters and tidy stoops, the rich golden stone of their walls traced with centuries of war, children, heartache, joy, death, and rain showers. The stones had a thousand stories. She headed through a massive arched gate into the countryside, down a hill to a creek overgrown with wild shrubs. Past a farm, some cows, more vineyards.
When she returned to Hotel Quimet, a staid, yellow-trimmed building a bit out of character with the medieval village with its greasy brass fixtures and excess bric-a-brac, a message from Albert waited at the front desk.  He had written out his address and told her to come by in the morning if she wanted to try to talk to Sister Evangeline today. He had seen her early, going to the grocery. “Often,” he wrote, “she is gone for most of the afternoon.”
  Not that he is spying on his neighbors, Merle mused as she stuffed her wallet, a bottle of water, and the manila envelope with papers, documents, and photos from the deposit box into her backpack. The plaza was a little busier here this morning with a few farmers selling eggs and jars of preserves even though it wasn’t market day. That, she’d discovered, was Thursday. By then she would have this house secured — or not. She would not be bullied into doing something insensitive to the strange and elderly, orange-haired  Justine LaBelle. 
 
ALBERT’S HOUSE was like many others in the village, an ancient stone  village house among a block of similar townhouses. His front door was wider and a little more ornate than most, with his green shutters pushed open. Over his door an iron scroll held up a fan of clear plastic as an awning. He came to the door, smiling, in what she would find his usual cheerful mood. 
Inside the rooms were small and tidy as befitting a priest, full of books and little pretense, the old paint faded and gray. Before she sat down she told him about Arnaud’s early phone call. Albert promised to talk to the gendarme with her then insisted she sit in the garden for a moment first for coffee and something called quatre quart, a pound cake.
He said he had rarely seen Justine LaBelle, but with her orange hair and odd dress she was easy to spot. They sat in the morning sun in his small back garden, dominated by a large plum tree and a tomato patch. 
“Odd dress?” 
He grimaced. “I should not say.”
“She dresses differently than other women? How?”
“Well, like a younger woman.”
Scantily, she guessed. Was she hawking her wares on the streets of Malcouziac? That might make her unpopular. “What do you do here, then, Albert? For fun.”
“I have my plums,” he said, bright eyes looking for the developing fruit. “I will make the eau de vie from them. And the fencing.”
“Like the musketeers?”
He laughed. “Nothing so fancy. No feather in the big hat! I teach some local boys, a few girls but mostly boys. At one time I was the fencing, how do you say — teacher?”
“Coach?”
“Yes, fencing coach at a boys’ school in the Savoie. It is good skill, very ancient. It teaches quickness in mind and body, to be light on your feet.”
Merle felt the weight of her legs. Ah, to be light of foot. The bed at her hotel was calling. But this third cup of coffee was keeping her going. She only had four days to get this thing done. She thought about what Annie would say: why not have a real vacation?  She wanted to be in Paris with Tristan and Stasia. Not mucking around here with weird old women. She sighed.  
“We should go see if we can catch the gendarme,” she said, wiping her mouth with the tiny embroidered napkin.
“But what about Sister Evangeline?”
“First, the gendarme.”
 
THE VILLAGE OF MALCOUZIAC, with its thick defensive walls and narrow streets, was like a miniature New York, an island barely connected to the outside world where walking was the preferred mode of transportation. There was nowhere to park a car. Either you had a garage or you parked outside the city walls. She liked that. Everything you needed was a seven-minute walk away. 
At one of the arched gates into the city a small bus was loading a line of tourists. Albert explained. “They go to the shrine. Many tourists, and pilgrims, come for miles.”
“Where is it?”
Albert turned back in the direction they’d come. He pointed to a rocky cliff across the narrow valley to the east. “There, on top of the rocks. See the chapel?”
The domed rooftop stuck out from the forest surrounding it. “How do they get up there?”
“The road goes in that direction.” He pointed north. “Then back again, like a snake. But you can walk up the steps. You can see just the top of them.”
A flight of steps was carved directly into the stone face of the cliff. Bushes and the tops of trees obscured their lower reaches at least a hundred feet below. 
“They look dangerous. And tiring,” she said.
“Oh, yes. Take the bus,” he laughed.
“What is the shrine called? I’ll look it up in my guidebook.”
“The Shrine of Lucrezia. Not a saint but revered by the faithful. A beautiful little chapel there.” He stopped in front of the building where the mayor officiated. “Here we are. Around the back.”
The office of the gendarme was small and gray, a post-war addition to the traditional stone hotel de ville in front. Utilitarian would be the kind term. She had hopes that meant the gendarme would be a logical, literal man who would see the justice of her claim. 
A gray counter ran across the room, with two desks behind it. At one desk sat a woman, plump-faced with dyed blond hair. She stood as they entered but stayed behind her desk.
“Bonjour, Madame Cluzet,” Albert said, pulling off his beret politely. He spoke rapidly. She replied in clipped tones.
“The gendarme is away,  having his coffee,” Albert explained.
“Let’s go see him there then,” Merle proposed. Albert held up a hand as the clerk spoke again. “She will call him to return. That is her job.”
They sat on the hard chairs beside the counter. Albert was quiet, and with the woman obviously listening at her desk, Merle sat silently too. The clock ticked. Forty-five minutes later, the gendarme, who from his expression had forgotten about them completely, stepped in the door.
Hatless, he wore the dark blue uniform well with his broad chest. He was younger than she expected,  around thirty, tall with thick light brown hair parted carefully on one side, olive skin, and an air of authority that she’d seen on policeman before. Before they were introduced she disliked him. Be nice, she told herself as she shook his hand.
His name was Jean-Pierre Redier, but Albert called him Monsieur le Gendarme. Redier stepped around the counter and leaned on his elbows, waiting for their pitch. Albert translated.
 “These papers show I have full claim to the property. Here is the original registry from 1949, and the transfer upon death of his parents. Here is the new transfer registry, the certificate of inheritance tax paid. . ..” She pointed out each document that proved her claim. “The woman living in the house has no right to live there. However, I wish to be fair. I do not want to make anyone homeless. So I would like to speak to you, or whoever is the social welfare authority here, about finding a residence for Madame LaBelle.”
The gendarme listened then shot a look at Madame Cluzet, his lip curled in a half-sneer.
“You will buy a house for Madame LaBelle, he asks,” Albert said.
“No. Non,” she said to Redier. “I want to help find her a place to live. There must be some place for the elderly who have no homes.”
“Not here, he says.”
“How about in a larger city, Bergerac or Toulouse or Bordeaux?”
“You would send her away to Toulouse, he says.” Albert frowned at her. “There is the general perception that Toulouse — and Bordeaux — are, um, full of the vices.”
“Tell him I just want her to have a safe old age somewhere. Besides my house.”
“This is where she comes from, he says.”
What the hell did that have to do with anything? She could see why French lawyers got angry. Everything went in circles. “What about my house?”
“He says, there is another claim on the property, from Madame LaBelle. You can sue her, then the courts will decide who is right.”
“I don’t want to sue her. I want Monsieur le Gendarme to do his duty. Protect my property rights.”
“He says you are not a citizen of the Republic so you have no rights here.”
In dizzying circles, the gendarme wore her down with his glib, nonsensical answers to every parry she made. He could have been a lawyer, she thought, for all his dissembling. He never broke a sweat. Supreme confidence could be very aggravating, especially from someone in uniform. She felt like taking Harry’s old advice and throttling him while he wasn’t expecting it.
She gathered up her papers, stuffed them into the envelope and backpack, and stepped away from the counter before she lost her temper. 
“Merci beaucoup, Monsieur Redier. We will meet again.” He gave her a little bow as they turned away. “Isn’t there someone else here, like a welfare officer, who can help Madame LaBelle?” Merle asked outside, walking so fast through the square that Albert had to jump a little to keep up. “Is there a state office here?”
“Just the hotel de ville. Everything goes through the mayor.” 
“How convenient.” 
“You will come to see Sister Evangeline now?” Albert asked, taking her arm at the corner to halt her. “Pardon, Madame.” He was out of breath and red in the face.
“I’m sorry, Albert. Are you all right?” He was struggling with his breath but nodding. “I’ll get you some water.”
At the grocery she bought him a bottle of water and made him sit in the shade while they both cooled off. “Are you all right?” she asked him again. 
“Yes. Thank you for the water.” 
“Thank you for the translating. What a jerk that policeman is.”
Albert smiled weakly. “But he is the gendarme. You must respect that.”
“I know. I was just angry with the way he never gave me a straight answer. Or the answer I wanted to hear.”
“I do not think he will help you.”
Stymied by authority, abandoned by her lawyer: she had to get into that house, make nice with the squatter, and figure out a suitable housing arrangement for her. She’d hoped to get the house cleaned out, at least, and workmen hired to repair the roof, to secure it from the elements. Her lists so dutifully made before she came lay unused.
Her only hope was Sister Evangeline. 
“It is her custom to leave between noon and one in the afternoon,” Albert said as he stepped up the tall ladder into the arms of his plum tree. They sat in his garden again, this time with his gate to the alley propped open with a large rock. Opposite was the gate to the Strachie house where, with luck, they would intercept Sister Evangeline.
Merle had gone back to the hotel after the meeting with the gendarme, to take a quick shower and gather some lunch items for the vigil. On the dusty iron table she’d laid out grapes of two colors, red and green, cheese of two kinds: known and unknown, and a sliced baguette. One thing she could get used to, the food of France. 
“I will just check from up here,” Albert called from the plum tree.
“Be careful,” Merle said, watching him disappear into the leaves. She steadied the ladder. “What do you see?” 
“Plums,” he whispered back. “Wait, someone left the back door. I think the Sister. Wearing a hat, it’s hard to tell. I wouldn’t know Madame LaBelle without her orange hair.”
Her hair must be an amazing color for everyone to keep commenting on it. “Anything now?”
“Can’t tell.”
With a creak the gate to the Strachie garden opened and quickly closed again behind a short woman wearing gray cotton pants, hiking boots, and small-brimmed sun hat. She had a walking stick and a small backpack as if she was ready for a hike. Gray hair, not orange. Merle jumped up.  “Madame! Soeur Evangeline!”
The woman paused, looking over her shoulder.  “Oui?”
Albert was halfway down the ladder. She asked the sister to wait. But she had taken a few more steps toward the street.  “Pére Albert, il est ici!” As she hoped the invocation of Father Albert’s name made her stop. 
He appeared with a leaf in his hair, smiling. “Ah, Soeur Evangeline.” He spoke to her quickly, asking for a moment to chat in his garden. He pleaded, it was very important. Five minutes was all she had, she declared.
Despite the gray hair she was a fit woman, energetic with those well-used hiking boots. Her face was round under the hat, with a sunburned nose and large teeth. She wore no makeup and her hair was cut like a young boy’s, all one length mid-ear. Her chambray shirt was clean but frayed, and the same could be said for her hands and nails.
Albert sat opposite Evangeline in the shade and offered her food which she declined. He spoke to her with a slight irritation for that. She replied with the same tone.
“She says Madame LaBelle has no intention of moving out of the house. That it is legally her home from an inheritance.”
“An inheritance? Who gave it to her?”
More words flew. “She says a relative years ago, Marie-Emilie Chevalier, who was her mother. C’est vrai, Madame?” he asked the nun again.
Sister Evangeline shot a look at Merle and mumbled more French. 
“Not her true birth mother, she admits. At first the sister thought it was a blood relation. But Madame LaBelle says she was her spiritual mother, her godmother as you say.”
“Does she have proof of any of this?”
“A letter from Madame Chevalier that proves their strong feeling, their close relationship.”
Letters. “Her name was Strachie. Marie-Emilie was married to my husband’s father. Can we see this letter?”
The sister disappeared back into her garden and returned, giving Albert strict instructions before she would hand over the letter. 
“She says she has the original in a safe place.” With that the sister turned on her heel, swinging her walking stick. 
“Just a second, Albert.” Merle trotted to the street and looked in the direction the nun had gone. She was a block away, walking purposefully, swinging her stick and taking un-elderly strides. At the far corner she turned right and went through the city gate into the countryside. Merle returned to the garden where Albert was reading the letter.
“What does it say?” she asked, looking over his shoulder.
“It appears to be a letter to the convent — I shall read it? ‘There is so much I wish to say to her, so much I wish I could say. Someday I will return and make my feelings known. But for now let her know she will always have a home with me, wherever I am. She will never be without someone looking over her, someone who cares. I have not abandoned her. I never will.’ It’s signed: Marie-Emilie Chevalier.”
“Can I see it?” He handed her the Xeroxed page. There was no mention of Justine LaBelle. It was meaningless, legally. “Where did this come from?”
“I assumed from Justine, but now reading it, I wonder. It doesn’t mention her and is addressed to the prioress. The Mother Superior.”
“Why would Marie-Emilie use her maiden name? She was married before she came to the village,” Merle said. “I have some other letters, ones my husband kept. To Marie-Emilie from someone. They’re in French. Do you think you could take a look at them?”
“If you wish.”
She pulled the small packet from the manila envelope in her backpack. “They’re hard to read, they’re so faded.” He took them, peering closely at the old, brittle envelopes. “Take your time. I think I’ll knock on her garden door.”
They stood in the alley. Merle was determined to speak for herself this time, woman to woman. She rapped on the solid wood with peeling blue paint. “Madame LaBelle?”
No answer. She put her ear to the gate.  “Je m’appelle Merle Bennett. Je suis Americaine.” In French she continued: “I want to help you find a new home.”
“Allez! Fiche le camp!”
 “S’il vous plait, madame. Can we talk?”
The first rock sailed over the wall and hit Albert’s wall with a thud. They turned, startled, watched it roll down the alley. The second caused them to duck then dropped onto the mossy alley floor. 
Albert called out, “Madame! Arretez!”
Merle backed away from the gate. This wasn’t going well, she was thinking, as the third stone hit her square on the forehead. She staggered, stunned.  
“Oooh la la, you bleed, Madame!” Albert cried as two more rocks arced over the wall, one barely missing him. He yelled again at Madame LaBelle to stop then insisted they take cover behind his wall. He made Merle come into the house for examination, where, it was true, she was bleeding a little. The goose egg would be a fascinating addition to her forehead. 
She held ice in a dishcloth to her forehead. Things were going badly. Maybe she should just wait for the lawyer to get back. She closed her eyes and was back at her desk at Legal Aid, filling out a Section 8 form for an illiterate client. It seemed so safe, so orderly, so normal. She opened her eyes. This was the new normal: strange country, strange people, strange laws. For a moment she wished herself back in the dark, rainy suburbs, changing light bulbs. 
Ice water tricked down her nose. On Albert’s dark wood table was an open bottle of wine, a bouquet of pink wildflowers in a cracked crystal vase, a small dish of black olives. The sun shone through his lace curtain at the front of the house, landing on a purple orchid. On the breeze, the smell of lavender. 
The odor of France went into her brain. Was she crazy? Did it take a hard knock to the skull to make her wake up? Did she want to be back in the shadows of Connecticut, or in a windowless cubicle in Manhattan? Here she had sunshine, fresh fruit, warmth. 
This is France, stupid. Here, now. 
When Albert stepped into the room with his first aid kit she stood up. “I’ll go lie down at my hotel.” 
“I have medicines, no?” Albert’s face creased with concern. “Perhaps we should tell the gendarme that she is dangerous?”
“He doesn’t care, Albert.” 
“They like to know, these gendarmes,” he said. “Leave it to me.”
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STEFAN WHISPERS, “Leave it to me.”
How has it come to this — hiding, whispering, touching, like some common peasant who doesn’t know the meaning of time, of commitment, of consequence. Marie-Emilie doesn’t know, doesn’t want to know. He brings her food, for her mind and her body, that is all she knows.
Maybe she is careless now that Weston has gone. Maybe she doesn’t care what her husband feels or thinks, what any of them thinks. The village turned its back on her and it isn’t in her to fight any more. Yes, she is careless. She knows it is wrong, this thing, whatever it is, with Stefan. But there it is and she can’t fight it. He is her friend, her only friend. When she so needs a friend.
“Leave it to me and all will be well.” He kisses her hand, like a gentleman, looking into her eyes. That is as far as she lets him go; she is no whore. She has felt his lips on hers, just once. She closes the door and watches him run with his long legs and floppy blond hair, around the corner. A Dutchman by birth, he moved here as a boy. Who would think, a Dutchman?
On the table are the books. This is how it began, at church, over a discussion of a book. She had not read the one he mentioned although she was quick to tell him she could read, that she had passed all her tests. He didn’t make her feel stupid; he listened. This book is just a story, nothing particular, about a young man in the first war who meets a woman, fights and kills, then comes back to her. She knows the type, she had read them. Fantasies of what war meant, as if every man came back to love again, as if nothing had changed. As if hearts didn’t need to be mended, as if men were not shattered and children starved, as if the land hadn’t gone to rot. 
That Stefan had liked the story was what mattered. That he had given her the book mattered.
Weston has been gone for months. She hasn’t heard from him.  She is glad. Things have been very bad in town. No one will sell her even an egg at market, not a potato. She rides a farmer’s cart to outlying villages where no one knows her and spends what little money she earns helping at harvest and at planting. The farmers use her then, they have no choice. Men with strong backs are scarce, women too. She was the youngest woman bent over the grapevines last fall, the youngest to plant seeds in rows this spring. 
For the first weeks he was gone she worried, keeping the house the way he liked it, making sure she looked decent. He might come home unexpectedly, just waltz in the way he’d done. But when he doesn’t write or return, something changes in her. She feels loose from him, as if a terrible burden has been lifted. As if he had died in the war and she was a widow who was destitute but could go on without worry now. She crossed herself and begged forgiveness for her evil thoughts. 
But he is dead to her. Now she could see he used her, for this house, his carnal ways, whatever he wanted. He no longer cares for her, if ever he had. From the moment Stefan walked her home from church and she told him her name was Marie-Emilie Chevalier, she was free. Her mother’s name, the good knight, the avenger of sins.
Now to right the wrongs. She has no illusions about changing the villagers’ minds. They will always hate her for Weston. Doors will always slam. Children will be sent indoors to avoid contamination. It doesn’t matter. She has a plan and Stefan, who has a bicycle and a job at the boulangerie, will help her. 
She walks out into the garden and feels the sun heal her spirit. She will not live like this forever, hungry and alone. Things will change. With all her power she will erase his wrongs from this earth. Then she will be a free woman.
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AS SHE UNLOCKED THE HOTEL ROOM Merle smelled the air change of someone strange, their sweat. Every dresser drawer was pulled and dumped, the closet thrown, suitcase upended. She stood in the doorway, stunned, grateful she’d taken her wallet, passport, documents with her. There was very little else she cared about. The mattress had been searched, lying at an angle on the frame. She backed out of the room and went to find the manager.
“A thief, madame? Zut alors.” Guy Framboise was young, a tall man who spoke several languages. Together they walked up the stairs to the second floor rear guest room. “Oh, madame!” The manager apologized, mortified. He insisted she return with him while he called the police. 
As he sat her down in the empty dining room, he noticed the bump on her forehead. “Did he hurt you?”
Her hand flew to her head. “No. Un petit accident. Could I get some ice for it?”
In a moment the chef brought out a glass of red wine and a bowl of ice, pausing to listen to the commotion in the lobby as the gendarme arrived.  Monsieur Framboise cleared his throat as he approached. Merle pulled the ice off her face. 
“Monsieur le Gendarme would like you to accompany us back to the room so you can identify any things that may be missing.”
Jean-Pierre Redier, the gendarme, seemed a lot friendlier to the hotel manager than he had this morning, although his manner was still a mixture of arrogance, laziness, and too much wine with lunch. The manager translated, so she didn’t have to actually speak to the policeman.
“He would like you to carefully enter the room,” the manager said, “and see what is missing.”
As she stepped inside, moving around a mound of underpants in their perpetually frayed state, she vowed to buy French lingerie for the next viewing. All the undies were unfortunately accounted for, as well as the stretched-out bras.
“He asks if you left your passport in the room,” Framboise called from the hall.
“No, I had everything with me. In here.” She patted her backpack. She pointed to a pile of clothes. “Can I fold these?”
She picked up her slacks and t-shirts, folding them onto the top of the dresser. She looked around, poked her head inside the lavatory. “My watch is missing. I left it in the bathroom.” Not like her to forget her watch but she’d had that quick shower. “And a pair of gold earrings worth about fifty dollars American.”
“How much is the watch?” Framboise asked.
Harry had given it to her years ago.  Time has run out, King Harold. A birthday, or something. Had they even celebrated her birthday together last year? No, she’d gone into the city and had dinner with her sisters. 
 “Maybe five-hundred dollars. It had a few little diamonds on it.”
The room seemed even smaller with the mess. The thief had ignored a pair of earrings worth more and amazingly had left a packet of traveler’s checks she’d stuck in the desk drawer.  The manager sighed dramatically.
Redier shrugged. The thief had been careless, that was all. Or maybe disturbed before finishing. He turned his dark gaze on her. “Qu’est-ce que c’est?” What is that, he asked, pointing to his own forehead.
“Rien,” she said. Nothing. He asked her something else and she waited for the manager’s translation.
“He asks if that is from Madame LaBelle’s garden.”
Albert wasted no time calling him about crazy Justine. “Oui. Un pierre à la tête.” A stone to the head. She mimed an overhand toss. 
“He says, are you going to press charges against her.”
“No. Non. C’est okay.”
Redier looked at her for a long, silent minute. He was just creepy, she decided, giving him an equal stare. He left with the manager to question the housekeeping staff. Merle straightened the mattress back on the bed and lay down. The smell of the room’s violation made her uneasy, and her head hurt from the rock. She got up to find her aspirin, scattered on the cracked tile of the bathroom floor. She picked up two, blew them off, and washed them down with water. 
Just a quick nap. 
 
At five in the morning the birdsong woke her. She’d slept through dinner and somewhere around midnight managed to get under the covers. Behind the hotel the sun hadn’t yet risen over the chateau on the hill. She put on running shorts and shoes, pulled back her hair. In the bathroom she examined the bump over her eye: purple but not too terrible, she dabbed a little makeup on it and went downstairs. In the kitchen the chef slumped sleepily over a cup of coffee. Now that they were friends he waved her on to help herself. She drank a glass of orange juice then walked outside.
The cobblestone streets were silent. A rooster crowed somewhere on the edge of town. Yesterday had been a disaster. Maybe she had been too aggressive with Justine. And not enough with the gendarme. Step back, make some new calculations. Turning right she decided to make a pass by the house in case someone was up early. Albert said Evangeline often went out first thing in the morning, possibly to church. 
A block away from Rue de Poitiers Merle saw them. Orange hair, short skirt, and baggy pants, hiking boots. Evangeline and Justine walked arm-in-arm out the alley onto the street. Merle jumped into a doorway. Where to hide? She crouched into a ball behind a large flowerpot, tucking her head down. Their shoes squeaked against the cobbles as they passed, quickly, silently. 
When they were well past Merle peeked out. Hiding behind a flower pot, really. Why hadn’t she just spoken to them? If she could just talk to Justine, get her to understand she meant no harm. But she needed a new strategy, something to break down the defenses, get them to listen. Hopefully the old woman wasn’t armed with rocks today.
They turned at the city gate as Evangeline had done yesterday, so they weren’t going to church. The medieval cathedral was in the other direction, in the middle of the village. At the corner Merle peered around the stone wall of a house.
The bus to the shrine, squat and blue, stood idling in the parking lot, loading passengers. As Merle hugged herself in the morning chill, tourists materialized on the streets, each holding a sprig of green leaves. Was it some sort of ritual? She’d forgotten to read up on the site. The old women smiled politely as they passed. Old men ogled her bare legs. Groups of middle-aged women huddled together, talking, laughing quietly, all clutching the branches as they passed under the gate and boarded the bus.
She’d lost sight of the two women. Had they gotten on the bus? She waited until the bus started moving, turning laboriously in the parking lot. As it pulled out onto the deserted road Merle walked to the gate. Justine and Evangeline were nowhere to be seen.
 The sun popped up over the eastern hillside, sending a beam of light directly on the Shrine of Lucrezia on the cliff above. It was beautiful in this light. No wonder the faithful wanted to see it at dawn. The steps in the rock were also illuminated. 
“It’s a sign,” she muttered, jogging down the path toward the creek at the bottom of the cliff.
Tall grass, a cloud of gnats, and a riffle of fog made the going tough until she came into a small grove of trees. Under them she could see the path, worn in the leaves and pine needles, leading to the cliff and the stairs. She paused at the bottom of the limestone wall and looked up. The treads were worn, slick with dew. No railing — and quite a lot of steps. 
The things I do for you, Harry Strachie. 
No, make that Tristan Strachie. She was doing it for the future, Tristan’s future, not for anyone’s memory.
It was a whole new world. The past was done.
 When Merle reached the top of the stairs, out of breath, legs screaming, the bus was already parked in the gravel lot behind the building. She let herself look down finally, now that she was safe. The view was dizzying. The village looked toy-like from here, the morning sun glancing off its honey walls. 
The Shrine of Lucrezia was a classical building with block walls and a carved portico and columns. It was small and windowless like a crypt. People were lined up outside waiting their turn to enter. Merle watched from behind a pine tree. A car pulled into the lot, then another. More faithful emerged, clutching sprigs, milling with the others. The crowd grew outside the Shrine, quiet and reverential. Mostly women, the crowd increased when another bus arrived, this one full of nuns in long brown habits, complete with blinding white wimples. 
Tearing a small branch from a tree to simulate their devotional sprigs she walked around the buses to emerge from the parking lot. As one person left the shrine another was admitted. Merle skirted the edge of the crowd, looking for Justine. 
There she was, her orange hair glowing, third in line to enter the shrine. She was tall in platform shoes. There were three other orange-haired women, all short. In front of her was Sister Evangeline. A woman in a red crocheted hat opened the door to the shrine and walked to her right, away from the crowd. To intercept Justine Merle would have to be on the other side of the crowd.
Back around the bus she bumped into a middle-aged man with a bad toupee climbing down its steps. “Pardon,” he said with a British accent.  Merle picked up the sprig she’d dropped and went around the other end of the bus. Evangeline was leaving the shrine in her uniform of gray pants and hiking shirt. 
Justine disappeared into the shrine only to burst out again almost immediately. Jerking slightly she held the door for the next woman, then stepped away and stopped, her head down. Merle moved closer.
“Justine? Madame LaBelle?” She asked softly if they could talk.
The old woman’s head jerked up. Her eyes were unfocused. She seemed older today, more fragile. Up close Merle could see the lines of age on her face, the heavy eye makeup that gave her a clown-like appearance, especially with the orange hair that stuck out in all directions. 
Merle tried to catch her eye. She smiled, trying to look friendly, and told her that she was the American, that she meant no harm. That she wanted to help. Justine’s eyes grew wide.
“Vous!” You! 
Her shrieks attracted the attention of the crowd. Merle put her hands up and backed away. Another blunder. The woman was not sane. Sister Evangeline trotted to Justine’s side and joined in the harangue. Several of the nuns walked over and tried to ask Merle — well, something, but she could only shrug and say, “Je ne parle pas Francais.” She thought she spoke French, but not like this, thank you very much. “Pardon, pardon, je suis desole,” she apologized as she backed away. 
Evangeline put her arm around Justine’s narrow shoulders. The old woman wore what looked like a dress from the ‘50s, yellow and tight against her bony chest and short enough to expose her sagging knees, bare of stockings. Albert’s version of odd dress. A habited nun approached Justine, stroking her narrow shoulder as she began to cry. Poor, crazy old woman. How could she expect anyone to help her evict the woman?
 
AT LUNCH IN THE HOTEL dining room, Merle sipped a glass of white wine between courses and read about the Shrine. Lucrezia was an Italian nun in the Renaissance era. She suffered at the hands of local authorities who believed she practiced witchcraft. She was banished to France where her following grew. She established a convent and set up her own order of nuns. 
The pamphlet described the inside of the shrine as “damp.” Today, June 19, was the day she was buried, a traditional time for the faithful to honor her. 
Monsieur Rancard had been out of the office when she called earlier, but would return her call later from the road. He was in Cahors again, his secretary said. The waiter brought her main course, chicken with a light sauce. As she looked up to thank him she saw the gendarme in the lobby. He was starting to get on her nerves: always present, never helpful.
The food was heavenly, sweet and tender. She finished her main course and sipped her wine. Then, in front of her table stood the manager and the gendarme. “Madame, pardon,” Framboise stammered. He tipped his head toward the door. “If you please come?”
Redier had his usual insolent look on. She wiped her mouth and followed them into the manager’s small office. 
“Have you found my watch?” she asked.
Framboise blinked nervously, listening to the gendarme. “There has been an accident. Madame LaBelle,” he whispered. The gendarme growled some more. “She fell from the Shrine, down the cliff. She is dead.”
“What?” Rancard’s prediction that she would have to battle Justine’s descendants for the house was looking prescient. Merle frowned. “I’m sorry.”
“He wants to know your whereabouts early today. This morning.”
“Well, I saw her. I got up early. Jet lag.” Framboise translated. “I went out to go for a walk about six and saw Sister Evangeline and Justine get on the bus to the Shrine, so I walked up the steps. I wanted to talk to Madame LaBelle about the house.”
“The house?” Framboise asked.
“The one that is legally mine,” Merle said. “The gendarme knows which one.” Perhaps she shouldn’t be quite so forceful, she thought, watching the gendarme’s face. Getting the drift, finally. She could almost hear his thoughts: Greedy American tries to steal house from the poor, lonely Frenchwoman, by hook or by crook.  “I tried to speak to Madame LaBelle yesterday. As you know. I thought with the crowd there I would have a better chance. I wanted to tell her I meant her no harm, that I would try to help her.”
“And did you speak to her?”
“Very briefly.”
The gendarme waved her to stand. Framboise said, “You must go with him and make a statement.”
She examined the cold, black eyes of the gendarme. The embodiment of authority. He, who smelled like cigarettes and garlic. Albert’s words: Must show respect. She stood up. “With pleasure.”
 
THE SMALL GRAY INTERVIEW ROOM in the small gray gendarmerie still had a photograph of Charles de Gaulle on the wall. There was a tiny window at chin-height that dropped a square of sunshine on the wooden table. The gendarme and a new man, someone she understood was from out of town, sat firing questions at her. So far she’d managed to say, “Je ne parle pas francais,” at least a dozen times.
“I want a translator, um — pour parler les mots entré anglais et francais.” How did two tribes ever communicate? 
The out-of-town officer, introduced as Capitan Montrose, barked at Redier. They both left the room, locking her in, cigarette-free when she really wanted one. She had brought one pack of Slims with her and vowed to stop when they were gone. So far she’d only smoked one, out the window of the hotel after returning from the shrine.
Cigarettes. The telltale sign of nerves. It was only a statement. She had spoken to the deceased. She was accustomed to working with cops in Harlem, they didn’t intimidate her. So what were these nerves? 
Having your attorney present during questioning was possibly not a right in France, but she wanted one. It was the language barrier.  Capitan Montrose returned and sat down, his notepad on his knee. He was one of those indeterminate-age Europeans, somewhere between thirty and fifty, a bit jowly, hair still dark but a few strands of gray over his temples. His head was flat on the sides, his mouth small. Thick eyebrows looked crayoned onto his face. His skin was office-work pale and he wore a rumpled gray suit with an ill-fitting shirt. 
Expressionless, he offered her a cigarette.  Brown Gauloise, strong and bitter: after one puff she put it out. Redier returned, ushering in an older woman with a patrician air and blond hair she fashioned after Catherine Deneuve.  The Capitan offered his chair.
“My name is Jacqueline Armansett. I am the head teacher at the school. These men — the inspector — have asked for my services in translating your statement.”
 Merle smiled at her, hoping for some sisterly bond but feeling only a chill. 
“The inspector asks for you to take him through all of your meetings with Madame LaBelle.”
“Today?”
“All.”
Merle began with the death of Harry and the inheritance of the house. She told of hearing about the squatter and her own work helping the homeless find shelter. Of coming to France and trying to speak to Madame LaBelle with her lawyer, and through the garden gate. She pointed out the bruise on her forehead.
“He says, do you have a witness to the rock-throwing?”
“Albert Tailliard. He lives across the alley.”
Merle repeated what had happened that morning, taking care not to gloss over witnesses, people who saw her come and go. She mentioned the man getting off the bus. The nuns in their robes, Sister Evangeline.
“Have you spoken to Sister Evangeline?” Merle asked them.
“Who is this please?”
“According to Albert she showed up last week to help Madame LaBelle with the legal battle over the house.”
“Legal battle?”
“Madame LaBelle thinks — thought — that she owned the house. My documents show that my late husband owned it, for fifty years. I inherited it when he died.”
“How did your husband die, Madame Bennett?”
“A heart attack.” They stared at her through the smoke. “Oh, come on.” Merle rolled her eyes. Now she was a serial killer? “I had nothing to do with my husband’s death, nor with the death of Madame LaBelle. I walked down the road from the Shrine. Several people saw me as they drove up.”
“Can you give us names or descriptions?”
“A white van. I didn’t see the driver, I was too busy jumping behind a tree to avoid being killed. A green — one of those little cars. A woman was driving.” That should narrow things down. “I had a croissant and a coffee at the patisserie about eight o’clock. I bought a paper at the tabac, the International Herald Tribune. The agriculture strike is on the front page. I went back to my room and straightened it up. Monsieur le Gendarme can confirm that it was broken into yesterday and several things were stolen.”
The gendarme spoke to the captain. “What are they saying?” Merle asked the teacher.
“He says you reported a burglary.” The teacher listened to the captain. “What does your watch look like?”
“A gold link band, small with a pearl face with four tiny diamond chips. A Tag Heuer, old, scratched.”
The captain spoke to Redier who left the room. In a moment he was back with a small plastic bag with black writing on it. Inside was her watch.
Merle pushed the plastic down around the face of the watch; the scratch on the crystal, just as it’d been for years. “Where did you find it?”
The teacher blinked.  “On the arm of the dead woman.”
 
ARNAUD RANCARD ROARED INTO TOWN in late afternoon, just as Jacqueline Armansett tired of the translation game and said she had her own work to do. Merle had told and retold the details of her meetings with Madame LaBelle to the point she had nothing left to say. Capitan Montrose seemed to be satisfied, although the connection between her watch and the arm of Justine LaBelle was troubling. Redier seemed to think this constituted a smoking gun. His reasoning was classic: Since the American wanted the house she had to eliminate the squatter. Americans take what they want by force. Americans bribe people with expensive watches. Montrose, clearly the brains and her new best friend, shook his head at each of his proclamations. 
Arnaud had called the hotel for Merle and received the news she had been arrested, true enough to get him to race his Benz over the roads to Malcouziac. Merle heard him shouting at Redier outside the interview room. The calmer voice of Montrose intruded and finally Arnaud was allowed to see her.
He kissed her on both cheeks. His color was high, and he spit out his words. “What the hell is going on in this little ville? They are crazy, all of them! I wouldn’t be surprised if the mayor was behind all this, that idiot!”
Merle felt confused, and a little frightened by what was going on, but she didn’t need to get as riled up as Rancard. Stay calm. “What are they going to do with me? Have they told you?”
“It is all a terrible mistake. I will call the Embassy for you. There is an American consul in Nice.”
“What can they do?” Nice was far away.
“Make sure your rights are not violated by these peasants.” He gestured wildly then sighed. “I will help you too, Madame. Whatever I can do, although of course I am not a criminal lawyer. Capitan Montrose, he is from Bergerac, from the courts. He will take over the investigation. In France we do not let the crazy gendarmes do investigation. They are too close to the population.”
“He seems reasonable,” she said.
“The Capitan will do you well.” He stood up suddenly. “I must talk to him.”
“Am I being charged with something?”
“Not yet. Do you have with you all the documents about the house?”
“In my backpack. They have it out there.”
She thought of Tristan in Paris again. His father dead and his mother in the Bastille. Merle hadn’t spoken to any of them since she left the U.S. Now she would have to call. She didn’t want Stasia to come, to get excited about all this. They didn’t need an international incident.
She put her head down on the table and felt the sun from the tiny window on her neck as if saying: See— France can be gentle and lovely. 
No need to go back to the ‘burbs. No need to go home at all. 
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 Merle sat on the tumbledown wall looking out over the vineyards. A bird flew to one of the stakes, perched there, singing. It made her forget about her headache for a moment. High on the tops of the hills, where the old forest still grew tall, wind tugged at the treetops. The sky was so blue it made her eyes hurt.
Harry never wanted to go to France. He lived for work. He would have missed out on great opportunities to make money, his most compelling desire. That single-mindedness defined him. She saw now, in a flash, that he could never have cared as much for her as he did about his money. Maybe he loved Courtney. Maybe he was incapable of that sort of love.
He did love Tristan. They had him in common. She would see her son tomorrow, either here or in Paris. Arnaud had been arguing her case relentlessly for the last twenty-four hours. For an estate lawyer he did like to argue. She smiled, thinking of him waving his arms in front of the stony-faced inspector. They would smoke Gauloises and decide her fate. 
They had kept her overnight at the tiny gendarmerie, giving her a cot with fresh sheets and a cold dinner of chicken and salad and a glass of wine. She hadn’t slept well. The wine took the edge off her tension but she woke again at midnight, smelling their cigarettes outside the room. They talked on and on. The French have a great capacity for debate.  
Early this morning she was served coffee and a croissant. An hour later, the inspector released her. Arnaud Rancard was not there. The inspector told her slowly: do not leave the village. Absolutement, he said gravely. Then handed her a note.
‘Meet me at the house at 11:00. A.R.’ 
Now, on the wall, Merle checked her watch but it wasn’t there. She had left the hotel at ten, after a shower and change of clothes. Who had ransacked her room? How had her watch gotten on the arm of Justine LaBelle?
Strange that they didn’t even know who Sister Evangeline was. She must have been at the Shrine when it happened. Maybe she was even the guilty party, although Merle didn’t think so. A nun? Well, was she really a nun? Either way she didn’t come off as an evil person. Could someone have merely frightened Justine by the edge of the cliff, causing her to lose her balance?
Merle checked her backpack again. Everything she owned of importance was in there, except her passport. They had confiscated it. She had tried to call the American Embassy this morning about it, but hadn’t gotten through. She’d catalogued the contents of her backpack in a notebook. The documents about the house were there, the photographs, the mementos from the deposit box. They had rifled through it all then put it back except for the passport. 
The stones of the wall were uncomfortable. She stood up and stared at the house. So silent, closed, absent. Was Sister Evangeline inside? What life had gone on there? She closed her eyes and imagined all the shutters painted —  Sky blue? Grass green? Apple red? — and open to the breeze. The glass washed, the air changed. It would be a revival, a resurrection. Would anyone ever do it? 
She hadn’t called Stasia yet. One more day and she might have some answers. Let it ride, Harry would say. Commit yourself, then let it ride. All you have to do is hang on.
Could it be the ride of my life, thanks to you, Harry Strachie? 
He was dead, gone, buried. But he remained a force, a consciousness, a way to look at life. Not her way, but she had learned from him. To trust her instincts, to not be so rigid, to play the occasional hunch. She couldn’t deny the years they’d had. As much as she wanted to erase them from memory. 
What would he say now — what the hell do you want that old wreck of a house for? She sighed. He didn’t care about houses, but he thought she did. Was he wrong? 
The tires of the Benz squealed on the cobblestones as it turned the corner and came to a stop in front of the house. Arnaud wore the same clothes as yesterday, except for a clean shirt. He looked tired but immaculate, as always. 
He kissed her on both cheeks. “How did they treat you? Okay?”
“I’m fine. How did you get them to release me?”
The old woman from across the street (Arnaud said her name was Madame Suchet) appeared on her stoop with her broom. She wore a scarf and high heels, watching and listening as she took tiny strokes with her broom.
“Through logic, of course,” Arnaud said as he opened his trunk. “Why would you, an American, come over here and murder an old woman? You are a lawyer yourself, one who helps poor people find housing in the United States. An officer of the court, a good citizen, an exceptional citizen. Not a greedy person but one who works for the state just like he does. Several times you spoke about wanting to find housing for Madame LaBelle. That is not someone who has villainy in their heart.”
He pulled a pair of long-handled bolt cutters out of his trunk. “And now, the house is yours.”
“Wait,” Merle said as he walked to the door and wedged the tool through the crack in the shutters.  “Have you discussed this with the inspector?”
“Oh, yes. It makes the most sense of any alternative. He wants you to stay in the village, yes? Then return the house to you. And so — ” He positioned the cutters around the padlock and with a grunt pulled them together. A second try, with a grimace on his close-shaven face, and a clunk as the lock fell to the doorstep. Madame Suchet dropped her broom and disappeared into her house, presumably to call the gendarme. “Voila!” 
“Did the inspector look at the papers?”
“Oh, yes, he looks over them all, and agrees that the house belongs to you. You pay the taxes all these years. That is evidence. The taxes are accepted because the state recognizes you — your husband — as the owner of the house. The inspector speaks to the mayor who has nothing to say. There is no argument, unless you are an insane gendarme who has your head up your arse.” 
He set down the bolt cutters and pulled on the door shutters. The rusty hinges creaked. The left one refused to move. The open one revealed the front door with its multi-paned window and pretty, carved wood with faint traces of blue paint. 
“And now, madame?” Arnaud said. “Your French home.”
Merle stared at the door. “You have a key?”
“You did not bring it?” 
She unzipped her backpack and found the big skeleton key loosely taped to the letterhead .
“This is not for the door, madame.” He handed it back. “One moment.” He went back to his trunk, throwing in the bolt cutters and returning with a small tool kit. “We will change the locks anyway.” He stuck a small screwdriver into the lock, twisted it around, and gave the door his shoulder. On the third push Merle could see it was about to go and offered her own shoulder. They tumbled into the dark, moldy room.
Arnaud paused to brush his shirt clean as he looked around the room. Merle stood blinking, letting her eyes adjust. The front room was large, with a head-high mantel over a blackened fireplace complete with iron tools and a large pot. The air was dank and foul. A large table with thick legs, scarred with knife wounds, dominated the room. 
The lawyer ran a fingertip across the windowsill on the side wall. “Not much of a housekeeper, was she?”
Merle took small breaths through her mouth. “Have the police been here?”
“Yesterday. There was so little, the inspector said, he wasn’t sure she even lived here.”
“So it’s all right to move in? It seems — disrespectful.”
“He took her things, what little there was. Some clothes, some food.”
“What about Sister Evangeline?”
“She was renting a room over the bistro. But now she has gone, I hear. Her self-proclaimed duty was to help Madame LaBelle. When the woman died, her responsibilities ended. So she told the owner of the bistro.”
Arnaud disappeared into another room. Merle walked to the side of the large room, near a side window. There were stains on the wooden ceiling as if water had come through the roof. Spider webs and dust everywhere. The smell of mouse droppings and mildew. A staircase rose from the far corner into the dark. She looked up the stairs and saw a door at the top was closed. 
“Mon Dieu, quel boue.”
Arnaud stood in the back room holding his nose, staring at burlap sacks of grain piled in the corner. Corners of them had been gnawed by rodents, with corn and wheat spilling onto the floor. The smell of rot hung thickly. The floor in this room was different, stone versus the dark-stained wood of the front. Arnaud opened the back door, letting in fresh air.
She stepped back into the parlor. On either side of the room sat a moth-eaten armchair and a tall, battered cabinet nearly six feet wide. Dozens of jars of ancient preserves in shades of gray, covered with dust, on the open shelves. She kicked the chair. Squeaks of vermin confirmed her fears. 
“Merle! Come quick!” 
Arnaud stood outside the back door in a flower garden bursting with blossoms. Lavender grew in a fragrant hedge, its purple spikes held over the gray leaves. Delphiniums, daisies, hollyhocks grew six feet high, blue, pink, white. On one wall red climbing roses, next to a framed grapevine with tiny grapes hanging in clusters. Arnaud pointed to the house. A pear tree had been trained onto a metal frame, flat against the stone house. Miniature green pears hung from the branches.
“And more, look,” Arnaud said. On the other sidewall, lavender wisteria had been trained to grow along the top. By the back gate, clematis bloomed white and purple in intertwining vines, covering the arch. A small stone building with a mossy tile roof was covered with a red clematis and pots of geraniums stood on either side of its door. 
The garden was bursting with flowers. Under an acacia tree in a corner was a hammock. There was a graveled seating area, with two iron chairs and a small table. On the table was a potted yellow marigold.
“Wow,” Merle said. “Wow.”
“This jardin — it is like the Luxembourg  Gardens!” Arnaud said, spinning to see it all. “These grapes will give you wine. Your own French wine, madame. Not much, maybe one glass, but your very own.”
Merle looked around, seeing the old woman’s work. “But — it’s her garden. Justine’s.”
“She was only the gardener.”
Some of the rose bushes were ancient, and the trunk of the grapevine was as big as her arm.  He was putting on his jacket. “I’m sorry, madame. I must drive to Cahors again. The widow with too many children awaits me.”
“You’ll be back?”
“My work is done here. Ah, the name of the criminal lawyer.” He pulled a slip of paper from his inside pocket. “Antoine Lalouche, in Bordeaux. Excellent man. Give him a call.” He passed her the paper with his phone number on it. “It has been my pleasure, madame.”
“I can’t thank you enough. You — you saved me, not to mention my — my house.”
He gave her a little bow. “That is what I wanted to hear — my house. Congratulations. A lovely one it is.”
Then he covered his nose from the stench as he walked through the house. She felt her heart sink. Would the Inspector make a case against her? Is that why Arnaud had given her the name of a criminal lawyer? 
From her doorway, Madame Suchet watched, arms across her ample chest, a frown on her face. After Rancard drove away Merle swallowed hard and walked across the street toward her. As she approached the old woman stepped inside and shut her door with a definitive thud. 
“And a bonjour to you too,” Merle muttered, turning back to the house. Inside the front room she attempted to open some windows, hitting the sashes with the heel of her hand. Two complied, revealing generations of moths. She unlocked the shutters, sweeping  the moths outside. She sneezed, and sneezed again.
A utilitarian space, both sitting and dining, basic, utilitarian. For a moment she thought she dreamed it, the sunlight streaming through the dust motes, the footprints across the dusty floor, the rough beams of the ceiling strung with spider webs. On the mantel was a small vase, white china painted with a delicate but unremarkable blue design. It was a cheap thing, yet it had somehow survived.
Nothing but dead flies inside. Maybe it was Harry’s mother’s, a relic from her French life. Marie-Emilie had dumped the last flower out with the water, onto the ground, then set it on the mantel to say goodbye. 
She wandered through the ground floor, eyeing the piles of grain sacks with disgust. It was soon apparent to her there was no electricity in the house. Not an outlet or a light fixture. The only water was rainwater caught in a metal cistern sitting on hefty posts ten feet off the ground. Gutters off the roof funneled the water down to it and with a pull on a chain it flowed into a large washtub on the ground. 
The stone house in the backyard was a latrine, an outhouse complete with rough stone stool topped with a porcelain ring. A rank odor and a multitude of dead insects as well as their buzzing descendants filled the small, dirt-floored space. A small, filthy window at eye level provided light. Merle hurried out into the garden, gulping air.
Summoning her courage, she mounted the stairs. The door at the top was stuck. She pulled on it until the doorknob fell off in her hand. Behind the door she could hear cooing and the occasional flutter of wings. A regular covey of pigeons, it sounded like. Back downstairs she pulled out her notebook and began making a list. 
 
TO DO — Les choses à faire
Install new locks.
Drag furniture outside and wash.
Drag grain sacks outside.
Patch glass in windows as necessary.
Wash walls and ceilings.
Sweep & wash floors.
Clean chimney/fireplaces.
Fix shutters, paint.
Find roofer.
Arrange electrical hookup.
Ditto water service.
Find electrician.
Find plumber.
Take trash, chair (upstairs junk?) to — dump?
Paint walls.
Replace floorboards.
Wash windows.
Buy beds/furniture.
Plan bathroom.
Call Stasia in Paris.
 
 
JEAN-PIERRE REDIER WATCHED HER leave the hardware store with a slip of paper in her hand. The American looked in both directions, gave the policeman a look as if to thumb her nose at the French state, then walked south. He flicked his cigarette into the gutter and followed her.
At the corner she consulted her paper then entered a building he knew to be Andre Saintson’s, the locksmith. Andre was an old man who kept a messy shop but he was the only man in town to change a lock. Jean-Pierre waited, smoking another cigarette in the doorway to the bistro where he sometimes drank after work. This block of Malcouziac had defied all efforts by foreigners to modernize it. Three townhouses were vacant. One had been broken into and vandalized repeatedly over the years, at least since his own youth. It was a party venue for the delinquents in town. Sometimes he had to walk one home after a night of drinking, but who could blame them? There was nothing to do in this little town. 
This foreigner, this American, had created a problem however. She was not to be tolerated, according to his uncle. So Jean-Pierre had the boring job of following the silly woman around and finding something else to hold her on because apparently murder wasn’t enough. French law was adaptable. A person, especially a foreigner, could be held without charges for weeks if necessary. And according to some plan his uncle had yet to inform him of, it was necessary to get the American out of the way. 
The problem was the inspector. Capitan Montrose was of the old school, a methodical and rational man who wasn’t likely to look kindly on any sort of covert action like throwing the woman in jail for littering. The jails, he had already proclaimed, were too full as it was, that was why he let her out, sure that she would obey his order to stay in the village. Let justice take its course, he said in his arrogant city way. Banned from Paris, Jean-Pierre thought, or else why would the inspector be assigned to the death of a putain, a whore? There was talk that the murder had made the newspaper in Bergerac, although Jean-Pierre doubted it. No one cared about an ugly old whore, least of all city people. 
The old man emerged with the American, his tool box under his arm. Andre’s face had more lines than a French road map, from his previous profession as a grape-grower. His family had once owned the big mansion, the chateau on the hill, now a winery run by a multinational insurance company. No one liked the company, least of all the local grape growers who had last year accused them of importing cheap grapes from South America and calling it French wine. Nothing proven, but resentment ran high. Last week Jean-Pierre had run across a group of farmers plotting something in the parking lot of the village. They had smiled and slapped his back as if they were just having a friendly chat, but he knew otherwise. 
  On Rue de Poitiers, Andre bent over the front door as the woman talked in what Jean-Pierre knew to be the worst French ever to come from the mouth of a human. He stood at the corner, saying good day to an old woman. She looked down the street and in a second had him all figured out. It was impossible to fool the old ladies in this town. His mother had known them all, and now they all knew him.
Suddenly there was the old priest, walking up to him with that stupid smile. Jean-Pierre tried to nod and turn away but the old man caught him.
“Have you found the killer yet, Monsieur le Gendarme?” Albert asked. He was the only person in town who didn’t call him by his first name and for that Jean-Pierre gave him grudging respect. He had no use for priests normally. 
“Of course, Pére. But she had a Toulouse lawyer and she is out. You see? She is in the house as she wanted. She got rid of the old woman and it is hers.”
Albert’s smile fell as he looked down the street. “Madame Bennett? Oh, you make a joke. She is no more a killer than you or I.”
Jean-Pierre shrugged. Better to have lost a possible murderer to a bad system of justice, than to not have found the killer at all. “She wants the house, she seeks out Madame LaBelle at the shrine, she pushes her over the cliff.” He dusted off his hands: finis! 
Albert frowned at Jean-Pierre. “Que tu est fou,” the old man muttered under his breath as he turned and walked toward the woman and Andre. 
So now he would have to watch the old priest too. For an old man he had too much interest in things that did not concern him. Even his uncle the mayor had mentioned the meddlesome nature of Pére Albert who had come to the gendarmerie to plead a case for Madame Bennett. The captain had listened to him. They had some school tie. For Jean-Pierre who had not gone to university at all this was loathsome. 
So he would keep his eye on Albert too. He had nothing better to do, or so his uncle would say. He was only one man, one simple gendarme for the entire village. But his uncle promised a cut of whatever he had planned, so Jean-Pierre would keep both eyes open.
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MERLE HANDED THE OLD MAN the big skeleton key. “Does this fit?” 
The locksmith examined it, hobbled out to the back gate and tried the key in the keyhole. It was too big. 
“Desolé, madame,” he mumbled. Their communication was limited. Merle was tired and her French wouldn’t come. She resorted to hand gestures. It had taken him quite awhile to get the idea that she wanted her locks changed. He’d done the front and back door and now he wanted to know about the garden gate.
“Please. Oui,” she said. But he held out his hand again, as if he wanted the skeleton key, and mumbled something. She had no idea about the key to the gate. Except that Sister Evangeline had one. She’d seen the nun lock up the gate from Albert’s garden.
Andre fumbled around in his bag and tried a few things to open it. He couldn’t do it today, he possibly said, as he waddled back out through the house. With her new key she locked the door. Another trip to the hardware store netted a new padlock for the door shutters, this time accessible from the outside. She locked up and waved at Madame Suchet on her stoop.
Back at her hotel Merle put through another call to the U.S. Embassy. This time she got a live person and requested help with her legal situation. She was given a name and number of a functionary at the Nice consulate, but when she called there the phone rang unanswered. Next she called Stasia’s hotel in Paris. Tristan answered the phone.
“Mom! Why haven’t you called?” He sounded worried, very unlike a fifteen-year-old.
“Sorry. Are you having fun?”
“Yeah. But I’ve seen enough churches for awhile though. And rose gardens.”
“A person can never see too many rose gardens,” Merle said. “Listen, I have things to do here. The house is sort of a mess. Would you like to come down?”
“I thought you were coming here.”
“I could use your help. The house is awesome, Tris. Much bigger than I thought. It just needs some TLC.”
“Is it a mansion?”
“Not that big. But it’s got a beautiful garden. A huge fireplace. I could use your strong back, kiddo. We could work together. Just till time for camp. I miss you, honey.”
He probably missed her too, she thought after hearing tales of Oliver buying beer and being grounded by his mother for a day. Stasia had waltzed them through six museums and eight cathedrals, Napoleon’s tomb, the Louvre twice, and a bateau mouche — her schedule was like the Bataan Death March. 
Stasia got on the line and the sisters worked out the details. Stasia wanted reasons, which were faked. Tristan would take the train to Bergerac tomorrow. 
 
THE INSPECTOR SHOOK HIS HEAD so slowly she wasn’t sure if he was nodding off or saying no. Merle had tried to explain that she needed to pick up her son tomorrow in Bergerac and bring him here. She had perhaps said she needed to see him instead of get him. Conjugating verbs was a pain in the ass. 
Finally she was sure he said no. Stay in the village. That is the bargain.
Albert might know if there was bus service from Bergerac or how much a taxi might cost. The gendarme followed her from the police station,  his insolent face and boot steps everywhere she went. The old priest came to the door in his fencing jacket and tight white knee-pants. He had been practicing with a student in the alley because the school was closed today. 
“You look very —“ she wanted to say ‘jaunty’ but said, “— professional.” 
He waved his hand. “A glass of wine?”
Merle sat in the garden while he poured her the dark, oaky wine, a black Cahors. She hadn’t eaten anything since the croissant at the jail. In a moment he was back with some of the cheese she’d left him a few days before, still wrapped in its paper.
“You are so kind, Albert. I don’t know how to thank you.” He didn’t answer, just smiled. “What did you think of the house?” She’d taken him inside while Andre worked on the locks. 
“The garden is so lovely.”
“You don’t have a key to the garden gate, do you? Andre couldn’t get it open.”
“Sorry, no. You should get Evangeline’s.”
“She’s gone, according to the inspector.” Merle set down her wine glass. “Is there a bus here from Bergerac?”
“Once or twice a week. I am not sure of the schedule.”
The wine made her melancholy. How did she, an upstanding citizen, a moral person, become a murder suspect?  “I can’t leave the village. The inspector’s orders. And my son is coming down from Paris tomorrow.”
“I will pick him up. Think no more about it.”
“You have a car?” 
It appeared he owned one of those curious beasts, an ancient Citroën, the Deux Chevaux.  His was blue, and a bit rusty. In the morning she saw him off in it, with its roof rolled back, the bug-eyed headlamps wobbling, the bicycle tires bouncing. It barely made thirty miles an hour as it puttered away from the city parking lot. She’d given him a small list of things to buy for her: fly paper, scrub brushes, disinfectant. 
At the hotel she asked the manager if she could rent two roll-aways with linens. A few minutes later, and several euros, a bell-boy helped her roll them over to rue de Poitiers. They walked back together, rattling over the cobblestones, around corners, up curbs, ignoring the gendarme. Back at the hotel she paid her bill. With her suitcase rolling behind her, she bought towels and soap, mousetraps and buckets at the grocery. At the hardware store she asked for the name of an electrician, and called him from the tabac. Giving his wife a garbled message, she crossed her fingers, dragged her suitcase along the stones, and unlocked the doors to her house in France.
 
SHE HEARD THE LITTLE CITROËN before she saw it pull up outside. Tristan looked good, tanned, rested. He explored the house, curled his lip at the mouse corpses his mother had dumped into the water tank and christened the outhouse. 
“How was the trip?” She handed Albert money for gas and supplies. 
“A beautiful day. This garden, madame. So lovely.” He looked around, smiling, then turned back to her with a tap to his beret. “Tristan and I talked about him fencing with my boys.”
“Really?” She laughed as her son fell out of the outhouse, gulping air just as she had. “That would be terrific, Albert. But first we have some serious work to do.”
 “Jeez, there’s a lot of crap.” Tristan stared at the pile growing by the locked garden gate. Merle had dragged out the grain sacks, and the ruined armchair.
“You haven’t seen nothing yet.” Merle turned him back toward the house. They climbed the stairs and confronted the stuck, knob-less door. 
“Now what?” Tristan asked. “You want some of this, Albert?”
“I have to put my car — ”
A crash. Tristan had broken the door’s hinges, flattening the old panels to the floor. Merle caught the back of his pants to keep him from falling on his face. Squawking and flapping of wings made her squawk too, as pigeons came at them, flying madly in circles. Tristan broke free and waved his arms, shouting at the birds as they beat their wings to lift that fat bellies off the crown of an armoire, windowsills, and a large hole in the ceiling. Two got by Merle and flew down the stairs.
“Shoo them out, Albert!” Merle stepped over the door and pried open the front window and flung open the shutters. “Out!”
In a few dirty minutes the room was cleared. Coughing, Merle stared up at the hole in the ceiling. Blue sky shone through a hole in the tile roof. A pile of sodden plaster had dried on the floor beneath. A window that faced the garden had two panes gone and a shutter. Tristan stood covered in feathers and white powder, hands on his hips. “Wow, this is so great. Very exotic.” He picked a feather off his tongue. “Ack.”
“Look at this.” Merle pushed open a door to a side bedroom. A carved wood bedstead and moldy mattress sat in the middle of the room. The pigeons had partied in here too, along with a mouse colony of legendary proportions. But with a new mattress, a lot of scrubbing, a luscious color on the walls? She shivered. Maybe Harry was right about her. Harry — when would she stop thinking about him?
“Awesome.” Tristan frowned. “Looks like a park in New York.”
“Having a house in France is a filthy business,” she said, leading him back downstairs to find tools and plastic to cover the holes. If only he knew how dirty it could get. She tried to put the legal problems out of her mind. Enjoy these moments. Not the past or the future. Right now.  It could be over tomorrow, or next week. This time would end — but for once in her life she intended to live right here in the moment.



 
 
18
 
 
MARIE-EMILIE WALKS UP the road, her feet aching from the long day. No rides for her, not this day. Some Malcouziac farmers had slowed, saw who she was, and snapped the reins again. So she walks on.
She can see the village ahead, up the hill. Sitting on a log to rest she examines the soles of her shoes. The hole is growing bigger on the left one, almost through. The right wore through yesterday. Still she has no regrets. She has made it to the convent and delivered her message. The sisters had been understanding and given her meals. Without that food, and the loaf of bread and cheese they pressed on her for her journey, she would never have come back.
Perhaps she shouldn’t, she thinks, staring at the dark cloud passing over the city walls. But Stephan is waiting for her. He promised they would leave as soon as he arranges everything. So she gets back on her feet and walks on.
Spring is almost over and with it the rains. Soon the summer heat will return. Why is she still in this village where everyone hates her? Soon, soon, she whispers to herself. She turns the corner to her house. Someone has splashed red paint on her shutters. She touches it, still damp. Unlocking the door she takes her bucket to the garden and fills it. In minutes she has scrubbed the shutters, leaving only a shadow of stain not unlike the stain this village has imprinted on her heart. She looks down the street in the evening dusk, an eerie purple bruise of a sky. Not a soul watches, not a soul cares. 
Exhausted she falls into her bed. She wants to stay awake for Stephan, in case he hears she is back. Should she go to his rooms above the bakery? She is too tired. Tomorrow is soon enough. She’s walked nearly thirty miles today. 
When the knocking begins she barely hears it from upstairs. She is deep in a dream. She pulls herself up and walks down the stairs. As she reaches the floor below she wakes up and feels a flicker of happiness. It will be Stephan. He can’t wait to see her. She runs her hands through her tangled hair and pulls her dressing gown together as she unlocks the shutters.
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FERNAND, A BANDY-LEGGED, LEATHERY-FACED old coot who smoked a crusty pipe, got to work on her plumbing needs with his homely son, Luc. They searched gamely for underground water lines. After days of searching she felt lucky to find a willing plumber at all. There was hope that a drain in the stone-floored kitchen actually led to the sewer.  Merle left them to explore, and Tristan to scrubbing upstairs, to beg Monsieur le Maire to expedite her utilities. The candles and flashlights, not to mention eating all meals out, were getting old.
A waste of time with the mayor at city hall. The same with tracking down the locksmith for the garden gate. His shutters were closed, his door locked. She so wanted the pile of vermin-infested debris in her garden to disappear. The only way to do that was to open the locked gate. Could she take it off its hinges? Break it down? She hated to ruin it. She stepped into the bistro across the street to ask if they’d seen old Andre. The waiter shrugged at her Idiot French and turned his back. 
On the street this morning no sign of Jean-Pierre. She ducked into the alley behind Andre’s shop. Maybe the old man was hiding from her. Possibly the mayor and the gendarme had warned him about helping her. She walked up the mossy cobblestones, looking into open windows. These houses were in bad shape, in need of even more help than hers. She stopped to peer inside a vandalized house. A tree was growing in a pile of debris, right through the roof. Beer bottles and trash were everywhere. Graffiti covered the walls. Suddenly she was pushed from behind, into the doorway. 
“Quiet,” the woman hissed, her fingers tight on Merle’s wrist. She was shorter than Merle with a blue knit cap pulled low on her head and brown curls poking out below. She wore large sunglasses. 
“You speak English.” Merle had been mugged twice in Harlem. Strong as she was,  the woman wasn’t a threat unless she had a weapon.  She was slight, and weapon-less. “Let go of my arm.”
“Don’t talk.” The woman took off her sunglasses and Merle saw the bruise on her cheek, just below her eye, angry and purple. Her accent was French, but British. 
“I don’t have any money. Look.” She pulled out her pants pocket with her free hand.
“Here.” The woman opened her fist to show a large key. “Take care of her memory — her garden. Whatever it is, they will kill for it. Be careful.” She pressed the key into Merle’s hand, wrapped her fingers around it, then ran out the door.
“Who? Wait!” Merle jumped back into the alley. The woman ran hard to the street. Tightening her hand around the key Merle ran down the alley to the street. 
Was that — yes, it must be. Sister Evangeline. Who had the key to the gate. The knit cap and brown hair were a disguise — or a new disguise. The baggy pants, the small nose: it had to be her. Merle slipped on the mossy stones, ran in the direction she’d gone but the street was empty. 
 
TRISTAN LEANED THE EXTENSION LADDER against the house, estimated the distance to the roof and raised the top section. He climbed slowly up to the edge of the sloped tile roof slick with moss. His mother was tearing around the village, mad to get the utilities hooked up and handymen hired.  He might fix the roof. Or just take a look.
He squinted into the sun, getting a long view of the vineyards that wrapped and twisted around the hills that surrounded the village. Tall trees swayed in the wind on top of a hill next to a large house which he guessed qualified as a chateau. A creek ran down the opposite hill, bisecting the vineyards laid out in careful rows that matched the topography like a tight glove. The hole in the roof was almost two feet across. Major. He climbed back down and went to check on the plumber.
Fernand stood scratching his head in the back room of the first floor where his mother wanted both a bathroom and a kitchen, even though it wasn’t even half the size of their kitchen at home. She also wanted to make the stone outhouse into a real laundry room. But first Fernand needed to get water into the house. He shook head sadly at Tristan. 
“No water? ”
“Non, rien.”
Fernand went on in French but Tristan couldn’t follow it. He pointed down the drain in the floor. “Where does this go? To the sewer line?” 
Fernand held up a finger. “Ah! Oui!” He motioned Tristan to follow him into the living room where the big cupboard had been pulled back from the wall. He leaned down, stuck two fingers in knots and pulled up the floorboards.
“A trap door! Cool.”
Fernand jabbered away then began to close the door again when Tristan held his arm. Grabbing a flashlight out of the tool pile Tristan shone it down the opening.  He made walking motions with his fingers. Fernand looked alarmed. “Wait here. Attendez-moi ici.”
Tristan stepped onto the wooden stairs, tapping each one with his toe for rotten planks before shifting his weight onto it. Lower and lower he went, until only his head was above the floor. He waved at Fernand and disappeared.
MERLE PUSHED THROUGH the front door of the house, noting again the weak hinges and need for grease. Tomorrow she would paint it. Yesterday she’d scraped and sanded the door and found the wood in decent shape, its curved top too pretty to replace. 
“Mom!” 
Tristan and Fernand turned toward her. Her son was covered with dirt, cobwebs on his eyebrows. “There’s a cellar. It’s full of old junk.” Tristan shone his flashlight down the hole in the floor. “Fernand says that hole in the back room hooks up with the sewer.”
Merle looked at the plumber.  He shook his head. “Pas d’eau. No water. Mais — How you say, sewage? I put zee water down the hole and voila! It disappear!”
“But you have to dig?”
“Ah, oui, madame.” He said the water line connected from the alley. “Tomorrow, we dig.”
“And today,” Merle said, marching outside, skirting the debris, “we open the gate.” With a sort of magic, the key slipped into the lock. She wiggled it and pushed down the handle. It swung open. 
She held the key tightly against her chest. The encounter with Sister Evangeline, if that’s who she was, seemed like a dream. Why had she given Merle the key? Did she kill Justine LaBelle? It didn’t sound like it but who knew. She would have a chat with the inspector. 
But first, a trip to the dump. “Fernand? Do you know a man with a truck?”
 
The next morning digging began in earnest. Merle primed the front door as Tristan helped Fernand and Luc in the yard. The blessed event of taking all the mattresses,  upholstery, preserves, and rotten trash to the dump had taken place late the previous evening. The yard looked three times bigger without it.
In late morning they took a break. Merle motioned Fernand to the outhouse while Luc and Tristan draped themselves over chairs, exhausted.  The plumber called the small building  ‘le pissoir’ with a sneer. He measured it and discussed — mostly with himself — the legal, physical, and environmental problems of closing up a centuries-old crapper. 
Merle put her hands on her hips. You had to take a firm line with workmen, she knew that from previous renovations. “I want a laundry room. This is perfect.”
He took off his little hat and rubbed his nearly-bald head.  “We have no water.”
“Keep digging and we will. We must, Fernand.” She stuck her head through the outhouse door, a true act of courage. “Is this wide enough for a washer and dryer?” She stepped inside, stretched her arms and could touch both walls. Clothes dryers were not common in rural France with all its sunshine. Especially in medieval latrines.
Fernand got out his tape measure again and measured the inside dimensions. He wrote in a little notebook, tapping the pencil lead to his tongue like a character from a ‘40s movie. Frowning, he measured again.“Bizarre. Forty-seven centimeters wider on the outside.” He held his hands eighteen inches apart. 
“Maybe it’s the thickness of the walls.”
They were only four inches thick. The latrine appeared to match the stone on the back of the house, a more recent addition, down to the stone sills on the windows.  
Fernand walked around the latrine, tapping the walls with his metal tape measure. “Voila!” He said one side wall, left as you entered, was thicker. There was a false wall on the inside. They could make the laundry wider by taking down the interior wall. 
“Très bien,” she said. His face dropped. He didn’t do stonework, he said sadly.  
 
LOW CLOUDS CLUNG TO THE HILLTOPS above the vineyards when the man from the water department showed up, to everyone’s surprise, with his shovel. Merle suspected the mayor’s hand in this; he wanted her finished with her house and out of town — or behind bars — as soon as possible. Was this an anti-American thing, she wondered, or did he hate all foreigners? She watched as the work began in earnest. With the plumber and his son and Tristan there were four strong backs. They took turns with shovel and pickaxe on the rocky earth and had made it through the gate and six feet into the garden when the rain began to fall. Merle moved the metal tub from the garden to the second floor to catch rain that fell through the hole, and then used it with a dose of bleach to give the armoire another scrubbing. 
By mid-afternoon the rain was steady. Fernand and his crew took refuge somewhere and would probably not be back. Merle gave Tristan the sledgehammer she’d bought at the hardware store and put him to work inside the pissoir.
“Just prop the door open,” she said. “If you hit the rocks enough to loosen the mortar you can pull them out. And try not to hurt yourself.”
Tristan flexed his muscles and gave the wall a whack, dislodging dust mostly. He grimaced. “This should be fun.” 
Merle watched him swat the wall again with the enthusiasm of Mighty Mouse. They had been getting along well, with minimal carping. He even seemed to enjoy the hard work. She knew the feeling. Hard work kept the mind occupied, relieved the stress of grieving. She backed away, feeling the rain run down her neck. It was welcome rain, warm and nurturing, and felt good on her face. Then she remembered the roof, frowning at the hole and the pigeon perched in it. 
“Madame Bennett?” She turned to see Albert standing under an umbrella in the arch of the gate. 
“Hello, Albert. Any word on that roofer?”
“I will call him again. Can you come for some tea? I have looked at those letters you gave me.”
After a check on Tristan she followed the old priest through his garden. Settled into  a corner of his kitchen, she used the tea towel he offered to dry her face and hands. She’d hardly had time to say more than ‘can I use your telephone’ to Albert for the several days. “The rain is nice, isn’t it?”
He put the kettle on his stove. “Very necessary for the grapes. I am going out to a vineyard tomorrow, would you care to come? You get wine, very cheap.”
“I’m so busy, Albert. But thank you.” His face dropped, worry replacing his usual smile. Could he be lonely? She had seen the gendarme pass by Albert’s house, eyes dark. Maybe he had no friends here anymore. She hadn’t heard him mention any relatives. “Sure, I’d love to go.” The smile returned as he poured water into the teapot. 
She dropped a lump of sugar in her tea.  “I saw Sister Evangeline. I think.”
“Really? But she left town. ”
“They think she did. Do you think her gray hair was a wig? Anyway, she had brown hair and she gave me this.” Merle pulled the key to the garden gate from inside her shirt where she’d strung it on a chain. “The key to the gate. But what she said was strange. She said ‘they’ would kill for it.”
“They?”
“I assume whoever pushed Justine. But I don’t understand why would anyone kill her.”
“Do you think she slipped, or perhaps killed herself?”
“My watch was on her arm. There was a deliberate attempt to incriminate me.” Merle frowned into her tea. “Maybe that was all it was, but it seems a bit much to kill somebody just to frame me.” Albert frowned, thinking. “I don’t think Evangline was a nun.”
His kitchen had the spare feel of a monastery, cozy and dry while raindrops nattered on the windowpanes.  “I had my doubts. I’ve known a good number of sisters in my lifetime. Shall I read the letters?” He pulled them from a shelf by the table, smoothing the first letter with his gnarled hand. “The writing is faint at times.”
‘Cher Marie-Emilie. It has been a long time since I have seen you but I think of you every day. Why don’t you answer my letters? Here is my address again. 743 Place de la Bastille, Segala. My situation is not good. I work for a family but they have no money. I only have the bread and a little cheese in the evening. Can you help? You said you would help but now I hear nothing. I am alone and sometimes in the night I cry. I cry for all of us.’
“There is more but I can’t read it. But it is signed, Dominique.” 
Merle sat back in the chair. “I saw that. I wonder, who was she?”
“Or he. Could be a man. And this Marie-Emilie?”
“My husband’s mother. She lived in the house. Harry — my husband — was born there. But she was dead by the time these letters were sent.”
“It appears this Dominique was someone she knew. Have you looked in the old records at the parish?”
If she had time. How many days would she have here before they gave her passport back? The inspector hadn’t been by to make sure she was still in town. Even the gendarme had grown bored, making a couple cursory passes of the house each day. “Do you think she would be listed there?”
“Perhaps. If we knew her full name. Her address here is Segala. That is many kilometers away. ”
“Please, continue.”
“‘Cher Marie-Emilie. The days go by so slowly without word from you. How is the boy? I fear when you do not write. Have I offended you? The weather is fine for so close to the new year. The hired man and I will be alone when the family visits to the south. I do not like him. At night sometimes I think of Malcouziac and your kindness and I cry. I hear nothing from Malcouziac. I wonder if you do and what they say about me. I no longer care but my heart remains there and always will. Dominique.’”
“So she must be from here.”
“It appears. This is the final one. ‘Cher Marie-Emilie. I will not bother you again with my letters. The family has turned us out. There is no money, no food, no roof over our heads. A new owner has come to the mas — the farmhouse — and we are all dismissed. If you have a heart send francs to la poste in Malcouziac.’”
“A sad story.”
“These happened long ago?” 
“In the early fifties. Were things bad here then?”
“The war hit this area very hard. It took much time to recover, to get the farms going, to rebuild. There were few men here to work.”
Merle finished her tea and shook her head at more. “Albert, do you think the inspector will find out who killed Justine?”
He shrugged. “He is a good man, I think. Honest.”
“But — ?”
“He does not know these people and they are not, well, open with him.”
“Do you hear any talk about the murder?”
“Very little. They say it is bad for tourist monies.”
“I bet they wish I would go home.”
Albert blinked. “Oh, no.”
“You’re too kind, Albert.” No, they wished the whole thing — crazy prostitute, greedy American, ugly murder — vanished. Then they — whoever they were — could get into the house, according to Evangeline. And do what? Steal pears from the tree? There was nothing there but dry rot and cockroaches. Even the grim, dirt-floored cellar revealed only sodden carpet, spider webs, and moldy kegs. 
The telephone rang in the other room. Albert returned, smiling. “Good news. We find a roofer.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, while his mother and Albert went out to a winery, Tristan broke rocks. He stepped inside the outhouse, sweat dripping down his forehead. Luc and Fernand were attacking the ground like wild men, almost to the house with the trench. Swinging the sledgehammer would probably help build up his right arm which had been sore from fencing. 
It was strange, fencing, an antique sport, useless but fun. Sometimes you felt a little gay with one hand behind your back — like any minute you’d be pulling on a codpiece and puff pants — but a few swishes of the foil made you forget about it. It was hard work. Albert had given him an old fencing foil. After this chain-gang project his mother had given him he had plans to make a cardboard opponent to hang on the back wall. He was going to call him Billy.  
The wall was coming down, rock by miserable rock. A space about a foot high across the top had been liberated. He took a break to put his head under the tank. The rain from yesterday had left the yard steamy. Stripping off his t-shirt he wiped his chest and face. Across the garden the roses were pink and red, perfect buds opening toward the sun. He couldn’t remember working in the yard like this, ever. He didn’t hate it either. Which was really weird. Maybe he’d be a carpenter or a builder when he grew up. He liked working with his hands. He’d always thought he’d be like his dad, a wheeler-dealer,  a Wall Street suit. But maybe not.
He was chewing on some bread when the refrigerator and the electric range arrived. The stove was basic, and the fridge was a quarter size of theirs at home. Now they could have cold drinks, at home. There was a concept. He plugged the refrigerator into the new outlet the electrician had installed and lo, and behold — zilch. No electricity.  Not hooked up yet. 
He was closing the door after the delivery man when he saw another man on the street, looking up at the house. He held out his hand. “Bonjour. You are the man of the house?”
“You speak English.”
“Oh, yeah.” The guy was kind of cool. He had a crooked smile and long, curly hair. He was taller than his dad, almost as tall as Tristan, but had bigger muscles under his black t-shirt. “I hitchhiked around the U.S. Six months and voila!” He snapped his fingers. 
The guy was staring at the front of the house. “Are you here to do something?”
“Sorry. I am Pascal d’Onson. I heard you need a roofer.”
“Oh, yeah. We have an attic full of flying crappers.” Tristan ran through the garden  to Albert’s to borrow the ladder. He watched Pascal climb up to the high roof and examine the hole. The roof was too wet  so he climbed down again.
“First, the pigeons. We must send them bye-bye. Otherwise, you have a stink like no tomorrow.” Pascal said he would be back the next day with a smoke bomb. “You have a very old roof. Perhaps some water damage inside?”
They tramped upstairs, leaving their muddy shoes at the door. Pascal discussed the hole in the ceiling for a long time, staring at the bucket of sudsy water his mother had left and the limp sheet of leaky plastic she had nailed over the hole to keep the birds out of the house. This talking was the French way. No quick decisions. Much talk must take place first, a few cigarettes, maybe a glass of wine or a coffee. Pascal jawed about joists, plaster, tiles, a possible skylight, a possible dormer window. 
“A big job, will take time,” Pascal said as he left. “But we will get it licked. See you in the morning.”
In the garden the heat rose from the damp earth. The man from the water department smoked a cigarette under the acacia tree. He had decided to watch today, it seemed.  The plumber and his son were throwing mud like demons. Fernand’s wife was complaining about his dirty clothes so they were determined to be done soon. Luc made a scary face describing his mother’s wrath. He was a short like his father, but young and strong, and his enthusiastic digging encouraged Tristan to keep swinging the sledgehammer.
An hour later he put down the hammer and sat on the plywood covering the pissoir’s hole. His arms burned with fatigue and his back had a cramp. He stepped carefully over the piles of mud and found the flashlight in the kitchen. He had peered over the false wall several times, once when he sent a rock flying over the top, but it was too dark and full of dust to see anything. Curiosity was a good excuse for a break.
“Terminé, Tristan?” Fernand said, his muddy hands on his hips. “You are finish?”
“Just want to see what was so secret behind the wall. Maybe a million bucks.” He twirled the big flashlight as Luc stepped out of the trench, handing his father the shovel. “Want a look?” Tristan asked.
Luc followed him inside the cramped space.  Tristan mimed for him to stand on the plywood toilet top and lean over the now five foot high wall. Luc stepped up and flipped on the flashlight.
“Is it pirate booty? Gold coins?” Tristan crossed his arms and grinned. Luc stood still, pointing the light down into the dust. He stepped slowly down from the wood, solemn as he handed Tristan the flashlight. “Vous vous regardez,” he whispered.
“All right. I’ll look for myself.” Tristan hopped up on the toilet and draped his long arms over the wall. Outside Luc was calling to his father. Fernand and the water department man came to the door.
An odd, musty smell wafted up. Moving the spot of light from one end of the space to the other, Tristan felt a charge of excitement. The space wasn’t bare, nor was it just full of dirt, rocks, and mortar dust as he guessed. No money. But there were bones. A lot of bones. He looked up at Luc and his father in the doorway. 
“Holy shit.” He steadied the yellow beam of the flashlight on the empty eye sockets of a human skull. “We’re not in Kansas anymore.”
 
THE OWNERS OF THE LOCAL WINERY were a middle-aged woman and her brother. Tanned, well-muscled, in a flowered dress washed to the point of limpness, Odile Langois had been pretty once but years of labor in the sun had lined her face and bent her back. She was fierce-looking, serious, but gave Merle a courteous shake of the hand. Albert asked for a tasting demonstration for his American friend. “She has only ten minutes,” Albert told Merle. “But one glass?”
“Formidable. Merci.”
Odile winced at Merle’s French then demonstrated how to swirl the wine, to taste, to swish on the tongue, to hold it there. All this had to be told to Albert and translated, but Odile was fast. In ten minutes on the dot, they had swirled, swished, and spit. Albert ordered two jugs of wine, Merle one, and Odile left to find her brother to help them load.
“What was I supposed to be tasting?”
“The delicate flavors of the wine,” Albert said, pinching his fingers as if plucking flavors from the air. “Oak, lavender, mint, lemon, blackberry. Did you taste any of them?”
“Is burnt leather a flavor?”
He chuckled. “Highly prized.”
“I’ve never been to a wine tasting. It would be fun to help people educate their tongues.”
Albert cocked his head. “You could do it?”
“If I knew anything about wine. Which I don’t.”
“Odile told me she was looking for someone to give English tours but she can’t afford one. There is a school for tour guides. It is tres cher to get graduates as not many pass.” He looked at her, smiling in his toothy way.
“What?”
“I could put in a word with Odile.”
“For what? A tour guide? I’m not a graduate of tour-guide school.”
He wiggled his eyebrows. “The French enjoy bending the rules. I will ask her.”
“But I’m only here a week or so — ”
He slipped out the open door as she began to protest. She didn’t know anything about the making of wine. And then there were her personal issues, as in being under village arrest, renovating a dilapidated house, fleeing the country as soon as possible. 
The tall silent brother they had seen earlier in the fields picked up three jugs of wine from the storeroom next to the tasting room. He wore khaki field clothes and a straw hat. The backs of his hands were red and leathery. Merle followed him out to the car where he set the jugs on the back seat. He strode off to the stucco building, one of two large warehouse wings. It seemed newer, with a nice clean roof. That reminded her, was the new roofer at the house? One could wish.
The house was a perfect distraction. Thinking about paint, flowers, even a laundry room, kept her mind occupied. It filled her with tasks, duties, and she was a dutiful person if anything. At night reality came crashing back on her and menace floated in her dreams. She didn’t dream about Harry much. He seemed to have slipped away from her, and that made her sad. She should have fought for him. Or at least cared. Then there was guilt of getting the house from a murdered woman. All day though, things were good, domestic and containable, under control. With Tristan here there was no one to worry about. The harder she worked during the day, the easier she slept without dreams of Harry or Justine or home.
Albert was waving at her from the line of cypress. Odile stood on the porch of the house with him, chatting in the shade. 
“You can lead a tour on Monday?” Albert asked Merle. “She just had a telephone call from the Maison du Vin.”
Merle smiled at Odile while she whispered to Albert: “What have you gotten me into? ”
“It will be fine. Just once. You’ll see.” Albert turned to Odile and spoke in soothing tones about who-knows-what. They kissed again as they left. Albert took Merle’s arm as they stepped onto the gravel parking lot. “You have a date in two days to come back and tour the place with Gerard, the brother.”
“Does he speak English?”
Albert opened the car door for her. “Not to worry, we will think of something.” 
 
Merle stood on the back step overlooking the garden now ruined by mud, boot prints, cigarette butts, and trenches. A crowd stood huddled around the outhouse: the plumber and the water department man,  Fernand’s son, the gendarme, and the inspector. And Tristan by the pile of rocks,  waving his hands. 
“Mom! You won’t believe it!” He ran over to her, dragged her by the hand.
Albert trotted behind her. He had come in to talk to Tristan about the fencing tournament. Fernand spoke rapidly to the old priest. Albert turned to her. “There is a discovery, Merle. They called Jean-Pierre.”
Tristan was excited. “You won’t believe it. We’ve got a skeleton in the pissoir.”
"What?" Merle elbowed her way into the outhouse and demanded the flashlight. 
“Step up on the toilet, ” Tristan called from outside. The gendarme spoke rapidly, in a commanding tone. Too bad she didn’t understand a word.
It took a minute for her eyes to adjust. Then, there it was. A human skull, with tufts of hair still attached.  The hands, tiny bones collapsed in piles. The ribcage, half-intact. Leg bones, crushed by a rock. She stepped down, bowing her head over the flashlight as she tried to slow her heartbeat.  
The inspector’s face was implacable as always. He held a stub of brown cigarette in his stained fingers. His eyes, a curious brownish green, watched her.  She stepped outside and asked, “What will you do?” 
Another investigation file would be opened, but since the inspector was already here his superiors had ordered him to also take this case. He had called for a forensics team to shoot photographs and take the bones to a laboratory for analysis. The gendarme, shunted to one side yet again, left the garden through the back gate. The inspector took Merle to the table, with Albert to translate, and asked her about the house and its history. She told him that the last legal occupants had been her late husband’s parents some fifty years before. 
The house stood empty for fifty years? Except for the occasional long-term squatter, she said, giving her best Gallic shrug. Madame LaBelle, Albert explained. The inspector asked to look around. He walked away. Albert sat down in the chair he vacated, without his usual smile.
“If I believed in curses I would say this house has one,” he said dejectedly. 
“Maybe we could use an exorcism,” Merle said, trying to cheer him. The skeleton was shocking, yes, but not more so than the recent death of Justine. 
Albert sighed. “Too late, I think. When did your husband’s parents live here?”
“Nineteen forty-eight to fifty-two, from what I can figure. They were given this house by an aunt, then moved back to the United States when Harry was two. They died in a car accident when he was four.”
“Did anyone else live with them?”
“We know very little of their life here. Just the obituary, and those letters.” Merle remembered the other things in the safe deposit box. “Wait here.”
She returned with the envelope and spread the items out on the tablecloth. “Here is a photograph of them. Not here though, I don’t think. See the brick wall?” The old priest picked up the black-and-white photograph and squinted at it, pushing his glasses onto his forehead.  
“And look at these.” She unclipped the fragile paper labels and spread them in front of the old man. “Do you know these wineries?”
“All famous vintages. Rare too, right after the war. Château Pétrus is very fine, I hear. I myself have never tasted.”
“This menu — it looks English. Shepherd’s pie, spotted dick.” She looked at the front where the tiny bird was imprinted in red on the gray boards. Round Robin Inn, it said faintly. She’d never been able to make it out before, but here in the afternoon sun, it was just readable. 
The inspector stepped out the back door. He rounded the outhouse several times, examining the rock work, the mortar, the roof. He went inside again. Tristan said, “What’s he looking for, a murder weapon? Pick a rock, Capitan, any rock.”
“I have a feeling my laundry room is doomed,” Merle said. 
“Just when I was starting to love the chain gang,” Tristan said, smirking. The skeleton had if anything made him cheerier. “Hey, did I tell you the roofer was here? He went up on the roof with Albert’s ladder.” He turned to priest. “He’s your friend, right?”
“His father was in my parish once, many years ago.”
The inspector appeared outside the outhouse and punched a number on his cell phone. A few minutes later Jean-Pierre returned, with a roll of crime-scene tape. The bright orange tape had ‘Entré Interdit’ on it: Entrance Forbidden. Together they strung it around the outhouse several times and tied the ends together. The inspector gave Merle and Tristan instructions on not touching the pissoir. The forensics team would be here in the morning. 
 
AFTER MIDNIGHT MERLE LAY ON HER ROLLAWAY in the parlor, staring at the spider webs she’d missed on the ceiling. The evening was warm, promising a hot day tomorrow. Tristan had tossed and turned for fifteen minutes but now lay at the other end of the room, snoring. He had a snore very like his father’s. 
Albert had invited them to dinner. It seemed better to stick together after the day's events. They discussed the skeleton in the pissoir so long that there had been nothing more to say. The old man speculated it was the Dominique of the letters.  Now, in bed, Merle had a sour taste in her mouth that had nothing to do with the wine from Château Gagillac at dinner. It was Weston Strachie, and his French bride, Marie-Emilie. What were they like? Were they kind and friendly? Were they mean and unhappy? Why had they left? Had they killed someone here? She shivered and pulled up the sheet. She struggled to picture the house with them in it, with Harry as a baby, squalling, toddling, laughing. 
Time erased their presence. That was the quixotic thing about old houses. Maybe the reason Harry mocked her renovation efforts. You put so much of yourself into them, your handiwork, your time, your tastes, as if to make time stand still. And still everything that was you is gone in time, everything you touched, everything you made. Like Weston and Marie-Emilie, who had disappeared into time. 
Time. She had been here for eleven days. Or was it ten? The calendar in her head wasn’t working. She concentrated, tried to remember what she’d done each day, what day she’d arrived, what day Justine had died — poor thing — how many days the plumber had been here. 
Unbelievable! Calendar Girl was no more.
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IT IS NOT STEPHAN AT THE DOOR. No, the door stands open and a man occupies the parlor space, heaving breaths, a bear panting. 
Weston.
Marie-Emilie stands on the stair landing, hoping for invisibility. Too late. He sees her, blinks, and grunts.  
“Why are you back?” she asks. Perhaps not the friendliest tone.
“To get what’s mine.” He stumbles across the room, holding a chair for balance. 
“Drunk again. I see your travels haven’t changed you.”
He glares up at her, takes a step toward her and slaps her hard. “Shut up and get my clothes.”
In the corner, hand to her cheek, Marie-Emilie leans against the wall. “Get them yourself.”
He wavers for a moment, unsteady on his feet. Then, as if making a decision, he nods. “Open the door in the floor. Light the lantern.” He walks heavily out into the garden, leaving the door open to the night.
She wants to run, to find Stephan. But it is late, past midnight and the village is sleeping. She stands at the back door as Weston returns, a wooden wine case in his arms. He struggles toward her. “Open it, you daft woman! The lantern!”
She lights the kerosene lantern and pulls up the trap door as he sets the case of wine on the floor and returns outside. In a moment he is back with another case.
“Hand me that one. Put the lantern here on the step.”
She does as she is told. The wine is his business; she wants nothing to do with it, or him. If she doesn’t complain, he will not hit her again and he will leave. He is down below, opening the wooden door to the wine cave. Then she is pushing the second case toward his waiting hands. 
“Go get another. The truck’s in the alley. Hurry, woman.”
Despite herself, she helps him. They bring in the wooden cases then stack the bottles carefully on the old racks. It takes almost three hours. She is exhausted. When he tells her again to get his clothes she hasn’t the strength to say no. She pulls herself up the stairs, throws his clothes in an old carpet bag.
He emerges from the cellar holding the key to the wine cave. It has always hung on a nail but now he will take it with him. He tucks it into his inside jacket pocket, grabs the carpet bag, and turns toward the alley where the truck is waiting. He stops in the middle of the garden and walks back to her.
“Tell no one about the wine, do you hear? No one. Or I’ll beat the livin’ shit out of you, woman.” His breath is sour and again he is unsteady. She wonders if he will drive on the road wherever he is going, or will end up in a creek.
“I have seen her. The girl, heavy with your child.”
He is clear for a moment. Furious, but clear. “What the fuck do you care?”
“You must help her. Send her money.”
His chest rocks as if he laughs but no sound comes out. He will not help the girl. He has used her and thrown her away, just as he has Marie-Emilie herself. 
“You must care for her, for the baby. You are not so cold, Weston, that you would abandon them in these terrible times.” She tries to reach him, to find something inside him that is good and decent. She offers him one last chance to be honorable.
He drops the bag and grabs her shoulders roughly. He opens his mouth as if to agree, or disagree. But he can’t. He doesn’t care enough for that. 
His fingers dig into her back. For a moment she thinks he will kiss her, as in goodbye. As in, we are finished forever. She could take that. She would welcome it. But instead he shakes her, gives her a push that sends her backward. She trips on a rock and sits down hard on the ground. 
As he pushes the gate open, she begins to cry.
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BEFORE THE BIRDS WERE UP, the inspector and his team knocked on the front door. Merle answered, already dressed, and stood between her sleeping son and the forensics crew as they tramped through the house and out the back door. Before she had time to comb her hair the workman from Electricité de France arrived to set up her service. Hallelujah.
In the back he climbed up a pole in the alley. He had an excellent view of the pissoir where three men dressed in white coveralls, gloves, masks, and paper hats filed in and out. Merle watched from the gravel patio, chin resting on her hand. Fernand and his son arrived with white plastic pipe, ready for the big day. Water and electricity in one day? It was too much. She  needed coffee. She went inside to rouse Tristan for his daily trip to get breakfast.
As she shooed him out the door, another man appeared. “It’s the roofer.” Tristan introduced them then ran off down the cobblestones to the patisserie.
 Perhaps the first Frenchman close to her own age she’d met  — the village seemed overwhelmingly elderly — who was also taller than a postbox. Probably had bad teeth. She stuck out her hand. “Bonjour. Call me Merle. You speak English?”
“Yes. Your son tells me you are —“
Jean-Pierre Redier, the gendarme, knocked loudly on the front door. He spoke rapidly in French to her. Pascal’s dark eyes rounded as he translated. “He says he needs to speak to the inspector?”
Merle led the gendarme through to the backyard and closed the door. Pascal leaned against the stair, arms crossed. “This is a busy place.”
“You don’t know the half of it.” She motioned upstairs. “Come on, I’ll show you the inside first.”
The broken door sat propped against the wall. Plastic covered the broken windowpanes. But the room was showing improvement. The guano quotient was way down. Only a white powdery sheen and a dank odor remained on the armoire and bed.
“Before I work inside, I must fix the hole outside.” He walked to the window. “If there is room for my ladder.”
“You arrived late,” Merle said. In the garden the inspector and gendarme were having a lively discussion, waving hands, smoking cigarettes, as the crew bagged bones. “A little discovery in the pissoir.”
Pascal smiled — his teeth were just fine — and wagged his finger. “That is not a nice word for a lady, madame. Say latrine, or at least la pissotiere.” He looked again. “What is it they found?”
“A human skeleton, it seems. A bit spooky.”
“Ah. Very Edgar Allan Poe.” She squinted. “You know. The Cask of Almontillado.” 
“You’ve read Poe?”
“My English isn’t so bad,” he countered. “Now, madame —“
“Call me Merle. It’s Pascal, right?” She had laid a hand on his forearm. His muscled tightened and she pulled away. “How long do you think it will take?”
“First, Merle.” He smiled as he said her name. Was her name somehow humorous? She remembered the laughter of the boys at the tabac. “First the smoke bomb.” He patted his canvas bag. “No more birdies.”
Merle drank her coffee, ate her croissant and yogurt, and watched the hive of forensic technicians take photographs, bag evidence, and talk. The EDF man was efficient, now that he’d finally arrived, hooking up the meter at the house and the electricity on the pole. Fernand swore at the crowd. By noon the refrigerator and stove were working. Pascal climbed Albert’s ladder, dropped a smoke bomb in the hole in the roof, and sent the pigeons angrily on their way. 
Tristan and Albert left in the afternoon to practice fencing. Merle walked to the grocery and stocked up on food, made herself a salad and cheese plate, and ate it on the patio under a cloudy sky. When the forensics crew returned from lunch she took the inspector aside. 
“Did you speak to Sister Evangeline about the death of Justine?” she asked.
He answered something, too fast, and she urged him to speak “plus tard.” He repeated it slower, that he had spoken to a woman who knew Justine. “Not Sister Evangeline?”
He shook his head, staring in his inscrutable way. The stains on his shirt had increased, and his tie was a mess. The forensics team was finishing up, packing their kits. Merle continued in her blundering French. “She stopped me on the street. Two days after Justine died. She looked different, with brown hair, not gray. I think the gray hair was false.” She didn’t know the word for ‘wig.’
He smoked his cigarette, waiting for more.
“She gave me the key to the gate, there, on the alley. She said ‘they’ would kill for it.”
That got his attention. “They?”
“I don’t know who.”
“Can I see this key?”
She pulled the chain over her head and handed it to him. The key dangled, large and old. He examined it carefully, turning it over on his palm. Merle knew there was no writing on it, no number or identifying mark. It was just a simple, old-fashioned skeleton key.
“She had a bruise on her cheek, here. As if someone had hit her. She seemed afraid.”
The inspector puffed. “We were told she had left town by the owner of the bistro.”
“But I saw her.”
“Thank you, madame, for the information.”
“Is there anything new about Justine LaBelle? Do you know where she was from, who she was?”
“She was from Bordeaux. She was well known there. She had been in police custody.” He stared up into Merle’s eyes, holding her look. “But she did not deserve her fate.”
One of her Harlem clients, Freddie Wilson, came suddenly into her head. She was trying to get off the streets, clearly a working girl with the gaunt look of a junkie, not unlike Justine. They heard she’d overdosed. Merle felt she had ignored the obvious, let down the woman and the entire community. Something might have been done, should have, but sadly, irrevocably, wasn’t. It had been years but the guilt, the remorse of doing nothing, remained.
“I agree, Monsieur. She did not.”
Perhaps the inspector felt the same way, a little guilty that the state had let down Justine. She felt his eyes on her back as she walked to the house. Pascal was coming down the ladder after putting a temporary cover over the hole to keep the birds from returning. She waited for him at the door, her jaw working angrily at the inspector’s implication. He doesn’t know me. Was he testing her, seeing if she looked guilty? 
 The roofer stood silently, watching her face. He looked at the inspector watching them both with eyes like slits. Merle gave him a last glare and turned to Pascal.
“I hear a glass of wine is recommended to all workers, if you want them to come back tomorrow.” Just looking at him made her feel better, like all of France didn’t have the wrong idea about her motives. “Monsieur le couvreur?”
He took her elbow, turning her toward the kitchen door. “You promised to call me Pascal.”
 
AN OLDER WOMAN OPENED THE DOOR of the church offices, simply dressed in a flowered blouse, but elegant in that French way. Merle had seen her with Albert. Her gray hair was pulled into a chignon, her blue eyes danced over the visitor with the peach paint under her nails.
It was late morning the next day. She’d left Pascal tied to the chimney, high above ground, and the plumbers busy laying pipe. With progress at the house, Merle allowed herself a few hours off. She introduced herself to Mme Beaumount, said she had relatives born in the village and made her request to look at parish records. “De naissance, mariage, décès, par example.” Births, marriages, deaths. 



Merle stuffed a five-euro bill in the donation box and was led back into the church, down stone steps into a small basement room. Mme Beaumont waved a hand at the shelf of volumes. “Quelle année?”
What year indeed. The records went back three hundred years, at least, assembled in a series of large, leatherbound books lined up on a wall of shelves. She pointed to the next to last, printed in gold with ‘1900-1950.’ Mme Beaumont set it on a wooden table. She gave her a pair of thin white cotton gloves and disappeared back up the stairs.
Merle switched on the gooseneck lamp and pulled her notepad and pen from her purse. The room must have been specially sealed because there was no smell of mildew or rot, even with all these old pages in the basement. The gloves were thin and baggy but would keep the old pages clean.
She took a breath. Here were births, confirmations, deaths, banns, and marriages, as well as other curious notations. Families, generations, descendants. She began in the thirties, scanning down the lists written in a black curlicue flourish. Here were Andres and Jeans and Danielles and Jacquelines. But the name she was looking for was Chevalier.
Albert’s baptism, 1943. A Laurent Chevalier, baptized in 1919. And his sister Josephine in 1920. Josephine was confirmed in 1931 and apparently her sister, Marie Madeleine, in 1933. Another Chevalier was baptized in 1929, Marcel. His parents were Frederic Chevalier and Angelique Leduc, neither of whom showed up anywhere else.
What about the sender of those letters? The name Dominique was common; she found it on almost every other page as a mother, a child, a man. Without a last name it was impossible.
1948: Marcel Chevalier again, married in the church. He and his wife had a child who was baptized, and died, on the same day in 1949. She wrote his name on a separate page of the notebook: “cousin to M-E?” There was the mayor, Michel Redier, born in 1949. 
What relative had given them the house? She didn’t know. Were Marie-Emilie and Weston married here? Born here? Confirmed here? It appeared not. 
Merle ran her gloved finger carefully down the listings, ignoring her stomach. Slipping the heavy book back onto the shelves she pulled out the last volume, “1950-2000.” 
The pages were crisper, less speckled by moisture and time. The same delicate handwriting, flourishes and all, until 1953 when someone new took over, with a less flamboyant hand. It was easier to read, though less pretty.
Where was Harry’s birth? That was odd. There were births that year, 1950, several in May, but none named Harold.  Had they changed his name? But not a single birth on his birthday, May 30th. 
Another Redier, a boy born in 1951, to the same parents as he-who-would-be-mayor.  She scanned through the end of the 1950’s and half through the ‘60s and closed the book. 
Back at the house she found Albert, Pascal, and Tristan drinking wine in Albert’s small yard. They had both garden gates propped open to watch for her. Fernand and Luc had laid all the pipe, connected it to the water line, and began re-filling the trench. They had left already but not without this message, relayed by Tristan. “Tomorrow they’re coming early to punch through into the house. Fernand warned us to be out if we don’t like noise.”
Merle took the small glass of wine Albert handed her and sat at the table. “Where does he propose we go?” She took a sip. “This is good, Albert. What is it?”
“Château Gagillac, of course. Have you forgotten your appointment tomorrow?”
Merle sat back.  She didn’t forget appointments, and yet. Her calendar mind had fled. She wondered if she’d get it back when she went home. “I don’t know, Albert. I know nothing about wine and the brother—“
“Gerard.”
“He’ll realize it, won’t he?”
“He speaks no English. You speak very poor French.”
“Truth hurts.” 
Albert pushed over a tray of sliced baguettes and olive tapenade. “I cannot come tomorrow. The boys have a special practice for the tournament. But Pascal says he can go.”
“If you allow me to come down off the roof,” Pascal said. “Merle.”
He rolled her name on his tongue as if it filled his mouth with something sweet. Tristan was watching her with his chunks of melon paint in his hair and hands.  
“You may come down if you use the ladder, Pascal.” She turned to Albert. “But you must let me use your bath. Before it becomes an international incident.”
“Hey,” Tristan said. “It was in the paper. They’re calling it a public health crisis.”
 
Merle thought it might be a Thursday. So unlike her. What would Harry say about his Calendar Girl now? He wouldn’t even recognize her. The lists, the perpetual calendar in her head: gone. Well, almost gone. It might be Thursday, June 25. If it was, she had been in France almost three weeks.  
Albert lent Pascal the Deux Chevaux.  The roofer ground the gears but managed to turn the car around, as tricky as a French verb, then drove through the old medieval gates to the city.  He’d rolled down the roof and the wind blew through their hair. Merle wished she’d worn the scarf but at least her hair was clean. Albert’s tiny bathtub was a lifesaver. She smoothed her skirt over her knees. It was the last clean thing in her suitcase.
“Are you from around here? Originally?”
“From the Languedoc, but I am here one year.”
“Do people treat you like you’re an outsider?”
“Small villages are like that. They are dying. They have no new jobs, no more land for the sons to take over. So they resent foreigners who have so much money.” He watched the road. “They warm up when they get to know you. Everyone knows you.”
“I know. I finally had to bribe my neighbor with a tart.” Madame Suchet who swept her front steps in high heels and jewelry had still been too wary to invite her in. But it was a first step. And she’d met the next door neighbors too, a young arty couple from Paris, Yves and Suzette who were very chic. 
“Did you know Justine LaBelle?” she asked Pascal.
“Um, no.”
“Did you see her around town?”
“Once or twice. She was hard to miss. With that hair.”
“I’ve seen other women with orange hair. Did she have friends?” He shrugged again. “What about this so-called nun, Sister Evangeline?”
“Never heard of her.”
“Do you know the gendarme?”
“You ask a lot of questions.” He glanced at her. “I see him around. Jean-Pierre is a good man.”
“You think so? He seems pretty cocky to me.” Pascal shrugged, noncommittal. Probably a friend of Jean-Pierre’s, they drank together, or played cards in that restaurant where she’d seen him at lunchtime. “The inspector thinks I am somehow involved in Justine's death.”
“And were you?”
“No. But here I am living in the house she claimed as her own.”
He glanced at her. “They will find the killer.”
The small sign for Château Gagillac peeked out of the overgrown bushes in the ditch by the road. He muscled the little car onto the dirt lane. Unruly hedgerows gave way to roses blooming along the rows.  The gravel crunched under their shoes as they walked to the stone building. A thought came to her. “What if they ask about a work permit?”
“This is what you say.” He shrugged dramatically, palms skyward, his voice high like a girl’s. “Ah, monsieur, peut-être.” He grinned at her. “Believe me, they will not ask.”
And they didn’t. An hour later they were back on the road, instructed in the proper sniff, swirl, and spit routine, and marginally familiar with the modern stainless steel tanks of the mixing room, the limestone soil, and the barrels stacked in the chai for aging. Odile Langois had been cool and efficient, her brother Gerard moody and brusque. 
On the drive back Pascal shook his head in sympathy. All that fancy technology, he said, good for nothing.
“Without ‘mis en bouteille au château’ — bottled on site — on the label the wine will go into a cheap bottle at the super-marche. Or even,” he crossed himself, “a wine in a box.”
“God forbid.”
“I don’t know why he bothers to age it. He will not make serious money from his wine until he can set up bottling.” Pascal seemed angry about the whole setup. “All those barrels and a very fine aging chai and expensive modern equipment and yet no bottling.” He was quiet a moment then said quietly, “I have heard Gerard is active in politics for vignerons, grape-growers and small wineries. Be careful of him.”
“What do you mean?”
“He is ambitious, that’s all.”
“Because there’s no grand cru on his label?” She knew that much, that grand cru and premier grand cru were the grand, old class of Bordeaux wines. “Is this about the strike they keep talking about?”
“What strike?”
“The growers. The newspaper says they’re planning some big strike to protest foreign grapes coming into this country for wine.”
“It is just politics.” He glanced at her knees. “Gerard has no label at all, just juice in a jug. But it is good to improve yourself, be something more than when you were born. Don’t you agree?”
“I’m an American. Striving always.”
“So Gerard is a closet American?” They laughed. No one could be more French than Langois, so serious about the grape and a little bitter about his ambitions. 
“And you? Did you strive to be a roofer?”
“My father was one, my grandfather also. From a rooftop, my grand-papa told me, you can see the world.”
“So you were born into it. Me too. My father was a lawyer, and all my sisters are.”
“All?”
“Yup. Five sisters, all lawyers.”
Pascal put his hand on his heart. “Zut alors. I see them coming toward me like Charlie’s Angels but in more clothing and briefcases snapping. Ready to — how do you say? — kick my ass.”
 
HE PULLED THE CITROËN into the tiny garage two blocks away from Albert’s, a space he rented from an old lady. They walked back toward rue de Poitiers. Back to reality, she thought, feeling the strange lightness of the morning at the winery and laughter with Pascal. 
At the corner the gendarme lounged against a wall, smoking. He straightened at the sight of them but held his ground. His uniform was always perfectly pressed. Merle wondered if he lived with his mother, or who was the woman who took such care. Did the vain bastard press it himself?
Pascal nodded to him, as if they were acquaintances.  She simply stared at him, turning back as they walked toward the house, to stare over her shoulder. Just to give a good dose of what he gave her. He fumed, clenching his jaw, then crushed his cigarette on the sidewalk. 
The front door was unlocked. Pascal told her that was a very bad idea, leaving the door open like that. “You must tell Tristan to always lock the door.”
Fernand had made progress. The water heater, sitting out in the bathroom like a fat friend who won’t leave, was hooked up and filling the water. The floor was torn up for drains to connect with ‘big smelly,’ the fragrant drain, and three intakes poked through the back wall for the toilet, kitchen sink, and bathroom sink. Luc was busy outside chipping away a last hole for the shower line. 
There was a note from Tristan saying he was practicing until six. The tournament was Saturday and he hoped to compete even though he was a beginner. On the roof Pascal began to pound. 
Merle grabbed her notebook and escaped. The gendarme had disappeared from the corner. At the post office she waited her turn at the internet kiosk, slipping her smart card into the slot. She checked her email, wrote cursory notes to her sisters and parents, read one from Annie wanting details, gave them all Albert’s phone number and said the house repairs went well. Then she did a search for information about the making of French wine. There was a long, juicy site sponsored by the Bordeaux Wine Office that she printed out.
The line behind her grew longer, techno-savvy seniors and tourists. Ignoring them she entered ‘Justine LaBelle + Bordeaux’ into the search engine. Nothing but hospitals in Quebec. She went to a French white pages site. This time she got three matches. Scribbling down the numbers she checked her time. One minute left. She entered ‘Monastères + Dordogne’ in hopes of finding Sister Evangeline’s convent, in case she was a nun. One hit, a Carmelite convent fifty miles away. Then the old woman behind her began to smack her cane on the marble floor.
Back at the house a large truck was unloading at the curb. The beds were here, with bedding, and the dining chairs with rush seats. She ferried the chairs in and grabbed Luc to carry her mattress upstairs. She had decided on a soft yellow the color of sunrise for the bedroom.  One day she’d paint it, when she could face that much cheer. 
Upstairs she pulled white sheets over the mattress, their clean newness mocking the state of the house. She buried her nose in the fresh linen, savoring its starchy, unspoiled odor. Life could be as simple as virgin white pillowcases.  At least for a moment.
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THE LUSH EVENING SCENTS of moist earth and roses were ruined by the smell of the cigarettes. Last two, and then the pack was done. 
It was very late. The surrounding houses were dark. A faint glow on the rooftops from a faraway streetlight, nothing more. Stars were strewn across the sky, millions of them, more than she’d ever seen. As if that milk bucket in the sky had been refilled and spilled using full-fat cream for once.
Merle watered the grapevine and the pear tree and stamped on the loose earth filling the trench. She had tried and failed to sleep. She was so far from home. She had a strong desire to call someone, to speak to her family.  The village was beginning to feel very small, especially without a telephone. The distance felt good for awhile. She didn’t want her family worried. But now she felt very alone, cut off from the world. How were her parents? Had Elise found a job? Were the cousins swimming in the pool? Did Annie have a new boyfriend? Had anyone asked questions about her character or checked her criminal record? 
She and Tristan had a real meal in the garden, made at home, then returned the rollaway cots to the hotel. She’d actually cooked in her new French house. Her new French house — what a phrase! As if it belonged to her, as if she would build a life here. It gave her a moment of wonder, and lightheadedness. But she woke up before midnight, the thought that Weston and Marie-Emilie had slept in that room heavy on her mind. They had conceived Harry there. There was something wrong with that. But what? What could be wrong with a married couple bringing a baby into the world?
The pissoir sat dark, still wound up with orange tape, off limits. It had to be a woman, or a child. The skeleton was small. Who had been so hated, so unloved, that they were encased inside a wall and forgotten? It was sad, as sad as the fresher death of Justine LaBelle. She thought of the Bordeaux phone numbers in her notebook. Tomorrow she would get a cell phone. She would get back into the mix, call her sisters. Damn the expense.
Looking at the million stars, picking out constellations, the what-what suddenly slammed into her head, loud and insistent as ever. She clamped her hands over her ears. What the hell did it want? What question was it asking? What? What?! She didn’t want to hear it, didn’t want to know what the question was. But it wouldn’t leave her alone. 
Stop!  But it shouted again, the siren cry of the unknown: What? What?!

Then she remembered Dr. Murray, the gray-haired, ruddy-complected  psychologist. He had peered at her with watery blue eyes full of compassion. It had been hard to look at him, she thought she might start crying. Weeks ago at Tristan’s evaluation, what had he said? They had a short, clinical discussion about grieving, about the way different people handle the mourning period. He said you couldn’t make rules, set schedules for recovery, for normalcy. That you had to listen to whatever was going on inside you. You had to respect your subconscious, or it would be your demon. Better to listen to your demon, to try to understand it, than ignore it and pay a worse price, he said.
Okay, listen. She took her hands off her ears and closed her eyes, tipping her face to the starlight. I’m listening. What is the question?
Something to do with life, and the end of it. The finality. Harry’s death wasn’t the initial trigger, no, it had been coming on for awhile. His presence, his living self, had started it. Or something else, something only she could see or touch or feel. Something deep inside her that required answers, that refused to go stumbling through life, blinders set, doing what she “ought to.” The subconscious asked on, even when answers were scarce: What do you want from life? What is it about? What are you doing with your time above ground? What will it take to feel alive? 
A fine list of ‘what-whats.’ Her lists, her sanity-keepers. The calendar with its regiment, its comforting lineup of hours. Was that the real core of the problem, insane list-making, schedule mania, calendar memorization? Or were those coping mechanisms, ways to stave off the scary chaos of the answerless questions: What is life anyway? What is death but an end to the pain of living? What happens after death? Why am I here on earth? Why was I born? 
Was there an answer to any of them? No one knows why they’re born. You are simply brought forth in love. You arrive, and then everything else is guesswork. You choose a path, or it chooses you. You protest your lot, or accept it willingly. It doesn’t matter. It’s yours, you own it. And now you have to live with it. 
The calendar fixation seemed, now that she’d been away from the office so long, simply a neurotic way to cope with the passage of time. That was what bothered her: Time. Tick-tock. The way it slipped away, unnoticed, so that days went by in a flash. Weeks slid by, then months, seasons. Winter blew cold and snowy then before you realized it the grass was green and you’d somehow missed the delicate onset of spring, the opening of buds. Children grew overnight from tiny kissy-face cherubs to strapping, shaving, back-talking sluggers. It wasn’t fair, it didn’t have to happen. 
She felt the rock in her chest again, not so big but still there, pressing against her heart. Life didn't have to happen? Ah, but it did. Time marched on, unbidden by protest and the thin desires of the flesh. It would not stop. It would not slow for adoring mothers or trial attorneys or absent fathers. It would not stretch its languorous minutes for you or anyone. Time was an equal opportunity torturer.  
How did everyone else cope? You couldn’t control time. You could schedule yourself to death, packing in every second with so-called meaningful work. You could try harder, be smarter, love more. But that was only a torture you did to yourself. It wasn’t time’s fault you accepted its reins so readily. The only thing was to accept. Accept change. Accept time. Accept death. 
The moon poked up over the wall, shining a flash of light on the espaliered pear tree, its fruit now swelling and heavy. The bones that hid in the latrine for so long: who was it? Who had lived, and died here? Who cared for them, who loved and missed them? 
Did it matter? Death comes to all of us — but most of all, to me. It will claim my flesh, make it weak. She thought of Harry again, as his heart seized, as the light went out of his eyes. What did he think of? Did he know he was dying? Was he afraid? She wanted suddenly to have been there with him, to have held him and comforted him and whispered to him as he went, to tell him she had loved him once even if she’d been so very neglectful for, oh, years. She wanted, she realized now, too late, his forgiveness. How would she ever forgive herself without his blessing? 
Harry had moved on. He’d adapted to her coldness. He had found warmth in the arms of another woman and the soft hands of their child. She tried to imagine him forgiving her. She tried to hear his voice, those words. She tried to make them manifest on the night air: I forgive you, Merle. I was happy with my new woman, my adorable girl. Don't feel bad you didn't have it in you to love me. 
But it wasn’t right; it wasn’t him. Harry didn't care about any of them, before or after his death. Not really. He didn't care enough to forgive her.
It's a mystery, how you'll die. But it wasn’t a mystery itself. No, it was very ordinary. The Big D. The Dirt Nap. It would come. And sooner than you expect.
 
 
TRISTAN WAS SNORING. The evening had cooled and the turmoil in her head had stilled. Cigarettes and what-what done for the night. 
As she stepped into the parlor she heard a noise under the floor. She’d put out a dozen mouse traps, baited them with camembert (for world’s most pampered mice) but hadn’t checked them recently. Grabbing the flashlight she pushed aside the cabinet, pulled up the door in the floor and shone the beam down the wooden stairs. At the bottom step a mouse was caught in a trap, the wire across his back but still alive. She picked up a length of plastic pipe and a plastic bag and started down the steps.
Night or day the cellar was pitch black, no worse than her basement at home except the dirt floor smelled of mold. The mouse was pushing himself in circles on the step,  one foreleg functional. No sense prolonging the misery. She whacked him hard over the head. With a flick of the wrist she scooped him, trap and all, into the plastic bag. 
Where did she put the other traps? She shone the light into the far corner, behind the tall stack of kegs. Another success, a fat dead mouse. She kicked the old rug rolled in a long sausage. Prime rodent hideout. She’d put a trap at each end of the hole. Another kick then two mice dashed out by her foot, vaulting the trap, causing her to jump backwards and lose her balance. She fell into the kegs, smashing three of them in a loud snapping and crumpling of wood. 
Swearing, she got to her feet and brushed herself off. She’d dropped the bag and the flashlight. It shone over her shoulder against the back wall where the kegs were stacked. As she picked up the light she moved closer to the wall. Something was different about this wall. 
A light went on upstairs. Tristan bent over the trap door. “Mom?”
“Sorry. Checking mousetraps. I couldn’t sleep.” She ran her hand over the wall. It was wood, and not a wall at all. “Put some shoes on and bring that manila envelope down here. In the cabinet. Left drawer.”
Tristan came down the steps in white socks, tennis shoes, and plaid boxer shorts, his blanket around his shoulders. He held out the envelope. “What’d you find?”
She brushed the spider webs off the wooden planks of the door. A wrought iron lock was set into the surface. There was no handle, just a key hole. “A door.” She rummaged in the bottom of the envelope. 
“Wait, Mom. Maybe it’s another skeleton,” Tristan said. 
“You think so?” She held up the big key.
He shrugged, frowning at the sealed door. “Could be anything.”
She’d seen one skeleton this week; two wouldn’t make a huge difference. Besides, there was no skeleton in here, she knew it. What were the odds of finding even one pile of human bones in your homestead? 
“Hold the flashlight.” 
He trained the beam on the keyhole. Jiggling the key, she felt for how it turned, if it turned. Left, right, she pushed it in and out, back and forth. Debris dribbled down the wood, ash or mildew. Then it turned. 
Merle looked at Tristan, her face lit up in the beam. She pulled on the key. The door wouldn’t budge. “Hit the corners of the door with the flashlight,” she ordered, smacking it with the heel of her hand. He banged around with the light until she told him to stop. “Let’s try again.” She heard the ping of wood separating, then, with a jerk on the key, it opened an inch.
“Stick your fingers in and pull,” she said. They each put a foot on the back wall and pried the door six inches wider. “Give me the light.”
The door stopped eight inches from the floor, as if to keep floodwaters out. She wedged her knee in the opening and put her face up to it. 
“More bones?”
“No.” She swung the light back and forth. “Bottles.”
Prying open the door farther they squeezed inside the old wine cave. The room was only five feet deep but as wide as the house. The racks were about half full, up to chest height, but lots and lots of bottles. She brushed off a bottle and sucked in a breath.
How long had this wine been here? Since Weston’s day anyway. Dust and mold lay thick on the bottles. She pulled out one, rubbing the label. ‘Château Pétrus.’ That was the label Albert said was very fine. The label was crude and brittle, almost shattering at her touch. 
A beautiful, ancient space with a vaulted ceiling and carved racks, this was the traditional place to store one’s wine in France, underground, at a constant temperature, in darkness, much like Gerard’s fancy oak barrels. Merle counted the bottles quickly. Twelve cases, a hundred-forty-four bottles of wine. 
“It must be old,” Tristan said, pulling a dusty bottle from the rack and blowing on the label. “1947. Yeah, that’s old. Do you think my grandpa hid this here?”
“He stored it here anyway.” Why had he never sold it, or taken it with him to the U.S.? Had he died before he had a chance to import it? “Hold up the light to this one.”
Inside the bottle the wine looked dark as ink. Some sediment had collected along one side. But the corks looked decent, intact. The lead covering had held. Sixty years though, a long time for neglected bottles. It was probably spoiled.  
“Peuw. There’s big ol’ green mold on these,” Tristan said, pointing to one end where water had leaked in from above. 
Merle stepped down the rack to examine the end ones. “Let’s take one up from here. And one from the other end, and that one.” She grabbed one, and let Tristan take two bottles. “Upstairs, don’t drag your blanket. Wait.” She found the bag of dead mice on the floor, relocked the cave, and followed him up the steps and shut the trap door.
They set the bottles on the oak table. Merle got a roll of paper towels and wiped the bottles clean, dabbing the paper labels gently. The vintages were the same three as the labels in the safe deposit box. Three wine labels to remind him what he had stored here. 
Merle sat down. Château Pétrus ’46. Château L'Église-Clinet, 1949, a black and white label. Château Cheval-Blanc, 1947, the label faded. She pulled the labels out of the envelope. They matched the bottles exactly.
She opened the old menu and for a moment tried to see if there was some clue hidden among the kidney pies and mutton stews. Murky. Was this what  “they” were after? Were these wines rare and exotic? She had no idea. “Tristan. You must not say anything to anybody about the wine downstairs. Even Albert. It’s our secret. Okay?”
He was huddled back in his bed. “Okay,” he said sleepily.
“Take your socks off, they’re filthy.”
 “You coming to the tournament tomorrow?”
She pulled the blanket up under his chin. He hadn’t shaved in a week and whiskers were sprouting all over his chin, making him look not so much like her child anymore. She bent down and kissed him on the forehead. Hard to believe he’d be going home in a few days, without her. The thought of it made her sick.
“Wouldn’t miss it for the world, D’Artagnan.”
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THE BABY. THE BABY. THE. BABY.
Marie-Emilie can’t get enough of him, the tiny, red creature. So helpless, so beautiful it makes her cry to look at him. She would stare at him all day long, as he slept, as his tiny hands plied the air. But she has to find food.
Stephan has left her a bag of stale bread in the alley behind the bakery. She has not seen Stephan for days, but he does this for the baby. She has searched the hedgerows for fallen fruit. She has begged at the old widow’s farm. The woman was unkind at first but when Marie-Emilie got on her knees and cried, she offered three eggs and a quart of goat’s milk. 
The milk is necessary for the baby; Dominique will not nurse him. She refuses to hold him, turning her head away when Marie-Emilie exclaims about his little curl of hair, his tiny fingernails. She wants nothing to do with her baby. So Marie-Emilie is anxious for his survival. If only she could bare her own breast to feed him, to nurture him. Dominique makes her angry. Then Marie-Emilie holds the baby and the anger melts away.
Sometimes she thinks of Stephan but she is so tired the thoughts don’t stay long. He leaves bread sometimes but nothing more. She is devoted to the baby’s survival. That is all that matters. 
Were there still such women as wet nurses? Marie-Emilie does not know. She has asked at the church and received only a shake of the old priest’s head. She fashions a nipple from goat hide, ties it to a bottle. Poor little thing. Poor baby. He suckles the makeshift nursing bottle. He looks in her eyes. There is love there. She sees it.
The priest does baptize the baby. Reluctantly, as long as Dominique doesn’t enter the church, he says. The baby is innocent, he must be saved. Both the baby and Marie-Emilie cry when the holy water is touched to his scalp.
The days are busy, finding food for the three of them, hoeing rows for a farmer who needs more help than he has, making Dominique eat broth, changing the baby, feeding the baby who demands so much and yet who is she to deny him? He did not ask for this. He is innocent, a baby.
Marie-Emilie names him Henri-Laurent, a noble name. She does not tell Dominique though, whispering the name to the baby alone. The girl worries her. She grows thin. She lost much blood with the childbirth and is weak. But the days grow warm and one afternoon Marie-Emilie returns from the farm and finds the girl in the garden, sitting in the sunshine with the baby on her lap. She has cradled him in her skirt and swings her legs back and forth as a song comes from her lips. But she doesn’t look at him while she hums. She looks away, at the birds flying in the sky, at the pear tree against the house, at the roses opening against the wall. 
For a moment, Marie-Emilie is too stunned to move. She stands by the door of the house, watching Dominique and her baby, a horrible feeling inside her. Dominique will leave. She will take Henri-Laurent. She will take the baby away and they will both be gone forever. Her heart contracts at the thought of never holding the baby again. 
Dominique’s hair is long and blond, and wet, she sees. She has washed at last. Such a pretty girl, small freckles across her nose, sweet lips, a high forehead that gives her a regal look. But young, somehow younger than her fourteen years. Weston had seen that right away, that innocence in her blue eyes, that willingness to follow, to be led astray. As if the world could be nothing but good. Only an innocent would see the world that way after this war. Only an innocent, or perhaps someone not right in the head.
Marie-Emilie takes a step out into the garden. Is Dominique not quite right? She has rejected her own child, refusing to nurture him. Is that a sign of derangement? Would she harm him? A flutter of panic rises in Marie-Emilie. 
Dominique sees her, grabbing the arms of the metal chair. “Come then, where have you been?” She looks cross, waving her hand at the baby. “Get him, now. He drives me wild with his crying.”
And so the panic falls away. Dominique is still herself, childishly annoyed, selfish, never to be a true mother. Marie-Emilie rushes forward and scoops up the baby from her lap, cuddling him against her shoulder. It is only a small miracle, a mother quiets the son she doesn’t want. It won’t happen again. 
Two days later she is gone. Marie-Emilie rises, carrying the baby down the stairs at daybreak, moving quietly outside to wash him. When she steps back inside a few minutes later she feels the emptiness. Dominique’s bag, a ratty thing made of scraps of rug, is gone. 
Dominique herself, vanished. 
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THE TOURNAMENT WAS HELD in the small school gymnasium, a multi-purpose space about half the size of a basketball court, with a small grandstand of bleachers at one end. There weren’t many spectators, just a few parents. The opposing team had come in on a bus from Bordeaux and looked big and rough compared to the local boys. 
Albert was busy when Merle arrived. She edged along the side of the gym, watching the fencing matches already going. A referee stood between two of the boys in white jackets and masks, their baggy pants an odd choice with the sleek protective jackets. The official spoke rapidly to the boys in a cautionary tone. Merle couldn’t understand what he was saying. She sat down on the end of the bleachers and searched the far side of the gym for Tristan. He was sitting with a couple other boys on the floor, their masks and foils next to them. 
Tomorrow Tristan was scheduled to take the train back to Paris and get on his flight. He started camp at the end of the week. She didn’t like to think of him taking the trip alone, but there wasn’t much choice. She’d been to see the inspector again to plead with him to let her at least take him to Paris, but again she was refused. She had no passport, she couldn’t flee the country. She’d also pleaded with the American consulate in Nice but with legal action pending, a possible murder charge, they weren’t encouraging. 
She fingered her new cell phone and looked at the people on the bleachers. They didn’t look familiar. She had no idea there were so many people this age in town, that is middle-aged. Maybe they ran the shops and restaurants. The phone was sleek and familiar, a Nokia just like her one at home. She’d been pleasantly surprised to find the  counter at the back of the stationery store — where she’d also bought a rather bad British novel — to buy phones and start up cell service. The nice young man at the counter explained that with so many farmers and remote homes, cell phones, or mobiles, were gaining in popularity. Don’t use it in a restaurant though, he warned her with a smile. 
 She hoped to see Tristan fence before Annie returned her call. The display of technique, the swooshing and cracking, was fascinating but she had things to do. Would he be done before dinner? Probably not.
She looked up to see Pascal, standing in front of her. A man behind her said something and Pascal ducked down, sliding into the bleachers. 
“Aren’t you supposed to be up on my roof?” she whispered.
“Albert insisted.” He glanced at her. “I will make it up to you.”
Merle felt the heat in her face and glanced up at the audience beyond him. Some were staring at them, talking behind their hands. Had her English identified her? Did they all think she was a killer?
“What is it?” Pascal said.
“Nothing.” She tried to shake the feeling that everyone had tried and convicted her of murder. “It’s good of you. To sit with me.”
His dark eyes flicked up the bleachers. “When does Tristan fight?”
“Soon I hope.”
They watched two bouts, clapping politely. In one round a small boy fenced a much bigger one who whacked him with a side cut that was apparently illegal. The small boy began to groan and moan and the bout was called. 
“Is he one of ours?” Merle whispered, nodding toward the writhing fencer.
Pascal nodded. “On the drama team.”
Her phone twittered in the middle of the next bout, causing frowns and comments from all around. “Come on,” Pascal said. “I’ll walk you out. I have a roof to finish.”
She answered the phone on the way to the door, waving to Pascal as he left. It was Annie. It was so good to hear a friendly voice. Outside the gymnasium the late afternoon was warm but not as hot and stuffy as the gymnasium. “You won’t believe where I am. At a fencing tournament, watching Tristan.”
Merle talked about the house, the colors of paint, the garden. How the woman, the squatter, had moved out. That was the way she was putting it. That her roofer was good looking, all the positive stuff. Annie told her that she had a ticket left over from an old boyfriend’s Christmas generosity, a trip to Barbados she declined to join him on. 
“It’s burning a hole in my money belt. Can I come?” 
“I would love it.  Just tell — ”
Inside the gym Merle heard shouting, a commotion. She turned to the door and heard a name.  “Annie? Call me tomorrow, I’ve got to go.”
 
TRISTAN HAD STEPPED UP TO THE TABLE to register before his mother arrived, her money tight in his fist and his mask under his arm. The small gymnasium was hot and getting hotter. Albert told him several out of town groups were coming, and the boys standing at the far side of the gym looked foreign, all right. They were wiry, mostly tall and dark-haired, with stubble on their chins. 
The boy in front of him, one of Albert’s students named Francois, finished filling out his paperwork and moved away.  Tristan took a step forward and suddenly dropped his mask and foil with a clatter, prompting chuckles. He gathered them up and bent to sign his name on the registration forms.
The man behind the table, a wrinkly old guy who was completely bald, said something in French. “Pardon?” Tristan said. He repeated it, just as fast but louder. “Je ne sais pas,” Tristan said. He for sure did not know what the old man was saying.
The bald guy turned to a referee standing by the table, and said something about Tristan. The referee looked at him and waved his hand. Bald Guy — his name, Tristan found out later, was actually Guy — took his money and rattled off directions that were incomprehensible. Tristan went to find Albert.
“I couldn’t understand what he was saying at the table,” he told the old priest.
Albert patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. All you do is start when they say ‘Commencez’ and stop when the buzzer goes off.”
“Where are those guys from?” He looked toward the bearded crew.
“Bordeaux. They look tougher than they are.” Albert lowered his voice. “They are in some kind of summer camp for delinquents, I heard.”
Tristan put on his borrowed jacket over his shorts and t-shirt. He slipped on his mask and warmed up with Francois, feeling the muscles in his right arm tense. He was nervous, feeling butterflies in his stomach.  
A voice said something over the loudspeaker. Francois, who didn’t speak English, stopped fencing and  turned to his friends. Tristan saw his mother come in and sit by herself on the bleachers. He watched the first bout, a fencer who was way too quick for the other, with the referee calling off points like an auctioneer. Albert said they were trying to get electronic scoring for the next tournament, that it eliminated lots of arguments, and sure enough, in the next match-up one of the Bordeaux boys erupted after a call, arguing with the ref about where a hit occurred. 
His turn finally came. He had drawn a short boy, with reddish hair and freckles who didn’t look too tough. Good, there was a chance that he wouldn’t totally humiliate himself. He took his position on the line. The referee was the one who had waved him into the tournament, but now he was saying something long and complicated, in French.
Tristan froze, his feet in position to fence but his foil pointed down. Did that mean ‘Begin’? The red-haired boy didn’t seem to be paying attention. Tristan raised his foil to the ‘en garde’ position, vertical against the face mask. 
“Non, non, non!” The referee was yelling and walking toward him. The boys waiting their turns quieted, watching. Strange words flowed from the ref’s mouth. What was he saying? Now two boys jumped  into the argument, in his face, talking loudly. They seemed excited and were poking their fingers in his chest. Tristan felt confused and anxious.
The referee saw Albert walking over and began to point in the old man’s face. Tristan felt helpless; the boys from Bordeaux were pissing him off. He pulled off his mask and glared at them.
“Get the fuck out of here! Mind your own business.” 
The boys looked at each other and burst out laughing. And Tristan did the only thing he could think of to shut them up. He heard his father’s advice, dropped his foil, and punched them — one, two — in the face. 
 
THEY DROPPED LIKE TIMBER, crumpling onto the floor. Merle’s heart sunk. Thundering shoes of the spectators in the stands running into the fray echoed throughout the gym. A melee ensued, boys fighting, pushing, yelling at each other, parents holding them back and some egging them on, even swinging a few rounds themselves. Bedlam for a few minutes, not long but long enough to get a bunch of adolescents worked up, no matter what their ages. Finally a voice came on the loudspeaker demanding quiet. The fighting stopped as quickly as it started. 
She clenched her jaw and stepped up to Tristan. Albert was yelling at the referees who were doing a good job yelling back.
“Catch ‘em unawares, did you?” she said to her son. He squinted angrily at her, his face red. He’d taken a hit to the chin. He raised his hand, shaking it. “Did you break your hand?”
His knuckles were swelling. “It was worth it,” he grumbled.
The gendarme burst into the gym. The two boys on the floor had picked themselves up, sitting now with friends or family at their sides. One’s nose was bleeding. Jean-Pierre was talking rapidly with the referees, who pointed at Tristan. Albert joined the lively discussion, pointing fingers at the two boys. Lots of finger-pointing. Very mature, she thought. 
“Come on, buster.” She picked up his mask and foil. “You’re out of here.”
Jean-Pierre, the gendarme, cut them off. He said something to Tristan, about Tristan. Merle turned back. “Albert? Could you come here?”
The old priest shuffled over, his face rosy with heat and anger. “I am so sorry, Merle. If I’d known they had a language requirement I would never have brought the boy. No one has ever said such a thing. I never thought.”
All Albert saw, after the referee stopped poking his finger in his face and ranting about fluency tests, was a swarm of boys from the stands and floor. They rose up en masse to take sides. The friends of the boys on the floor began to swing at Tristan, and other boys helped Tristan fight them off. 
“It’s over. Now tell the gendarme that we are going home.”
Jean-Pierre yelled again. Albert turned to her. “He says you can’t leave until we have a full investigation of what happened.”
“Tell him this. These boys were harassing my son. My son put a stop to it. End of story.” Merle folded her arms. She had recognized one of the boys now. He wasn’t from out of town at all. He had been one of the boys in front of the tabac who laughed at her name. “He can find us at home if he needs anything else. He knows where we live.” She took Tristan’s arm, walked around the gendarme, and out the gymnasium door.
 
Tristan looked ashamed, appalled, his head bowed. Merle plunged his hand in a bowl of ice to keep down the swelling. The bruise on his chin didn’t amount to much but he held ice on it too. She held her tongue. If ever there was a good explanation of consequences of hitting someone, a riot was pretty definitive. He’d never gotten to fence. So much for channeling that aggression. A perfect ending to the rural French idyll.
At six Pascal knocked on the back door, signaling his departure for the day. Merle opened the door. “How did it go, the tournament?”
“Just great.”
“Yes?” He looked at her again. “What is wrong?”
“Nothing.”
Tristan hollered from the front room: “World class fuck-up lives here!! Photographs ten cents!!”
Merle closed her eyes. “You better go see for yourself.”
Albert showed up a half-hour later with a bottle of wine and a bunch of flowers, like a suitor. He felt terrible, he said over and over. He was so angry with the officials that made rules that they told no one. He stayed for dinner on the condition that he help cook. 
Tristan set the old table with a new green tablecloth and the cheap white dishes.  The priest had examined him for injuries and exclaimed over the lack thereof. A little stiffness, a little swelling, that was all.  Pascal was invited to dinner too. He went home and returned, showered and in American blue jeans, his curls dripping on a chamois shirt, carrying  a bottle of Bordeaux, a cru bourgeois but very fine according to him. Only seven euros, he told her with a wink. “You must improve your taste buds.” 
“What is cru bourgeois then?” she asked, holding the bottle. “The workingman’s version of grand cru?”
“If it were only so easy,” he said. He ticked them off on his fingers. “There is Premier Grand Cru, Deuxieme, Troisieme, and so on. Second, third, fourth, fifth. Then, Cru Grands Exceptionels, Grand Bourgeois, Cru bourgeois, Bordeaux Superieur. And that is just for the Médoc and the Graves. For each classification specific techniques must be used in the making. Only a few are Grand Cru, from the old houses.”
Albert beamed at him. “Your father taught you well, Pascal.” 
“Papa had a keen taste for the grape,” Pascal said quietly. “Too keen, some might say.” 
Tristan’s mood improved with the company of men, Merle noticed. He so needed a man in his life again, even if it was someone as part-time as his father had been. She hadn’t told him about Courtney and Sophie yet. She hated to burst the shining image of Harry that his son carried in his heart. It seemed cruel, yet it also seemed inevitable.  Pascal mimicked a boxing match and made him laugh.
“I have a special wine I want to share with you tonight.” Merle had taken the three bottles from the wine cave up to her bedroom, stashing them in her suitcase under the bed. She ran up, pulled out the Château Pétrus, and carried it downstairs. She had to know if it was spoiled. And what better time to see, and to share it, than with friends who know wine. 
Pascal looked stunned. He examined the bottle, rubbed the label, showed it to Albert who shrugged. “Where did you find this?”
Tristan opened his mouth and she kicked him under the table. She said, “We don’t have to open it. It’s probably spoiled. Let’s drink yours.”
“Not so fast. It looks — well — possible. If it was stored properly, and the cork kept its integrity — ”  He sniffed the lead and raised his eyebrows. “You never know until you open it.”
Tristan handed him the corkscrew.
They held their breaths as Pascal carefully peeled off the lead and tapped the cork with his fingertip. The lip of the bottle was gray with mold. 
“Good?” Merle asked.  His eyebrows wiggled in anticipation. He positioned the corkscrew and gently pressed down as he turned it. When it was down as far as it would go, he gripped the handle, his elbows in the air, and looked wide-eyed.
“Go on, Pascal. I don’t care if it crumbles,” Merle said.
He pulled it out slowly, carefully. With a low, mellow pop the cork came out, all in one piece. Pascal beamed as they clapped. “Well done,” Albert said. “Smell it.”
He unscrewed the cork from the screw. Albert’s sniffer was a huge Gallic nose like Harry’s. Pascal’s was more proportionate and possibly, after that mini-lecture about levels of quality, educated. He sniffed the cork then nodded.
“Seems — okay.” He picked up the bottle and put it to his nose. His eyes closed as he breathed in and smiled as he handed it reverentially to Merle. “Pour it.”
She poured the wine for the three of them, in small juice glasses. At home she would be bothered by her lack of appropriate stemware, but here it didn’t matter. Wine was one of the four food groups. Pascal raised his glass then stopped. “No wine for the mighty warrior?” 
Albert cried,  “He is a man, isn’t he?”
Tristan grinned, manfully. Another glass appeared, and the circle was complete at four. They held their glasses high. “To Tristan who may never fence like a Musketeer but can fight like a man,” Pascal said. Merle shot him a warning look that he ignored. He kept his glass high and added, “And American friendliness.”
“And French friendliness, wherever you may find it,” Merle said.
Pascal held up his free hand. “Wait. You must look the person you toast in the eye as you touch glasses. If you don’t it is an insult. Do it again.” They laughed, clinked again, then stared pointedly at each other as instructed. “To friends, wherever you find them,” he said as he looked into her eyes.
Merle put her nose over the lip of the glass and breathed in slowly. She remembered the proper way to taste, and swirled, sniffed again. The flavors began to change, to move up through the midnight black wine. They each took a small sip the dark, thick liquid from the old bottle as if it might poison them. Merle felt the flavors slide over her tongue: oak, berry, anise, tarragon, limestone, apple, a whiff of lemon. She closed her eyes and refused to swallow, buoyed, caught by the viscous essence.  The moment lingered, the fluid thick as motor oil, as complex and layered as an autumn breeze. It sank down her throat reluctantly.
Pascal’s breath, close to her ear, whispered, “Ooh lala. You have hit the wine jackpot.”
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SMOOTHING HER SKIRT Merle felt the sun on the back of her neck, a warm breeze drying her skin, the unexpected pleasure of the haircut. It had been a sudden decision, of the moment. Having the same hairstyle for twenty years wasn’t a reluctance to face change, now was it?  No, it was a terror of it. She felt almost giddy, this dangerous pleasure, this haircut, then felt ridiculous and immediately took it back. What would Annie say? Don’t get your prayer flags in a twist.
She looked over the crowd milling around the door to the tasting room, a little nervous, counting heads; they were still waiting for two tourists to show. So, new haircut, new job. She took a deep breath, almost afraid of what she might do next.
She touched her bare neck. The haircut was a symbol, of something. A new life, a new phase, an imperative that sent her flying madly across the ville. Preparations for whatever happened next. She’d be ready, if only because her hair was up-to-date. All her life she never gave her hair a thought until the very last moment, until her mother rolled her eyes, until her sisters dragged her to a salon, until Harry dragged her to a formal party. Then there was no time for changes, for new directions. This was different. This time a change seemed deeply, deeply necessary. She looked at the trees blowing in the wind and nodded to herself: yes, this is vain, shallow, and — and yet. It felt right.
The morning Albert drove Tristan to the train she felt lost, as if she’d never see him again, that he was still that baby tearing away from her breast to live on his own, without her. He stood hunched at the front window, frowning out at the cobblestone street. He was off to camp in four days. She finally had screwed up her courage to tell him that she couldn’t fly home with him because of the murder. Who was she, he asked. What happened? She gave him the short version: a woman fell from the cliff, she lived in this house, their house, and she didn’t want to move. He groaned when Merle made him promise not to tell his aunts, uncles, cousins, or grandparents. A hard secret to keep: your mother under the steely eye of the French police.
She made him a list, of course, all the instructions, the tickets, the directions. He had to find the train, find the right terminal at the airport, go through security alone, go through immigration, find his gate, his seat, fly the wide Atlantic, do customs on the other end. All by himself. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was almost a man. Her little boy. He waved to her from the car, then he was gone. 
Tristan the child had been gone for a long time.  He had gone where children go, slipped away into manhood as if he’d never fit into her arms, never cried on her shoulder, never run to her with a skinned knee. He was his own person now, not a child but independent, free to make his own choices — or would be very soon. Even though her heart hurt it was everything she wanted for him. 
She’d burst into the tiny, upstairs beauty salon on a side street over a florist, holding a magazine photograph of a woman in a short page-boy, bangs, dark-haired, no gray. Audrey Hepburn, without the swan neck. And that was how she walked out. She had been a little breathless the rest of the day. What would the workmen say? Would Albert notice? Would Pascal exclaim about her new look? But the roofer, her roofer, never came, not that day or the next or the next. Albert didn’t know where he was.
Now she pressed her lips together. A strange feeling, lipstick and new hair, way too grown-up. She smiled, praying for the lipstick to stay on lips, not teeth.  There were a few flecks of paint on her thumb, remnants of the last three days of high-speed decorating. It had seemed important to kick things up a notch,  cross items off the list. She painted her bedroom that hopeful sunrise yellow,  sweet, innocent color before tainted with the harsh banalities of noonday, counted the wine bottles again ( two-hundred-and-one),  caught six more mice. She mixed up a batch of cement and rocked up the plumbing trenches across the bathroom. Her back had a sore spot. 
And now she was a tour guide, a job which apparently required only the decent mastery of the King’s English and the ability to pour lightly. The fact that Odile and Gerard, the owners of the winery, would never know what she told the tourists took some  pressure off. Still she wanted to do well, it was her nature. 
She straightened her back and rubbed the soreness out. The group included ten or eleven wine lovers, Americans — two couples traveling together — and three groups of Brits. The Americans she could spot for miles, the women with gold jewelry and faces frozen with botox. The Brits were less dressed and smiled more. 
Tristan had called her from Stasia’s, through Albert, when he got back,  tired but happy, and packing for camp. Stasia said they’d been over to the house to get his sleeping bag and backpack and everything was fine. Elise was keeping the pool clean.  As if that had been a major worry.
It all seemed so far away. She’d been in France almost a month. The rat-race of the suburbs, of Manhattan, was another world. Here the grass grew tall in the ditches along the road. Two fat ducks flew up from the pond. Roses bloomed in a riot. She had a new haircut, and she was on her own, making her own decisions. Was she the same person she had been in April — full of pain and confusion, kicked out of her job, at sea without her not-so-loyal husband, the woman who dreamed of magic pearls to save her from despair, and wrinkles?  
“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen.”  She waited for them to stop talking and pay attention, just like jurors in court. That’s the way to think of them. Speak just loud enough that they had to be quiet to hear. Impress and persuade. The only thing they were likely to be persuaded was that wine was cheap and plentiful. She smiled again and felt her teeth go dry. 
“My name is Merle and I’ll be your guide today for the tour of the cellars and vineyards of Château Gagillac. We’ll start our tour in the state-of-the-art fermenting facility built two years ago for over four million euros.”
As they filed inside the dim cavernous building one of the Brits, a gray-complected man with amazingly bad hair and small, intense eyes,  asked her how the alcohol content in the wine changed from the beginning to end of the fermentation process.  
“I’m sorry, this is my first week here,” she explained. “I’m still learning. I could ask —”
“Quite all right,” he said, smiling. “Anthony Simms.” He extended a hand. “Nice to meet you, Merle. You’re doing a good job.”
“I have a lot to learn.”
“If you —  ” He waved a hand apologetically. 
Despite her first impression he seemed dull but nice, with warm brown eyes and an upper crust accent.  It was nice to have a conversation with a true English-speaker. A tour guide had to find good qualities in everyone, she told herself. She turned to him and said, “Are you offering lessons?”
The other tourists wandered off, poking their heads into the empty vats and running their hands over the stainless steel.
“I shouldn’t presume.” He stopped, looking pained. “I’m on a prescribed holiday. My friends made me come.”
“Oh.” He did look sad. Pathetic really. 
“I’m keeping you. Please.” 
The group filed through the dim, cool space. Merle showed off the huge stainless steel vats, explaining the controlled mix of various grape types, the computerized control room. She was brisk and efficient, and didn’t ask if they had questions because, well,  factoids were thin on the ground. She felt a little embarrassed not knowing the answer to Mr. Simms’s question and vowed to study more about winemaking. She showed them where the grapes were dumped, how they were crushed and separated, where the liquid was strained off. 
Leading them outside she pointed out the intricately pruned vines and the grapes hanging under their leaves. She explained about the concept of terroir, one of the things she’d read up on and found most interesting about winemaking, the way everything worked together to make wine. She scooped up a handful of reddish soil for the tourists. Earth, sun, rain, clouds, hills — just like Annie’s prayer flags, this terroir business.  Very karmic, grapes. The day was cooler than it had been, with clouds, but still the soil felt warm to the touch, its rocky base holding heat through the evening to release it in the cool night air, keeping the vines toasty and coddled.
She showed them the barn-like chai where the oak barrels aged the wine. They were happy as she filled their glasses in the tasting room. She was exhausted; she hadn’t spoken this much or this loudly in months. She had sweated through her blouse and underwear, feeling the slick rubbing of her thighs. 
Odile split the cash and thanked her with a nod. The tourists had bought several jugs of wine. The money couldn’t have made a big difference to the winery. A hundred euros was nothing for a big operation like this.
Anthony Simms leaned against a small white Peugeot in the parking lot, his arms crossed on his chest, trying to look nonchalant. His brown-going-gray hair was parted too far to one side and his shirt collar was frayed. The tour hadn’t improved his looks but he did, after all, have a car. When he saw her he smoothed his shirtfront like an anxious suitor.
“I want to apologize,” he began. “For taking time away from your tour. Occupational hazard when you vacation alone. Latching on to attractive women for company.”
“That can be dangerous.”
“Very.” He smiled guiltily. Or maybe he thought sexily. “If you would let me take you to coffee to make it right? Unless your husband would object.”
Thinner than she’d first thought, he was not as old either. That hair had to be a rug. So he was bald. Maybe he was ill, on chemo? Was that why he was on a prescribed holiday? She chided herself for being so judgmental. 
“He might if he was still alive. He died this spring.” Still strange to say, but better. Getting better all the time, as John and Paul would say. She had been playing the Beatles full blast while she painted, singing whenever the mood hit her, which was surprisingly often. So smart of Annie to think of sending the CDs with her. Those old songs made her feel young again.
Anthony winced as if she’d punched him in the guts. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry. I do know how it is. My mother passed away only a month ago. I don’t know why it hit me so hard.”
“I’m sorry. Was she elderly?”
“Quite. A blessing, I guess. But still.” He looked off, biting his lip. A little dramatic, she thought. “Can we commiserate over dinner then? It would be so pleasant to have your company. And I might — I don’t know, help in some way?”
Assessing her frame of mind, she thought not. She wasn’t in the mood for moping, or sharing death stories with this odd person, this stranger. But the sun had come out. The afternoon was hot and sticky and her feet hurt. “I could use a ride back into town.”
Simms brightened, springing into action, opening the door of his little rental car. The air conditioning felt luscious and her feet cooled. He babbled about his vacation, some caves nearby with prehistoric drawings of bison, his brave old mum, his friends who urged him to get away from England after he had spent a week sifting through eighty years of belongings.
“That week almost killed me,” he said. “What do you do with your mother’s girdles, for godssake?”
Ick. A musty bachelor, devoted to old mumsy and her undergarments. So why was he interested in women? She glanced at him. Harder to tell with Europeans. “Where do you live, Anthony?”
“In London, rather north. Do you know London?”
“Um, no. Turn right here.” She pointed at her street. 
“Can I make a reservation for dinner then? There’s a delightful bistro a block the other side of the plaza.”
Someone was sitting on her step.  “At the end on the left. You can turn around.” He pulled the car into a U-turn at the crumbling wall and stopped. Pascal looked up.
“I’m sorry. I appreciate the ride. But I have a workman here.” 
He squinted at Pascal, annoyed. “Well, I know where you live. Maybe another time? You’re all right then?”
She stepped out. Anthony waited a few beats before driving away, as if he might have to jump out and defend her honor. 
But Pascal only stood up and stretched. “Bonjour, Merle.”
She moved around him to unlock the door’s shutters, then the door. France was like Fort Knox, or Brooklyn. She arched an eyebrow at him. He wore clean jeans and another black t-shirt, his usual attire. His nose was sunburned. “Are you here to finish the roof?”
“I got called away to another job — ”
“You don’t have to explain. No one else does.”
The air in the front room rushed out, cool and soothing. She threw her bag on the oak table and kicked off her shoes. She wasn’t used to wearing dress shoes, or walking a mile on poor roads. This morning she’d had to jump into the ditch when a truck carrying chickens passed so close his side mirror might have knocked her flat. 
“You look different.” Pascal was standing at the door, looking out. 
She touched the back of her hair, feeling foolish now. She was still the same person, cut or dye or not. She had wondered if he’d notice, and he had. Stop the presses. 
“You’ve missed Tristan. He went to camp, back in the States.” 
Why hadn’t Pascal called Albert to tell her he wouldn’t be working? Was that so difficult? She realized she was angry at his neglect of her house — or his rudeness—  and tried to take a deep breath and relax.  She didn’t want to be angry any more, at herself or anyone.
“Will he be back?” He sat down across the table from her.
“In a couple weeks, with my sister.”
“One of the Charlie’s Angels?”
“The oldest. Annie.”
He worked his nails, more solemn than she remembered.  She felt the slats of the chair on her damp back. The little clock on the mantle ticked off the minutes. She stared at him, at his dark curls. He didn’t look up, just sitting there in silence as if waiting for her to do something, to say something. But what? What did she want from him? She got up and got herself a glass of cold water from the refrigerator. 
“Have you heard any more about the murder?” she asked. 
“I’ve been — out of town.”
“I was wondering. Do you think Justine Labelle was her real name?”
He frowned as if he’d been thinking about something important and she’d barged into his thoughts. “Why do you say that?”
“I got three numbers for a Justine LaBelle in Bordeaux. At all three she was the same child, now four years old, and no relation to the sixty-something prostitute. So who was the squatter? The Inspector said she was from Bordeaux, but not recently. Did she have a connection here? She thought she knew Harry’s mother.” 
He was listening hard, but tipped his head up. “Harry?”
“My husband. He was born in this house.” She looked up at the water-stained ceiling and said, for no reason she could think of later,  “He died in the spring.” She was saying it today, over and over. He died. He was dead. If you said it enough, it sunk in. In the spring: as if that was ironic, to die at a time of rebirth.
He caught her eye until she looked away, embarrassed. “I did not know about your husband. I’m sorry for your loss.” His eyes flicked down to her shirt sticking to her chest.
The quiet of the house surrounded her, a deep, intimate sound, like the breathing of a child in sleep. Pascal filled the house spaces, just being here made it seem like a real house, not a idiotic remodeling project. He sat, forearms on the table like she would serve him food, like he wanted to stay. The moment was soft, almost languid. She watched him breathe with the house, his chest rising and falling under the black t-shirt. Breathing for the house, keeping it alive.  
“Are you back then to work on the roof? From visiting your wife or wherever?”
He smiled. “I have not seen my wife for many years.”
Christ.  She felt her color rise in her neck. Why had she said that? “I’m sorry, I had no right to —”
“Divorced, we are. She lives in Paris now. And yes, I am back to work on the roof. Bien sûr.”
Of course he was. He wasn’t there to give her a sponge bath. Stupid widow. She picked up her shoes. “I need that roof finished so I can get the big bedroom done. It’s the only room that’s not been painted.”
He stood up and stepped in front of her, blocking her way to the stairs, looking over her shoulder into the kitchen as if admiring the leafy green she’d painted there. “You’ve been busy.”
He stood close enough that she could feel the heat rise off him, smell garlic, sweat, olive oil. Sweat was running down her back again. She wanted to touch his hair, his shoulder, his hip.  
“You — um, you know where the ladder is?”
 
In her bedroom she sunk back onto the bed and looked at the ceiling. The shutters were closed against the sun but she could hear the ladder’s rattle as he raised it.  
She took five deep breaths, holding them for five beats as Annie had taught her. She used to do this before court or whenever she had to make a presentation. It calmed her.  How old was he — thirty-five, forty? Maybe he was only thirty, but she doubted it. He had a few small wrinkles around his eyes, and a face weathered by summer sun. 
She tried to picture herself cockeyed and reckless, seducing him. It didn’t work, just like Harry’s forgiving words didn’t work. Seduction: that was someone else, someone younger, someone who understood the world a whole lot better than Merle Bennett did. Someone who lived in the moment and didn’t give a shit about the future. 
She took off her skirt and blouse, underpants and bra, and changed into shorts and a t-shirt. Outside she ran warm water into the tub from the cistern, squirted in some liquid soap, and washed the clothes. With a quick rinse and a squeeze they were ready for the line. What would her mother say if she saw her washing clothes in a metal tub and hanging laundry on the line, her panties blowing in the breeze while a Frenchman stared down from the roof? Dear stiff-necked Bernie, who’d passed on most of her straight-laced qualities to her middle daughter. 
She’d worn black lace underwear today, purchased in the back of the only clothing store in town.  Now the little panties — very small in fact — swung happily, frisky things, on the line. On the roof Pascal was putting the last tiles in place. She went inside and took a shower in the new stall and let the hot water run on her back.
By the time she was dressed she was in possession of her mind again. She was under village-arrest, her passport confiscated. She was just trying to hang on for the ride, as Harry always advised. Don’t get nervous, hold onto the reins and stay the course. Why she still listened to that chubby, philandering squanderer of fortunes was an issue she couldn’t get into right now. She had a house to finish and a life to put back together. 
With a salad with goat cheese and bread and olives she ate in front of the cold fireplace, making lists in her mind. She wanted to go back to the parish records for another look. She had missed something there. She wanted to talk to the inspector again, get Justine and Sister Evangeline’s real names, track them down wherever they’d been. She wanted to find out if he’d learned anything himself, since he was supposed to be investigating. She wanted to know who the bones belonged to.
 She could hear Paul McCartney with his sweet, teenage voice: “Your day breaks, your mind aches.” 
Every – bite – thing – chew – will – swallow – be – sip – all – bite – right. 
 
AS THE NIGHTHAWKS CIRCLED HIGH on the thermals, she went outside to take down her clothes. On the back doorstep was a note under a rock. Ignoring it she locked the gate and took the clothes off the line. She folded the underclothes carefully, put the skirt and blouse on hangers, and hung them over the doorframe. Before she read the note she poured herself a glass of wine, Gagillac’s red table wine from the gallon jug. She took a long drink of it (the hell with swish and swirl) and compared it — unfavorably — with the magical Pétrus.
“I have finished the exterior of the roof. Tomorrow I will come with supplies to finish the ceiling upstairs. Pascal d’Onscon.”














So formal, his full name, in case she had other Pascals in the wings. What did she expect — sonnets? In weeks, maybe less, the repairs would be complete and she would put the house on the market.  If it didn’t sell, she would rent it for the winter. She would never come back.
This should have made her sleep soundly, the knowledge that things would be done, her tasks accomplished, her name cleared. But she watched the moon rise in the east, almost full, and shine onto the bed linens. She didn’t want the summer to end. She wanted it to go on, full of flowers, wine, olives, and — possibility. Yes, possibility, that thing she was so afraid of. Now she hungered for it, she lived for it. She rolled onto her stomach and put the pillow over her head. 
Was it possible to hide from your own life, from the prescribed steps, the set-in-stone trajectory? Was it possible to, say, change your name and live in France and be a completely different person, one your parents wouldn’t recognize, someone carefree, a nature girl, a bon vivant? Was it possible to forget the people you leave behind, those who nurtured and loved you, those who made you who you were? If you wished, wished, wished hard enough, would your fairy godmother, or an ogre-ish old widow, give you a string of magic pearls that would transform you into somebody who could do such a thing? A woman who could decide absolutely and exactly what would make her happy, right there, on the spot, and then actually do those things, without compromise or regret? 
She sighed under the pillow. How old do you have to be to stop believing in fairy tales? Because she didn’t think she’d actually reached that age.
Good old practical Merle. She would see what was right, what was necessary. She wouldn’t flinch from duty, responsibility, a promise made at an altar. She would carry on. She wouldn’t — no, she couldn’t change. She was who she was. Haircuts be damned.
Moonlight was not a string of pearls. She wasn’t a princess, or even a bon vivant. She was the clear-eyed one, the sensible child, the one who would clear her name, sell the house, and go home. 
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GERARD STOOD A GOOD HALF-MILE OUT, deep into the vines. Rogers found him at last, after tramping over the rocky ground for fifteen minutes. Even in the twilight, the stars popping out, the old boy was out coddling his piss-poor vines, some so old and rotten they should have been pulled years ago. Gerard had a fantastic vision of himself as some sort of maestro of wine-making. As if he knew how to look for noble rot and the precise moment the grapes were ready. Rogers knew more than this French peasant did, and he lived in the Big Smoke.
The only smoke Gerard knew was from his cigarette. It led Rogers down the row in the dusk. The Frenchman looked up at the sound of the crunching of soil under his feet. He stared, the tip of his cigarette glowing. Rogers stopped and caught his breath.
“How’s the season going then?” he said to be friendly. They had to trust each other, at least a bit.
“Pas mal,” Gerard grunted. He wore that stupid smock again like he was auditioning as a mad scientist in a B-movie. 
In French Rogers said, “Are you ready then? Have the gasoline?”
Gerard took a draw of his cigarette. “In good time.”
“This is a good time. You don’t want to be buying it right before. It’ll look suspicious.”
Gerard shrugged. Rogers bit down on his molars. Idiot. 
“Just so you have it in time. What’s that American woman doing out here?”
Gerard brushed past him, his long legs headed back to the house. Rogers turned, skipping to keep up, stumbling on a wire. He growled as he caught himself, swearing. Gerard didn’t turn back. At the house he went inside and shut the door in Hugh’s face. 
And locked it.
Rogers knocked. “Come on, old man. Let’s have a little parley. Ouvrez la porte.” He didn’t dare raise his voice this close to the buildings. He looked around the yard and shrank into the doorframe, knocking again.
Odile answered the door. She didn’t like him, never had. If Gerard was the silent, brooding type, he at least could be counted on to carry through with the plan. He had the rebel in him, and that was enough to get him to go along. Odile was not so solid. She suspected Hugh of having motives. Which of course he did have and he wasn’t about to share them with a haggard old wreck of a Frenchwoman.  
“Mr. Rogers,” she said. “Or should I say Mr. Simms. I’m sorry I can’t ask you in. I’m in the middle of something.”
By the look of her she was in the middle of washing dishes, or plucking a chicken. Her hair had come loose in damp strands around her face. She wore plastic gloves, yellow ones, slipping them off now and slapping them on her thigh like a bullfighter. He took a glance at her steely blue eyes and stepped half a step back. 
“Quite all right, Odile. Turn off the porch light, would you?” She snapped it off, leaving them in the shadows. The last light clung to the western sky, a slash of violet. “That’s better. Now, what about this American? You can’t have her out here snooping around. It’s dangerous.” She shrugged, the French answer to anything they disliked hearing. “Why do you need tours anyway?”
“For the money of course.” Her voice was disembodied in the gloom.
“Then do them yourself.”
“It is your people who want to see the wineries, the English.”
“It can’t be lucrative, Odile. What do you get, ten euros a head?”
“Twenty, plus the wine they buy.”
“Twenty? Really. Enough to pay off the mortgage, is it?”
She breathed out noisily. He’d made her mad. He’d been right then, Odile held the purse strings while her crazy brother puttered around with the grapes. But Gerard would do as he was told. If you kept your thumb on him.
“We count on you for that, Mr. Rogers. You were to pay us for our expenses so far and we have seen not a sou. The bottles come tomorrow and who is to pay for them?”
“Don’t worry about things like that. Just get rid of the American.”
“As soon as you pay us. Where is the money? How do we know you have it for us? We have bills to pay.”
“So you’ve said.” He searched the dim light for her eyes. “Get rid of her, Odile.”
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WHEN PASCAL ARRIVED AT EIGHT-THIRTY, Merle was dressed in jeans, shirt, and bandanna covering her hair. She waved him in as she left for the post office, logging onto the internet. A tiny postman named Charles called to her: “Madame Bennett? Vingt-cinq , Rue de Poitiers?” He held out an oversized white envelope. It was from the lawyers, McGuinness and Lester, Esq., postmarked a week before.  
Back at the terminal she had two emails, one from Tristan at camp. He was fine, he said, and he hadn’t hit anybody yet.  The weather was cool and damp. He was canoeing most afternoons. She wrote that she missed him, and would bean him herself if he got into another fight. The other email was from Annie, making plans to come to France. She was excited and still hoped to bring Tristan with her if she could get Bernie and Jack to pay for the ticket. Merle wrote back with her credit card number and told her sister not to bother their parents.
At the patisserie she bought herself a croissant and a café au lait, and opened the envelope. Inside was Harry’s second, secret will, a legal-size document only three pages long. A note from Troy Lester was attached.
“Merle:   Annie made me do it. Also enclosed are what was left in W.S.’s files. Hope you’re doing well over there. T.L.” 




 
She pulled the file out of the envelope. It contained only a few papers. The first three were yellowing invoices for wine and armagnac from Weston Strachie’s Mediterranean Import-Export Company, carbon copies of the documents in the file she’d gotten at the will reading. All were dated 1953, to two liquor distributors in the U.S. and one in England, all describing cases of wine they had ordered. The last piece was new to her, a letter also from late 1953, from a New York distributor, a name that matched one of the invoices — Empire Warehouses. A demand for a shipment partially paid for but never received. Empire threatened legal action. 
Had Weston been sued? Was the wine in the basement the same wine mentioned here? She reread the invoices. No, different vintages.  He might have lied to the distributors about what he was importing, but that didn’t make much sense.
Merle picked up the will. ‘Sound mind,’ my ass. Harry left Courtney Duncan, and her daughter, Sophie, who he acknowledged as his child, the pension fund and the apartment on 12th street. Nothing new. Furniture, gifts, jewelry. Hold on.  Harry also left ten cases of Bordeaux to Courtney, bought through a British company. Was this the man who had called? Atlantic  Investments, it sounded familiar. He had been rather nice on the telephone, considering a big investor was now both dead and broke. Mr. Rogers, like the sweater-and-sneakers guy.
Ten cases could make a nice nest egg if the bottles aged well, and lasted until Sophie went to college.  What was the wine in the basement worth? Pascal had called it a jackpot but she had assumed that meant a jackpot of flavor. Maybe he meant it was worth a fortune. How did you sell a stash of wine like that?
Pascal. She had left him alone in the house. He didn’t know about the wine in the basement — did he? The hair stood up on her neck. Was that why he was so quiet last night, he had plans to steal the wine? Maybe he was loading it in a truck right now. She stuffed the papers back in the envelope and jogged back to rue de Poitiers.
As she unlocked the front door Pascal’s boots hit the stairs.  As she relocked the door he stood at the bottom, covered in plaster dust, his hair and eyebrows white as snow. 
“I’ll be back in a couple hours. Après dejeuner.” 
“You’re filthy. Would you like to wash? In the garden?” The bottom half of his face the only clean area on him. He must have covered it with a scarf. “You should clean up,” she said. “Come on.” 
Peeling off his shirt he lowered his head while she pulled the chain on the cistern. He ran his hands through his hair, his neck, eyes, ears, then washed his hands. Merle handed him a towel. The sun glistened off his shoulders and chest, not an unwelcome sight. He dried off, shook his shirt and pulled it back on, and went out the back gate. 
Merle stood in the sunshine, staring at the white footsteps he’d left in the dirt. If he’d been searching the house while she was gone, he made a good cover of plaster dust. He knew where the trap door was. She ran upstairs to see how much work he’d gotten done, and found a huge pile of debris under the ladder. He’d been up in the attic, cleaning out the birds nests. Twigs, feathers, guano: delightful.
She shut her bedroom door tight and walked back downstairs. She hated to think it but she couldn’t take chances. Pulling up the trap door she unlocked the wine cave. The bottles were all there, except for the three she’d taken upstairs. She breathed a sigh of relief and locked it all up again. 
Outside she moved around the flowers, watering. Pascal was just a worker, not a thief. That was a relief, and enough. She was moving around the wisteria when she did a double-take. A rose bush she’d never seen before sat in newly-turned earth. It hadn’t been there yesterday. Planted next to the white clematis vine, by the wall. 
The soil was still mounded and soft around the woody stem. A tag dangled from its base, a label:  “Reine de Violette.” Queen of Violet. A purplish-red blossom rose toward the sun. Who had planted it — Pascal? She stalked the edges of the garden, looking for new plants. There was a new, tiny clematis, almost invisible, in the northeast corner. A tiny row of marigolds next to the stoop. 
She spun around, heart pounding. Someone else had a key to the garden. 
 
THE GENDARME STOOD on his steps, locking the door to the tiny police bureau as she rounded the corner. Lunchtime, time for his card game. He blinked a few times as if trying to place her. This new hair had its devices. “Madame,” he said, nodding.
“Bonjour.” Damn, in French. “Do you know if Madame Labelle had friends or relatives, here in the village?”
He wiped his mouth, narrowing his eyes. His shoes were suddenly fascinating. “Non. Pourquoi?”
She’d been trained to spot liars, and he was one. She told him someone had gotten into her garden. Someone who had a key to the gate. “Did she have any relatives here? Or maybe a close friend.”
He brought his dark eyes up to hers and bid her good day. He walked away in slow, steady strides, the swagger of authority as universal as mother’s milk. Off to his juicy, card-playing lunch. What had he lied about? Justine had relatives here in town, or friends? Did he know who had the key to her garden gate? 
She knocked on the door of the gendarmerie but no one answered. She’d have to suss out the inspector elsewhere.  As she walked back through the streets, she looked at the faces that passed. Was one Justine’s friend, or a cousin or a sister? They stared back, unsmiling, looking through her as if she was invisible. 
 
PASCAL RETURNED ABOUT ONE-THIRTY from lunch. Upstairs the sound of pounding started.  Downstairs she looked over the will and invoices again, spreading them out with the other papers she’d gotten from the lawyers. Weston Strachie had made some distributors angry. He hadn’t delivered his wine. Maybe he meant to deliver these cases mentioned, maybe he had paid for the wine in the basement with these men’s money. Maybe he’d had problems with customs or something. It didn’t make him a thief. 
She spread her hand over the will. Not again today, she thought. Reading about Harry’s devotion to Courtney and Sophie was too hard. She folded it and put it away.
So, back to work. Next on the list: the rug.  She opened the trap door to the basement again. The place gave her the creeps, but since they’d found the wine it had begun to look more pleasant, a disguise of filth and vermin to keep out intruders. The stairs creaked as she stepped slowly under the floor, sweeping the flashlight around the dank, earth floor and the mossy stone walls, eyes peeled for furry rodents. 
Most of the junk was gone, old bottles, nests of cotton that were once clothes, ancient preserves and unrecognizable lumps of mold. The wooden kegs she’d fallen into must have once held potatoes or carrots but animals had cleaned them out. She kicked one and saw a huge cockroach skitter away. 
The rolled-up carpet, source of whiskered varmints, was large and heavy. Setting down the flashlight, she picked up one end. Under it was a piece of tarp. Oil cloth, it felt like. So maybe it wasn’t rotten. She shook it, hoping any mice would run away, but nothing came out. Dragging one end toward the stairs, she groaned under the dead weight. As she backed up the stairs, knees splayed, the length of the rug swung out, knocking over bits of broken kegs like a mermaid’s  tail. 
Heaving it around corners, she pulled it out into the garden into the golden summer light and took a good look at it. The exposed top was covered with mildew. The sides weren’t so bad, and the oil cloth had at least partially done its job of protecting it from creeping damp. She kicked it with her foot, unrolling it on the gravel by the table. 
An Oriental rug of reds and blues, very faded. Worn too, with places where the backing showed through. She folded it back in half so that the moldy top could be scrubbed, filled the tub with cistern water and got a scrub brush from the house. 
The mold was superficial, probably developing since the hole in the roof. With elbow grease and soapy water, it yielded. The hard work was satisfying, the way it had been when they first arrived. She threw the rest of the water on the rug, swished it around, rinsed it with a clean tub then called it good.
The sun had left most of the garden. She had managed to get herself soaking wet. Her pink polo shirt clung to her chest, more than a little transparent, her blue running shorts dripping on her bare feet. Putting the tub and scrub brush away, she considered stripping off her wet clothes right here. The towel would serve as back-up in case Pascal was still around. She unbuttoned a button and stopped. Yves and Suzette had a good view of the garden.
As she stepped into the kitchen she heard footsteps on the stairs. So, Pascal had almost caught her naked in the garden. The thought made her skin crawl, or maybe she was just cold.  The house stayed at least ten degrees cooler. She paused at the kitchen door just as a creature, a large hairy mouse, ran up through the trap door and stopped at the bottom of the stairs, staring at her. 
The animal sat up on its haunches, the size of a small rat. It didn’t look like any rodent she’d seen. It had a long nose and big, round ears but was chubbier, almost Mickey Mouse-ish. His black eyes were large and round, the fur brownish gray. But he was a mouse, a filthy rodent, and he wasn’t running away.
Pascal peeked around the doorframe from the lower steps. “I see you have company,” he whispered, smiling at the thing. 
The creature looked fairly tame, chewing something, unafraid. “What should I do?” she whispered through chattering teeth. 
“Say hello.” He crouched down on the step. “Bonjour, petit loir.” The animal turned its black eyes toward him for a minute then jumped backwards like a miniature kangaroo. 
Merle backed toward the kitchen door. “Here you go. The big wide outdoors. All yours.” She stepped aside. “Tell it to go outside.”
He clucked his tongue. The loir twitched its long hairy tail. Pascal eased over the stair railing and dropped softly onto the floor. “Close the trap door,” she whispered.  He tipped the door until it closed with a loud thunk. The animal took off like a shot up the stairs, its skittering claws scratching against the wood.
“No! Not my bedroom!”
“If only I hadn’t closed off the ceiling.” Pascal’s eyes moved over her and she crossed her clammy arms over her chest.  “But the window is open. And the chimney. It will escape.”
“Will it come back?”
He shrugged. “The loir is a harmless little creature.  Nothing to be afraid.”
She sat on a dining chair, still shivering. “What did you call it?”
“A loir. You do not have them in the United States? It is cousin to the English dormouse.”
She shook her head, feeling droplets fling off the ends of her hair. If we had them in the U.S. she didn’t know about it, and didn’t want to know. She really should change out of these wet clothes. Her hands were stiff. Pascal disappeared then returned with a towel he wrapped around her shoulders. “Forgive me. You are the shivers.”
“Thanks.” She pulled the towel closer. “I think I — I — ”
“Wait here. I get you some dry clothes.”
“B-but.” But he was gone, up the stairs. To look through her drawers. And chase the loir out, she hoped.
He came downstairs with underpants, a sweatshirt, and jeans, then went outside into the garden. Stepping into the bathroom, she peeled off her wet things, dried roughly and pulled on the warm clothes. She dried her hair ends and rubbed her face. He had brought her underwear, plain, white cotton ones as if that was who he thought she was: a plain, white woman, slightly worn and a little baggy. 
Holding her wet clothes in a ball, she stepped out outside. He was still here. Smoking a cigarette. He crushed it under his boot, picked up the stub and put it in his pocket. “Better?”
She threw her wet clothes over the clothesline. “Have you got another one of those?” He dug the pack of cigarettes out and lit her one. She smoked with jerks, hand to mouth then handed it back to him. “That’s enough.”
He crushed it under his boot like the other. “You are still cold? I can make chocolat chaud.”
Inside Merle climbed the stairs to get some socks and grabbed the blanket off her bed. In the kitchen he stirred milk in the saucepan. She sat on Tristan’s bed in the parlor, wrapped in the blanket. When had a man ever cooked for her, she wondered, as he handed her a mug of hot chocolate. “Did you make one for yourself?” He poured himself a cup from the saucepan and leaned against the doorframe.
“You make great cocoa. Thank you.” And you make great conversation, for a brain-dead person.  “How is the work going upstairs?”
“Pas mal. I can stay and clean it up but tomorrow there may be more mess.”
“As long as I can get, you know, to my bed — my bedroom — my room.” Christ. Had her brain frozen? A racking shiver went through her. 
He looked at her over the cocoa and then at the liquid in his mug.  Merle drank, and finally got warm. He set down his cup on the stove. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“You don’t think the little thing, the — ?”
“Loir.”
“The loir will be back?”
“He is harmless. You will sleep all right?”
“Oh, sure. I guess.”
“Everyone has a loir now and then. It is very French.”
So she curled up, extremely French, under her covers, cursing in French to keep away rodents, listening for scratching noises, for claws on wood. Something on the roof woke her at three with its scritch/scritch; by five she called it quits and got up. She felt ridiculous and squeaky, like the silly blond in the old gothics who needed a man to protect her. That was not her.
“Only a fricking mouse,” she said loudly to the dust motes on the stairs, hoping to scare ‘le petit loir’ if he hid somewhere. The thought of things scampering over her in the night, and their little whiskers and teeth. Pascal hadn’t been afraid. But he wasn’t sleeping with rodents. 
 
WHEN THE HARDWARE STORE OPENED at eight o’clock she was there to ask about grills for her chimney, to keep out birds and small animals. The clerk showed her different sizes, all rather pricey. She had been expecting a piece of chicken wire but these were ornate affairs, ranging in price from twenty to sixty euros, depending on the strength of the iron bars and the number of curlicues. 
What size was her chimney opening, they asked. She didn’t know. At home she made an espresso and set Albert’s ladder up against the house. The sun was rising over the hills to the east, sending golden rays from behind a bank of deep purple clouds. Halfway up she stopped to admire the sky. On top of the hill to the east, framed by sunrise, the big Château looked like Cinderella’s castle, with turrets and flags and shrubs sculpted into animal shapes.  The wine-tasting tourists had asked her about it, was it worth the big price tag. She didn’t know a thing about it. Over there, still in shadow, was Château Gagillac where trucks were moving in and out around the tasting room. Loading wine? Would they schedule another tour? She did so miss Gerard’s scowling face. 
Onward, skyward. She passed her bedroom window and kept going. Those shutters needed paint, badly. At the edge of the roof she stopped again. Pascal’s work was twelve or so feet to the left but she could see the new tiles, the patched spot. It looked good, blending in with the old tiles and secure from the weather. He hadn’t reset the gutter though. It hung, swinging loose.
She set her hand on the tile roof. The clay tiles were slick moss, and steeper than she imagined. Walking across them to the chimney was out of the question.  Down she went, looking over her shoulder at the winery again. Now the big barn doors of the ageing  room were wide open. A truck was backing into it. Maybe loading barrels to take to the commune. 
As she lowered her foot to the next rung the ladder lurched to the left. A jolt of adrenaline snapped her to attention. She had been sightseeing from her perch when she should have been watching what she was doing. She looked down. One leg of the ladder was sinking in the wet dirt below. Her foot slipped but she hung on. Her heart beating in her ears, she waited for more sinking. She was ten feet off the ground and it would be nice to take the rest one rung at a time, thank you very much. Slowly she put a foot down on the next rung. The ladder sunk a little more, tipping west. 
Quick or slow, that was the question. She eyed crash sites below, soft mud straight down where she’d washed the rug. Hard rocks of the path or gravel of the patio if she went left with the ladder. The ladder sunk a little more, tilting precariously. On the upper end, where the ladder touched the roof, the left leg was barely in contact with the gutter. Another inch and —
With a two-rung hop Merle pushed off the ladder, falling to her right hip and catching herself with her right arm. Her shin banged against the bottom rung and she cursed loudly. The ladder fell sideways out from under her flying feet, taking down some of the ripening pears as it fell. A loud peel as it clanged against the top of the wall resounded off the stone buildings like a church bell. 
 Blinking, her ears ringing, she sat up, covered with mud. An inventory of the body found a gash in the shin, rising already into a goose egg. She gingerly rotated her shoulder. It felt all right, despite falling on it. She felt her arm, her wrist. Sore but okay. She tried to stand. Pushing up with her right arm was painful. Not to mention the sore leg. She looked at her wrist again.  
“Stupid. Stupid. Stupid,” she whispered angrily. This was the problem with being practical. You wanted to do everything yourself to save a few francs and ended up nearly killing yourself. Years ago, in the blush of home-ownership, she’d decided to hose out the gutters, climbing all over the roof, having a good ol’ time up in the air until Harry came home and told her she could have broken her neck. She could hear him right now, scolding her from beyond the grave.
“Oh, Harry.” She sat on the patio chair, pushing the ladder off it. “I wish I could say this is all your fault.”
Pounding at the back gate. “Merle?”
She pulled the key out from the chain around her neck and unlocked the gate. Moving her wrist to twist the key hurt; she switched to her left hand. Albert wore his usual uniform, the blue farmer’s coveralls. 
“I hear the big boom.” 
Her wrist was beginning to ache. “I might have broken something.”
He insisted she go see the doctor, leading her through the streets to the Cabinet du Medecin of Doctor Beynac. Merle played her role as careless child. An x-ray and exam later, she was fitted with a cast made of rolled gauze and some new material simulating the outdated plaster of yore. The doctor was very nice, even nicer because Albert was an old friend. He also checked out the shin gash, dabbed it and bandaged it up. 
“Be careful now, ” Dr. Beynac said, wagging his plump finger. “You should not be doing these things. Is your husband not able to do these?”
“I am a widow, docteur.” A stupid, careless widow.
“That old ladder,” Albert muttered on the walk home. “I will get a new one. That one is bad, very old, very bad.”
Merle stood in front of her house, holding her cast across her waist with her good hand. This could be awkward, not having a right hand. The fingers could wiggle but they couldn’t reach her thumb. “The ground was soft. It went — ” She mimed the sinking ladder with her good arm. “Then I jumped off.”
“Mon Dieu. I am feeling terrible. And the worst of it is, I must use that ladder to pick my plums this week.”
She led him through the house into the garden where the ladder sat where she’d left it, leaning on the wall. “I hope it still works.”
Albert grumbled, angry with the ladder as he carried it over his head and then out the gate. What was she going to do about the chimney grate? Pascal stepped out the kitchen door.
“I began upstairs,” he said. “The door was unlocked. That is not a good idea, I told you, leaving doors unlocked, even in the daytime —” He stared at her cast. “What happened?”
“The ladder,” she said. “It toppled.”
“What were you doing on the ladder?” His dark eyes looked angry. “That is not for you to do.”
“So said the doctor. I was looking at the chimney. I want a grate over it. I think the loir came down that way.” She sighed. “I kept thinking about his little whiskers.” 
She lay back on Tristan’s bed after Pascal went upstairs to work. No work for Merle today. Next door, in Yves and Suzette’s bedroom, the lace curtain blew out on the breeze.  She opened her own window to feel the air and heard Yves’s voice, murmuring, and Suzette’s high-pitched laughter in response. Were they making love? A hand appeared and their window snapped shut. 
Upstairs the hammering began. It sounded like the clatter of her heart.
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THE ROOM IS DARK and Virginia is tired. She’s been struggling with the baby for at a good half-hour and he won’t settle down. She’d found milk for it, then changed the diaper so she knew he was a boy. He wore rags, nothing more than strips of fabric wrapped around his strong young body. 
Outside the noise has been muffled and gone out. That was so brief she thought maybe she dreamed it. But Weston came inside and told her the woman had run away. Without her baby, Virginia asked. It seemed unnatural. She had no business here, she was a squatter, a whore. 
The baby tires of squirming and wailing, nestling into her shoulder. He is quite big, not walking yet so she thinks maybe a year old. She doesn’t know much of babies but this one is not a newborn. He is heavy and uses his hands well, grabbing her hair, her earrings. 
Virginia looked into her purse earlier and found a few francs. Weston was busy in the back as she slipped out and bought milk and a loaf of bread. The baby quieted as she walked across the square.
But that was hours ago. Now he has awakened again, though it appears another sip of milk has calmed his fears. He looks at her with wide, startled eyes, as if she means him harm. Then his body loses the tension and he melts into her shoulder, rubbing his face on her dress.
Soon his breathing slows and he is sleeping. The quiet of room is deep. She rubs his little stiff back and he wiggles, sucking his thumb. Outside Weston is working. She knows better than to ask what he’s doing. She adores him but she knows the limit of his patience. 
She strokes the baby’s cheek. Someone loved him, he is fat and adorable with black swirls of hair and big serious eyes that make love to her. 
Weston is washing outside. She has never known him to be so industrious. He has sweated through his shirt, made his trousers filthy. She laughs at him, but he is in a black mood, angry about something. Probably having to work. He goes upstairs and comes down with a suitcase. He changes his shirt, brushes off his pants. He is ready to go. 
Virginia bundles up the baby, finding a blanket, some diapers, the bottle of milk. Weston barks at her, what the hell? She insists, the baby must come. They can’t just leave him. No, he yells. Yes, she says again. He will be ours now. She holds him tight against her, perhaps too tight. He whimpers.
We’ll take him to the convent, Weston says. She holds him tighter.  No, she says. We will call him Harold.  My father’s name. He is ours now. 
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IN THE MORNING the sun promised a hot day. Her wrist had ached all night and she scratched her forehead with the cast in her sleep. She was struggling with the espresso maker when Pascal arrived. 
He brought cans of paint and bags of dry plaster along with plastic bags and a broom. She watched him mount the stairs with only a nod her direction. Could it be he was almost done?  She’d gotten nothing done yesterday, the ache was so bad in her arm. Today work called out to her as if punishment for her stupidity.
Odile Langois called on the new cell phone. She’d gotten the number from Albert. Could she tour a group tomorrow? Oh, why not. She wouldn’t be painting. Merle wrote down the time with her left hand and hoped she could read it tomorrow.
The espresso wasn’t happening. She walked down to the square to buy a café au lait from a small bar where men stood even at nine in the morning and had a glass of wine or some eau de vie in their morning coffee. Merle hadn’t tried that unique concoction — a pear or plum liqueur, heavily alcoholic, that oldsters like Albert made at home. It looked like the white lightning of her youth. 
She nursed her café au lait at a table on the sidewalk and made some phone calls. At least she could push buttons with the fingers on her bad arm. Arnaud Rancard was on vacation now. She called one of her colleagues at Legal Aid and tried to have a short conversation about getting a name of a homeless agency official in Bordeaux before she realized it was after midnight in New York and apologized. She dug out the phone number of the criminal lawyer in Bordeaux, and called. She explained to the secretary, at least she tried to explain, that she couldn’t come for an appointment, she had to stay in the village. Could Monsieur Lalouche call her on this number?
As she turned to signal for her check, she saw the old locksmith, Andre Saintson, at the bar. He leaned forward, barely upright, raising a cup to his lips. She gathered herself, bad arm and purse, and went inside.
“Bonjour, Monsieur. Comment allez-vous?” He frowned at her from under bushy eyebrows. “Merle Bennett,” she reminded him, and they shook hands. He did not comment on her cast, just shook the ends of her fingers.
“How is your house?” he asked.
“I tried to find you to open the garden gate. But I got it open. Someone gave me the key.” He nodded warily. “Remember the garden?”
The bartender, a round man with a three-day beard and black hair, wiped the bar and listened. She turned to him. “My garden is like the Tuilleries. Justine Labelle took great care of it.” 
The man flinched. She said, “Did you know Justine?”
“Non,” he answered quickly, eyes darting at the other man at the bar. 
“Did you know Justine Labelle?” she asked the stranger, a farmer by his looks. He threw down some coins and stalked out. She turned back to Andre. “Et vous?”
He sneered, nodding. “Une
putain, a whore.”
“Where did she live before she came to my house?”
He lit a cigarette, taking his time. “I don’t know where.”
“Bordeaux,” offered the bartender. “So says Jean-Pierre.”
“Why did she come here? Did she just like this town?” Neither man commented. “Or for business?” The bartender leered and muttered something. 
“Qui sais?” Andre mumbled. Who knows.
What had happened to him after he changed her locks? Had he been threatened by the gendarme? Or had he just decided to hang out in bars all day, avoiding her? She didn’t think she’d get an answer. 
“It must have been disgraceful, having a putain here.” The bartender squelched a smirk. “Are there others? My husband’s parents would not have liked her living in their house. You, monsieur,” she said to the bartender. “Do you know anyone of the Chevalier family?” He said no. “The family gave the house to my husband’s mother. She was a Chevalier. Someone must know them.”
The bartender spoke rapidly to Andre who told her, “They all left town years ago, when he was a kid. Some kind of scandale. ”
“About what?”
Andre and the bartender talked so fast she hardly caught a word.  Andre, who spoke slowly, said, “His mother was very upset. She was a friend of one of them and she never saw them again.”
“Does his mother still live here?”
“She died last winter.”
“Can you think of anyone who might remember the scandal?”
Andre smoked. The bartender had no ideas up his wine-stained sleeves. 
“This town is full of old people. You must know someone who likes to wag his tongue.”
“Not many in this town.” Andre drained his cup. “How about your neighbor?” 
“Madame Suchet? She’s not old enough to remember, is she?” 
The bartender was glaring at the old man. “Perhaps not. You’re right. Too young.”
 
MERLE HELD THE SMALL PLUM TART from the patisserie against her cast as she knocked on Madame Suchet’s door. The pear tart had broken the ice, she was hoping plums would continue the thaw.  
Madame opened the door, smoothing down the front of her blouse. A full-breasted woman, she often left her blouse unbuttoned to her décolletage, probably because the buttons refused to hold. Today she burst from a white blouse with tiny blue flowers embroidered on the collar. Her skirt was pleated in green.  Her hair was simple, bangs across her forehead and a platinum dye on her chin-length bob.
“Bonjour, madame,” she said. She presented the tart and smiled, and with hesitation, Mme. Suchet invited her inside. She was just having her morning coffee. She sliced the tart and served it on china plates.  They tasted it in her small living room, a salon that had a formal air with doilies, old black-and-white framed photographs, and a bit of dust.
Madame asked how the house was coming. “Bien, bien, merci,” Merle smiled.  A little accident with the ladder yesterday. She grimaced and held up her cast.  You have a lovely home. Have you lived here long, she asked.
“All my life,” Madame said, smiling. “Except for the years I was married and lived in Paris.”
“Then perhaps you knew the owners of my house?” 
“My parents knew them, the people who lived there during the war.”
“The Chevalier’s?”
“That was not the name.” Madame frowned, looking out the window at Merle’s house. “Sebastien? He was Italian. Sabatini, that was it.”
“And his wife, she was Italian?”
“No, she was from nearby. Perhaps here in the village. “
“Was she the aunt of Marie-Emilie Chevalier?”
Her finger flew to her chin as if this had not occurred to her. But yes, she said, that is how the house passed to Marie-Emilie and her husband. During the war the Sabatini’s left, abandoning the place. Things were very bad here then. The resistance fighters were everywhere, working against the Vichy government. That often brought retaliations, accusations of spying or hiding Jews or black-marketeering. People learned to keep to themselves, to lay low. Monsieur Sabatini had fought for the French and was gone for much of the war. 
It didn’t take much to get Madame Suchet remembering the past. Mme Sabatini had asked the young Madame Suchet, she was only a girl then, to help in the garden, to pick fruit or hang laundry or help pluck chickens. Things children did in every house. The woman  softened into the chair, cuddling her cup in both hands. Her face had lost that hostile air as she remembered the old days. Merle felt the wall fall away between them. They were just two women, alone, and not so very different.
“Where was your father during the war?”
“He had gone into the army early, drafted because he did not have a farm to maintain. He was a mason here but in the army he learned explosives. But after the surrender he was taken prisoner. He came home after the war a broken man.”
Madame went to the mantel and took down a faded photograph of a young man in uniform, so proud, so young. He was twenty-seven at the war’s start.
“Did the Sabatini’s have children?”
“No. They were young too, younger than my parents.”
“Do you know what happened to them?”
“For the first few years of the war she took in laundry, bartering for food. But as things got worse and he didn’t come home, she grew thin and sick. Finally she went to live with relatives somewhere. She came back for a little while after the war, but things were very bad here. No jobs, the farms abandoned, no animals or men to work the fields.”
The woman was talking slow enough that Merle could understand almost everything. Maybe her French was getting better. “But your parents kept their house.”
“And so did the Sabatini’s. But eating was another matter. Unless you had land, with animals to slaughter, chickens for eggs, a goat, room to grow vegetables, you didn’t have food. My mother and her older brother went to work for a dairy, and that kept us alive.”
“Did you know Marie-Emilie?”
“Non. After the war I went north to find work, and met my husband.”
Interesting but a dead end. She tried to think of anything else but there was only the squatter left to discuss. “Did you know Justine Labelle?”
Mme. Suchet grew very still, pursing her lips. “Non.”
“You saw her. Living there.” She didn’t answer. “I heard that there was a scandal attached to the house, from years ago.”
Madame cocked her head. “Je ne sais pas.” She didn't know.
She suddenly had to go run errands. The visit had been a good one, and they now had had a real conversation. She learned the name of the previous owner, before Weston and Marie. Maybe she and Mme Suchet would talk again.
In the garden the rug felt dry and looked clean enough. She rolled it badly with one hand and tried to pick it up. With a grunt she dropped it again. This busted-wing business was a pain in the ass.
 Pascal leaned out of the second floor window into the sunshine. “Can I help?”
He came down and heaved the rolled rug over his shoulder. Staggering he lurched into the house and deposited it in the front room. “Here  I hope?”
They rolled it out and Merle swept it awkwardly with a clean broom. Straightening it so that it defined a sitting area around Tristan’s bed they stood back and admired its frayed splendor. Shabby, faded and worn, the rug was far from elegant but the bed with its open springs was not exactly the height of interior design either.
“Lovely,” Pascal said. “Merveilleux.”
She laughed and took a swing at him with the broom. He said, “Ow. You want both of us to be cripples?”
“I am not a cripple!” She would be happy with Pascal as a friend, someone to share a laugh. “Only half a cripple.”
“You should rest. Wait for your arm to heal.” He rubbed his hair, causing plaster dust to fly. “I can help you. If you can’t find anyone else.”
“Are you offering your services?”
“At your pleasure, madame.”
Despite her fresh pledge of friendship she felt the heat rise in her, warming her neck and face. Why did he keep grinning at her and offering her pleasure? He looked quite serious now, as if he didn’t have a sexy grin at all. 
“Let’s see what you’ve been doing upstairs.”
The loft was a picture of demolition with very little construction apparent. A three-foot high pile of plaster, lath, pigeon feathers, sticks, string, and mud from nests, and unrecognizable crap sat in the middle of the room. The stepladder stood under the hole in the ceiling. The rafters were visible, and above them a piece of plywood sealed off the attic space. 
“All this was up there?”
“I left some for the next hole.”  Pascal handed her a bandanna and pulled his over his mouth and nose. “You hold the bags, I fill.”
Eight trash bags later the loft floor was mostly clean. Pascal carried the bags down the stairs and set them on the curb. He had arranged for a man with a truck to take them to the dump. Merle tried to sweep with one arm and did a poor job of it. She held the dustpan instead and they filled one last bag.
“What now?” Merle pulled the scarf off her face, admiring the semi-clean space. It would have to be mopped again, later.
“Now I put up new lath —“ He pointed to strips of wood piled in the corner. “And do the plaster.” He frowned at the now large hole.
“You’ve done plaster before?” 
“Oh, yes,” he said confidently then hung his head. “Once.”
“Did you do it well?”
“Formidable, bien sûr.”  He smirked then looked out from under his eyebrows. “Do you want to see if I can find someone who really knows how to do plaster? I am not good. In truth, I suck at plaster.”
She laughed. “You ‘suck?’ Where did you learn that word?”
“It is not right, ‘I suck?’”
“It’s just not something I expected to ever hear a Frenchman say.”
“Well, they say it all the time on MTV.”
 
Pascal made a few phone calls. A small job, he explained, one, maybe two days. He could finish it off, sanding and texturing, and paint would be last.
“What other jobs?”
Merle looked up from the table. “I’m making a list. I’ll help you if I can. Until my arm heals, or —“ She handed him the piece of paper. 
“Or you get tired of me hanging around?” 
He had dimples. Dear God. “First, the gutter. You didn’t reattach it when you did the roof.”
“Back up the killer ladder?”
“Back up the killer ladder.”
“But first, lunch? Can I buy you some lunch? It’s very late.” It was one o’clock. Tragically late.
“I have too much to do. I have my own list.” She held it up for him to see how long it was, full of important must-do stuff.
He squinted at it. “Your handwriting sucks.”



 
 
31
 
MERLE ATE HER LUNCH in the garden, reading the bad novel and eating cheese. She felt a bit safer knowing someone else was going to do the hard work. She was definitely a danger to herself. And with the treasure in the basement, the wine felt safer too. She stared at her list. Had she learned nothing from France? She pushed it away and turned her face to the sun. It warmed her tired bones, her sore muscles, and her cast, until she moved her chair to the shade, propping her feet on the low wall. 
Another heavenly day in the garden. The roses needed dead-heading but the climbing pink one on the far wall was busting its guts to please her. Even the new one, the Reine de Violette, had opened a mauve blossom. 
She awoke with a start at the sound of the aluminum extension ladder going up. Pascal leaned it against the house, checked the legs for a firm footing, set rocks on either side of them, and climbed. Merle turned back to the book in her lap. Maybe she did need some rest. She tried to stand using her right arm. Ouch. Gathering her dishes and book, she nodded to Pascal on her way into the kitchen.
In the bathroom she took a couple more aspirin then tried to rinse her dishes in the kitchen sink. How in hell was she going to keep this cast dry? 
Pascal came to the back door and knocked. He poked his head into the kitchen. “I must find new boulons for the gutter.” He held up a bent screw.
“And I need to buy something for dinner. Walk together?” 
He had a long stride and she had to step lively to keep up, holding her cast against her stomach. Out on the streets she relaxed, thinking about the menu for dinner instead of crimes past and present. The lavender was blooming in pots around the plaza, scenting the air.  In the grocery she bought a small piece of fish with a strange name, some green beans, and a baguette. More than enough for one person. 
He was up on the ladder when she returned home. An hour later he appeared again at the door. She offered him a glass of wine. They sat outside on the patio. He sipped his wine, and said, “Something new?”
“Château Cheval-Blanc.” She handed him the bottle. “It’s good, isn’t it?”
He held the glass up to the sunlight. The thick liquid was as dense as milk and tasted a lot better. “Incroyable. Where did you get it?”
She wanted to tell him about the cave. But the knowledge, the secret of the wine, was a big responsibility. And who was he? He seemed too well-traveled, too educated to be a roofer. She hated being suspicious, but she had to be careful. She replaced the cork. “I’ll pour some more at dinner. If you’ll join me.”
He put a hand over his heart. “For Château Cheval-Blanc  —  and your company, madame, I am honored.”
She served the fish baked with a cream sauce. Pascal had gone home to wash and change his clothes. His father, he said sipping the wine, would have killed for this one. It was a rare Bordeaux from a small vineyard. Vintages during the war, or right after like this one were very rare because of the devastation of the vineyards from battles and neglect.
As they finished dinner, set outside in the warm evening air, a knock came at the front door. Merle could see the gendarme standing on the step, his hat in his hands. She put her plate in the sink and went to the door.
“I am here to talk to the boy. Your son,” Jean-Pierre said, looking around her.
“He’s not here.” She heard Pascal come into the room. 
He reached around her and shook Jean-Pierre’s hand. “Come in, have a refreshment.” She caught Pascal’s eye: what the hell are you doing?
Pascal poured the last of the Cheval-Blanc for the gendarme. At the oak table he sniffed it, sipped, and nodded, licking his lips.  “An old vintage? ”
She shrugged. “Was there something you needed from my son?”
“I need to speak to him about the fight. There were complaints we must address.”
“He’s gone home to America.”
“Without his passport?” 
“He kept his passport. It’s mine you have.” She crossed her arms. “Why are you here?”
“The inspector wants to speak to him.”
“What about?”
“I just do my duty.” He drained his glass and saluted them. Was he drunk?  “I will leave you two amoureux to your evening.” 
After the door shut Merle turned to Pascal. “What did he say?” she asked in English. 
“Which part, about the passport?” He shrugged, picking up his dishes again from the table then put on espresso.
“What do you think tomorrow? Paint the shutters?” 
“I can’t ask you to do that, Pascal. You’re a roofer.” 
“I’m not plastering. I must wait for that before I finish upstairs.” 
“All right. I’ll buy paint in the morning.” They listened to the night birds circling high in the sky, catching insects. “Has there been talk about Justine Labelle around town?” 
“Not since the first few days.”
“Do they think I did it? The people?”
“I don’t know what they think.” He set his cup on the patio table. “I have heard that the Inspector gets pressure from his superiors to make an arrest.”
“He’s been investigating long enough.” She looked up. “You mean me?”
“Are there other suspects?”
The night didn’t seem so lovely.  “Do you have any theories?”
“I suppose someone who was her customer.”
“Here?”
“Or Bordeaux.”
“What about Jean-Pierre, our trusty gendarme? Does he know anything about her?”
“I only know him a little.”
“Was he drunk tonight?”
“Possibly.” Pascal looked serious. “Sometimes he plays cards. A little Jeu de Tarot. At lunch.”
“Do you think he would tell you Justine Labelle’s real name?”
“Why don’t you ask him?”
“I did. He won’t tell me.” 
He looked into his tiny espresso cup, as if reading the coffee grounds for an answer. “You want me to ask?”
 
THE NEXT MORNING Merle put on her jogging shoes, shoved her good shoes in a bag, and took off walking to the winery. She was early, but wanted to enjoy the morning in the countryside, the ducks on the pond at the bottom of the hill, the wood-cutters taking logs out of the thick forest, the solitary tourists on mopeds putt-putting along the country roads. On some far hill a church bell was ringing. The sky was white, promising heat again. 
She took the long way around the city walls, going out the north entrance to the beginning of the path that led to the cliffs. Not so long ago she had climbed those stairs, and a woman had been pushed to her death. Who had done it? Any one of the people on those buses that day. What was the inspector up to? She’d seen him around town, always alone at a table outside the tabac or a café, smoking and ruminating.  Pascal said he was getting pressure to arrest her, but he hadn’t been back to talk to her for days. This must be what denial feels like. Very nice. Pleasant.
She’d left Pascal with two gallons of sky blue paint. He had started taking down the shutters to paint them in the garden. As she walked her cell phone rang — her mother, calling at some ungodly time of night in Connecticut. 
There wasn’t much to say. There isn’t, when you’ve been lying for weeks. Your true life can never measure up to the picture you’ve painted for your relatives. Yes, she was happy Annie and Tristan would be here next week. Yes, the house was coming along. No, she wasn’t sure when she’d be home. Yes, everything was fine, just fine, having the time of her life. Vacation like no other. Perfect health. 
She’d never lied to her mother. She never needed to. Her life had always been on the up-and-up. But now, as she stepped off the track into the weeds, both literally and figuratively, there was too much to say and too great a distance. Her mother wouldn’t understand.  Merle would tell them all of it when it was over.
 The vines of Château Gagillac trembled in the morning mist.  She peeked under the leaves to see the clusters of grapes growing fatter in the summer sun. Something about grapevines was so ancient, so elemental, a link to Romans and Greeks and tribes who cultivated this soil for millennia. Had wine made from grapes planted right here on this hillside once gone down the throat of Caesar? Even the roses scenting the path knew their place in history.
The tour was an hour away. Merle took off her sweater, hung it in the closet in the tasting room, and changed her shoes. In the bathroom she brushed her hair, put on lipstick. She didn’t look too bad, except for the cast on her arm. Walking toward the house, she passed the aging room, its big doors closed and locked. What had those trucks been doing the other day, before her fall from the ladder? What was so secret in here? 
She looked around. No one nearby. She stepped over to the side door and tried the knob. Locked. Was it lying, the first sin, that made her bold? She walked around the building and found a window unlocked. She reached inside and cranked it wider then peered into the gloom inside. Where was Gerard? She boosted herself onto the sill and slipped inside.
She was behind the rows of oak barrels at the back of the chai. Lying on their sides, two rows high, the top row on heavily supported wooden beams spanned the width of the building. They appeared to be all the same as before, none missing. In front of them was something new. Wooden wine cases, with bottles inside on their sides, two rows deep. So this was what the trucks were doing, loading or unloading these cases. She leaned closer to see the label, picked up a bottle and held it up to the light from the window. ‘Château du Saint Clar, Grand Cru Classe, 1992.’
Of course it wasn’t Château Gagillac. They didn’t bottle  their own wine. There would be no Château Gagillac except in big plastic jugs, anytime soon. She looked at another case. ‘Château Buzet, Cru Bourgeois, 1988.’
She laid the bottle back in the wooden crate, running her fingers over its mates there, all alike. Similar crates with different wineries stamped on the sides were stacked in neat piles. Voices outside! She crept back to the window. Back over the sash she landed quietly on the grass then peeked around the corner of the chai. No one there, and the voices had gone too. Heart beating fast — what had she been thinking? — she walked slowly toward the house to get her instructions for the day.
The crunching of the stones under her shoes blotted out noises. She raised her left fist to knock on the door. There, again.  Angry voices, from inside. She couldn’t follow the French, but it sounded like Gerard. Odile answered, equally fast and surprisingly loud, giving Gerard as good as he got. Unfortunately it seemed to set him off further. More yelling, then a bump. Had he hit her — or she him? 
Before Merle could turn away from the door Gerard yanked it open, his face flushed with anger. He glared at her and slammed the door shut behind him, shoving past her then tramped up the path to the chai. He disappeared around the building.
Odile opened the door, her face placid and unreadable. Besides a little flush in the neck, you’d never know she’d just had a shouting match. A French thing, Merle supposed, being able to fume and shout then be sweet as pie.  
The list of wine-tasters was long, fourteen people. Odile was her usual efficient self, and because of the language barrier, their conversation was over before it started. Odile sent her off as she stared out the window, worry creasing her face.
The tour group arrived in a small white bus, all British. They were a jolly, rosy-cheeked, limp-haired clan, and as they paid their money they joked with her.  “How’d you break your arm, dearie? Stayin' clear from Frenchmen, was it?” “If it was you, Jack, it’d be from lifting drinks glasses.”  “You seem to keep up, Terry. Not that there’s a contest.”  “Lovely having a driver, isn’t it?”  “A bit too lovely, if you ask me.” 
Merle took the last man’s money, and opened the cash box to look for change. “There you are, sir.” She blinked at him. Anthony Simms again, with his bad hair — definitely a toupee — and doggy brown eyes.
He smiled sheepishly. “Hello, Merle. How are you?”
“Another tour?”
He shrugged, opened his mouth to answer. Merle straightened her shoulders as she saw the rest of the group was staring at them silently as if expecting a little entertainment. 
“Ready? Let’s go to the vinification room and see how the grapes begin their journey into wine.”
Tours were shorter now, with the chai — where wine was aged — off-limits. She gave a little speech outside the locked doors to describe the oak barrels, explaining the process of selecting new and old barrels and why that was important, the special oak used to build them, the special coopers who did the work. The tourists didn’t seem to mind. The morning sun burned off the mist quickly and all felt the contentment of vacation in its rays. One couple kissed at the edge of the vines, much to their friends’ amusement. 
In the tasting room they admonished each other to taste and spit and not drink too much and to ‘bottoms up.’ Anthony Simms stood alone, solemnly sipping and swirling his wine. As the tour ended, the Englishmen including Anthony digging in their wallets for sizable and very welcome tips, she ignored him. He walked out of the tasting room with the group. She was glad but not convinced she’d seen the end of him.
Back at the office, Odile didn’t answer the knock. The door was unlocked so she’d let herself in, piling half the money at the edge of Odile’s desk and scribbling a note.   
Outside neither of the Langois was visible, nor the field crew who pruned and watered the vines. The bottles in the chai were a puzzle. Maybe Gerard wholesaled other wines on the side to make money. She changed her shoes in the tasting room, tied her sweater around her waist, and put on her sunglasses. It would be a hot walk back.
Simms waited by his car again, the only one in the gravel lot. He hadn’t gotten more attractive with time. In fact, just the opposite.
“Hello, Merle. Very nice tour, as usual.”
She stopped, crossing her arms. “Did you learn anything new?” 
“You probably wonder why I’m here again. I can see you do. And,” he laughed at himself and stepped toward her, “I should explain. I wanted to see you again. But I couldn’t get up the nerve to just knock on your door.”
“And you, who know where I live.”
“And me a grown man, you can say it. It’s what you meant. I know. It’s silly. I get so — oh, you know. It’s crazy. I was hoping I could give you a ride home again? Please. I would like that.”
She felt the heat on the top of her head and wished she had a hat. The sweat was already collecting on her back. Yet she really didn’t want to ride with him again.
“Oh, come on. I’m not stalking you, is that what you think?”
She squinted at him. “It crossed my mind.”
He threw up both hands, palms out. “All right, I confess. I did walk by your house, twice, but I lost my nerve.” He looked concerned suddenly. “What did you do to your arm?”
“Fell off a ladder.” She sighed. “Look, Anthony. You’re a nice man and I would enjoy a cool ride back into town. But as I told you, I recently lost my husband. It probably doesn’t look like it but inside I am still mourning. It would be wrong for me to let you spend your money on me when nothing can come of it.” 
A pretty speech. Being a cranky widow had to be good for something.
His smile frozen, he opened the car door. “A ride then, and nothing more.”
She straightened and closed the door. “Have a lovely afternoon.” 
There was no way she was getting into that car again. He backed up and turned around, glaring at her. The walk home was very hot and her arm ached. A few cars passed going in the other direction. She kept an eye out for Anthony but he didn’t show. She didn’t have to jump into the ditch — this time.
As she turned onto rue de Poitiers, there he was. The white Peugeot sat in front of her house. The idiot. What did he think he was doing? She walked right up the sidewalk to her door and unlocked the padlock. He was out of his car in a flash.
“Merle, I want to apologize. I just thought we —”
She spun to face him. “No. I can see you are a gentleman. You have to respect that I am saying no.”
She fumbled with her key, her hands shaking a little as she shut the door behind her. He sat in his car, looking straight ahead out the windshield, fingers tight on the steering wheel. Drive away. He turned to look at the door and she jumped to the side. With a roar the Peugeot, and Anthony Simms, were gone. 
For good, she hoped, pulling out some cheese for lunch. In the garden she could see eight shutters propped against the table, freshly painted.  She shook out her shoulders, trying to dispel the unpleasantness of Anthony Simms. Had she seen the last of him? She fixed a plate of grapes and cheese and bread, poured two glasses of wine, and took the tray into the garden. 
Pascal was under the cistern, washing his face and hands. “After lunch I turn them and paint the other side. Then take the others down.” She showed him the food. “I have to go play some cards today.” 
“Ah, right. Use your charm and guile.” 
“Charm? Moi? ”
She drank Pascal’s glass of wine as well as her own, then went upstairs to lie down. She gulped a couple aspirin for the ache in her arm. An old person’s siesta, for the widowed and the maimed.
She woke up groggy in the afternoon heat. The second-floor bedroom collected it, especially with the shutters off. A ceiling fan over the bed is what she needed. Another job for the electrician.
Pascal was lathering blue paint on the old wood shutters, some of which really should be replaced. Rebuilding a house, making it livable again, could become a mission. This house had become hers as much as it ever was Weston and Marie’s. It was Tristan’s birthright, his heritage. Maybe she wouldn’t have to sell it at all. The wine would be worth a few thousand dollars, maybe more. Maybe enough to keep the house until he went to college.
The rug warmed the room with its faded colors, despite the worn spots. Tristan’s little bed made a decent sofa, although she still wanted a gold chenille one, there in front of the fireplace. And an armchair, a big fat one to curl up in and read long novels on wintry days. She couldn’t imagine winter in the house, not when the weather was so hot. Would the house be drafty and cold? Did it get cold here, did it snow? She would come for Christmas, someday. 
Someday.
 
ON THE WAY TO THE CHURCH the Bordeaux lawyer called her back. He promised to look into her case, to speak with the inspector and find out what progress was being made. She told him about her confiscated passport and demanded it back. He was polite, if not reassuring. He would call her back again with news, if he had any. 



Madame Beaumount didn’t seem surprised to see her. Merle stuffed another bank note into the wooden box in the refectory and was led into the basement of the church again. Madame slapped the white gloves against her skirt to clean them and stared at Merle’s cast. The gloves were thin, stretching awkwardly over the cast on her right hand. When Madame saw that they would work she left her alone.
She found more names she recognized this time. Redier, Saintson, Taillard.  An Yves Estephene Redier was baptized in Sept-ember, 1923. Another boy, born 1925 to the same parents. She found the marriage of the Sabatini’s. How had she missed it before? Josephine Chevalier had married the Italian in 1938. No sign of them after that. 
According to the bartender the Chevaliers had moved away after the scandal. If Laurent Chevalier was Marie-Emilie’s father, he would be over ninety if he was still alive. Merle kept looking, searching for something she knew had to be here, if she just looked hard enough.
The hours passed quickly in the windowless basement. She went over the same pages, again and again. The routine was like preparing for a trial, looking for precedents, researching back and then back again, farther into history. Finally, when her back hurt and her eyes had begun to burn, there it was. Two names she knew, ‘Dominique’ and ‘Redier.’ She had looked at every ‘Dominique’ in the book. She wasn’t sure what she was looking at. 
“Dominique Eloise Redier, baptized April 5, 1936.”
 Her parents were listed as Andre Thomas Redier and Catherine-Juliet (nee de Neuvic).  Backtracking she found the mother’s and father’s baptism, in 1918 and 1915. Marriage in 1935, and the father’s death in late 1936, just a month after his daughter’s birth. Dominique’s confirmation in 1946. 
Merle scribbled down dates, names, then sat back in the hard chair, stretching her shoulders. Was this the Dominique of the letters? What was her connection with Marie-Emilie? 
Merle pulled out “1950-2000.”  In 1954 Catherine-Juliet remarried, to a man named Carlo Lombardi. Did Dominique marry? She may never have returned to Malcouziac.
Scanning the end of the 1950’s and half through the ‘60s Merle found nothing more. She must have missed something. Back to the beginning, she scanned the ‘50s where the handwriting was so flowery she had trouble reading it. It looked like the writer had gotten old and feeble. There, at the start, 1950, Dominique again. How had she missed her? A baby boy baptized. She was a mother, at, what? — fourteen. No father listed. No name for the baby, just “garcon.” Baptism was June 3. 
Writing the information in the notebook she sat back, letting the information sink in. Harry was born in the village. His birthday was May 30, 1950. She felt a chill up her spine.
Could it be? Dominique was his mother? She scoured the births again, focusing hard on every entry for 1950. Only one fit his birth date.
Harry had been adopted? If he had known, he never mentioned it. But he never talked about his parents either. She searched for more on Dominique but found nothing.
But other Redier’s— 1971, another garcon Redier, Jean-Pierre, born to yet another brother. The gendarme — and the mayor —both related to Dominique. Merle straightened up the room, tore off the gloves, and ran up the stairs.
She watched the cobblestones, walking through the village, the names swimming in her head. Dominique Redier, daughter of Andre and Catherine-Juliet. Mother of Harry Strachie.  If it was true, she had given birth at fourteen, then — who was Harry’s father?
 
MADAME SUCHET’S PEA GREEN DOOR opened in a whoosh. Merle handed her a bouquet of red and pink roses in a vase. Madame sat her visitor down, insisting on slices of quatre quart, the ubiquitous pound cake. When she could wait no more, Merle interrupted a treatise on roses.
“Excusez-moi, madame. I have a question.” 
Madame Suchet sat down in a yellow print chair. Merle asked, in French, “Did you know a young girl in the forties named Dominique Redier?” 
“Ici? Dans la ville?”
“Oui.”
Yes, here in the village. Her brown eyes flicked to the window.  She arranged her hands, took a deep breath and blew it out. Would she talk, that was what she was asking herself. Should she? Her eyes grazed Merle, then back to the window. A minute passed. Merle ate a bite of pound cake and silently begged for trust, for help. Then the older woman cleared her throat. 
“She was two or three years younger than me. A pretty girl, a blond. I didn’t know her well.”
Merle felt her breath leaving her. Finally, someone was talking. “She grew up here.”
“I haven’t seen her since the war, since I left. I never heard of her again.”
“Do you know her mother, Catherine-Juliet Lombardi?”
Mme Suchet nodded. “She has been gone some years.”
“Died?” Another nod. The older woman was looking at her straight on now, as if waiting for the real question, begging her to ask. “I’m trying to track down Dominique. That little scandal attached to the house? I think I know what it was.”
Mme Suchet was silent in her assent. Merle waited, then blundered on, unsure how this next question would sit.  “Did she — ” It seemed too impolite for the French of Mme Suchet’s generation. Was she knocked up, had an illegitimate child, got in the family way? What did you say? Merle searched for the words. 
“I think she got herself in trouble.” No argument from the old woman. “Was there a place for young girls to go when they were—” She hesitated, searching for a term. “—Becoming a mother?”
Madame looked uncomfortable, then corrected her. “Avant d’accoucher.” Before the lying-in. “There was a convent. ”
 
Poking her head out the kitchen door, she wondered if Pascal had found out anything from the gendarme. He was still painting. She went back into the front room and stared at her notes from the parish records. Harry was adopted. It had to be true. He was born here, and there was no record of a birth at that time that could be him except Dominique Redier’s son. She got out the letters again. There was the line: ‘How is the boy?’ That was why she kept in touch. Dominique was Harry’s mother.
Merle was pouring herself a second glass of ordinary Gagillac wine when Pascal came to the door. “That for me?” His face was wet, his hair dripping on the stone floor. Pouring another glass, she carried both into the garden. Pascal was staring at the shutters as she handed him his wine.
She walked to the outhouse. “Do you think we’ll ever get in there again? Will they open it up?”
“I don’t know. And this pile of stones. What will you do with them?”
“Tristan can move them.”  She sat on a metal chair in the last rays of sun. It felt warm and good. The wine was going to her head. 
“Not another fight?” He perched on the low wall.
“Just fifteen year olds on the loose.” She leaned over her knees, her forearms on them, and stared at the mud by the patio edge. Harry, adopted. It wouldn’t sink in. She felt woozy in the evening heat. At her feet were stones, piles of dirt. The garden was a wreck, hardly the lovely place it had been when they’d arrived. Rocks, leaves, dead flowers, a nasty trench torn through. Their presence was disruptive, there was no denying it. 
“I need more wine.” She rose unsteadily and headed toward the kitchen door. Pascal took her elbow before she got in the house.
“You need food. You and me, we go eat some dinner.”
Her head hurt as it spun. This garden. This nasty little town. She suddenly hated all of it. For so long this adventure, this summer, had been a dream, an idyll, but now she saw it for all it was — the death of an aging prostitute, a rundown house with a dark past, a village full of hateful strangers who decided before she arrived that they wanted nothing to do with her then proceeded to frame her for murder. And Annie! How could she come into all this, expecting lavender and cheese and loveliness? She covered her eyes with one hand.
“My sister’s coming and I don’t have anywhere for her to sleep.  The garden’s a mess. There’s a hole in my ceiling. I’m suspected of murder. I broke my fricking arm. Why should I — ”
The glass slipped out of her hand and Pascal caught it. “Everything will seem more manageable after you eat. We don’t allow wine drinking without eating in France.”
“Is that so?” His face was dry now, his black curls hanging over his collar. His neck was caked with grime and small flakes of old blue paint. “You’re too dirty to eat in a restaurant.”
“You will come with me while I change my clothes.” 
“No, I won’t.” He kissed her suddenly. The shock of his warm lips sobered her enough to know she really was tipsy. She pulled away from him and straightened herself.
“Do I — do I get to watch?” 
He smiled. “Do you want to watch?”
She took several shallow breaths, so close to him they exchanged oxygen. “Are we still talking about dinner?”
The shower helped clear her head. Everything was manageable. It was just a moment there when things looked bleak. Her list ran through her head the way it always did but fuzzy with the wine effect. Annie needed a bed, didn’t she? She wanted the extra bedroom finished. What about Tristan — was camp going well? She hadn’t an email since he first got there. Pascal’s lips seemed more, well, pressing. She turned to the mirror, rubbing it clear of fog.
“Be logical,” she whispered to herself. She rubbed the coarse towel over her body. Thin, with protruding bones, chapped skin, calluses, age spots — plus a damp cast on her wrist — this sack of bones sagged in all the right places. She looked in the mirror. From any angle she looked, well, not that bad, but certainly not young. 
She leaned close to the mirror. “But he likes you, old woman.” 
 
THE RESTAURANT SHE CHOSE was the one with the truffle omelet she had been dreaming about, Les Saveurs. Everything else was expensive as well, rack of lamb, trout, beef. She leaned over the large menu toward Pascal and whispered, “It’s tres cher.” 
He shook his head. “Order whatever you want.”
He ordered a small pitcher of house red wine and poured a thimble-full into her glass. Service was quick and friendly, by a young woman who Pascal said was the daughter of the owner. The chef’s Cordon Bleu diploma hung proudly on the wall. The restaurant was paneled in dark wood, with  a cornucopia of fake fruit and vegetables on the sideboard, unlike expensive French restaurants in New York with their fancy tablecloths and elegant flourishes.  In a room off the entry she could see the regulars, laughing and eating at a small table.
“Did you eat lunch here?” she asked, sipping slowly on her wine as they made their way through elegant appetizers of shrimp and asparagus. “With le flic?”
“I didn’t see him today.”
So he wasn’t as obsessed with Justine LaBelle and her sad death as she was.  Why would he be? That would just be the inspector and herself. Cutting up the shrimp was difficult. It almost squirted off the table. Finally she stabbed it and bit off a piece. Pascal was sipping his wine. 
She swirled hers, safer than drinking it. “Do wineries generally buy from other wineries for resale?”
Pascal chewed his bread. “I wouldn’t know. Did you see some?”
“In the chai. Gerard won’t let us take tours through there but I sneaked in.”
He shook his head. “Keep out of there. I told you he is —”
“What?” She leaned over her plate toward him and whispered. “Tell me what he’s up to. Something — fishy?”
“Stay out of it. No sneaking around.” He looked past her to the back of the restaurant. “Isn’t that your friend from the tour?” 
She glanced over her shoulder just as Anthony Simms looked up. He was sitting alone, stuck in a back corner.
“He’s not a friend,” she said. “Don’t look at him. I don’t want him to think I talk about him.”
“But you do.”
“He’s a creep.”
“He wants to be your boyfriend?” 
She rolled her eyes. Just the word was ridiculous. 
Pascal pouted and said mockingly, “He looks so very sad. A plate for one. So terribly lonely.”
Merle smiled. “Not my problem.” Their appetizers were taken away. Pascal reached into his shirt pocket and brought out a small piece of paper.
“For you,” he said, sliding it across the table. On the paper was written two names: ‘Justine Labelle — Dominique Redier.’ 
She stared at the writing. “The same person?” she whispered. She was Harry’s mother — ??!. That tired, crazy old whore? Oh, God. What can of worms had she opened?
He sipped wine, enjoying her surprise.
“But — but you said you didn’t talk to the gendarme.” He hiked his shoulders. “Someone else gave you the name? Who?”
He held up a hand. “I gave them immunity.”
“I knew these people knew her.” She stared at the paper. “This is the name of —” she lowered her voice “—the mayor.” Pascal’s eyes flashed. “So, he knew her?”
“Usually you know people with your name in a village this size. There are others as well.”
“Jean-Pierre,” she whispered. Pascal stared at her, agreeing with his eyes. His lamb with roast potatoes dotted with rosemary arrived. He picked up his knife and fork.
“You must know what this means. Someone, perhaps many people, knew her, knew who she was and what she was.”
“She had relatives in this village. Yes.” He looked at the people sitting next to them, American tourists deep in conversation about their meal. “Your special omelet gets cold.” 
It was big enough to feed her for a week. She cut off a piece and hummed with the taste of truffles, woodsy and delicate and unique among mushrooms, dug from the roots of ancient oak trees. The village’s mayor and only policeman were in the family of the murder victim.  No one talked about the murder. Was that because they knew more about the victim, and perhaps the perpetrator, than they let on? 
“How is your dinner, Merle?”
Anthony Simms stood by the table, smiling down at them. “I’ve had the truffle omelet myself, and also, yours,” he nodded to Pascal. “If that’s the lamb. Delicious.”
Pascal leaned back in his chair. “How was your dinner?” 
“Excellent, thanks. The duck tonight.” He patted his stomach and looked abashed suddenly. “Nice to see you then. Have a good evening.”
He backed away, bumping into the waitress who spilled water from a pitcher onto the floor. He mumbled apologies and ran from the restaurant. 
Pascal winced. “Poor guy. What do you call them, a spaz?”
A laugh escaped her, unbidden. “Another naughty word, Pascal.” She tried to pull her focus back, to enjoy the rest of her meal. She tried not to think about Dominique/Justine, or the fact that she was Harry’s mother. It didn’t change who he was, the man he had been. “You didn’t learn all your English from MTV.”
“I’ve been to the United States. A couple times.”
“Where?”
“New York City, of course.  And Washington, the capital.”
“There’s a lot of territory besides that.”
“Where have you been? To Texas and Montana and Chicago?”
“To France, twice,” she said, smiling. “But I haven’t been to most of the states either.”
“I have a confession. I have never been to Normandy or Brittany.”
“And so close. Shame on you.”
“When you go to heaven you get check marks next to your name for every new place you visit. The more check marks, the bigger your wings.”
“A lovely thought. If you believed in heaven.” 
Pascal reached over and took her hand. “What if — ”
“What?” 
“Just in case there is a heaven we go on a trip tomorrow. We drive to Provence or Biarritz, or somewhere you’ve never been.”
This was progressing pretty quickly. One drunken kiss and they were off on a trip together. She smiled, a little wary even as she felt — or because of — a rush of desire for him. 
“I can’t.”
“You work too hard. Do you take a day off and enjoy yourself?”
“I’m confined to the village, remember? Besides there’s too much to do.” Time off made her anxious. She needed progress. It didn’t escape her that having true free time made her more nervous than a romp with a fine, young Frenchman.  She told her family this was a vacation but it definitely was not. It was work, getting the old place in shape. She needed to check things off her list.
“I have company coming, Tristan and my sister. Tuesday evening.”
“This is Friday. That’s three, almost four days.”
And she knew that. Was her calendar back? It was depressing to think so. “Where would we go? I mean, if the inspector let me go.”
“Anywhere. But I see a problem. Between us we have no car.”
In her mind she saw the shutters closed, the house empty. Vulnerable. No. The wine. She couldn’t leave it. Strange how attached she had gotten to her basement treasure. Two or three days with the house unattended? It gave her chills. 
“What if —” She put her hand on his now.  He turned his palm up and grasped her fingers. “We decide in the morning.”
 
She woke in the night, wrapped in the sheets. He had grunted when her cast rubbed his ribs. Rolling toward him, she propped herself on pillows and stared at his profile against moonlight, the pointed chin, the straight nose, the muscular shoulders. Her body didn’t feel old anymore. He made her feel the way Harry had twenty years before, a feeling she’d forgotten, of hunger and contentment. 
They had almost run home in the starlight. Whatever had made her cautious in the restaurant had evaporated with the twilight by the time they reached rue de Poitiers. He had kissed her neck as she climbed the stairs, and moved on quickly as they reached the bedroom.
He smelled of garlic, and wine, and sex. She ran her fingers through the thicket of hair on his chest and his eyes opened. She had wanted to touch him, and now she couldn’t stop. She felt grateful more than anything. She wasn’t the cold-hearted bitch she imagined she was, no —  had been with Harry.  Whatever she’d been, that was in the past, the other Merle who forgot how to feel, how to love. Pascal had found, then revived, something in her that had withered, hardened, and almost died. Always, always she would be grateful to him for that. 
He pulled her on top of him, warm and strong. With her face in his capable hands he whispered, “What are you doing, my little blackbird?” 
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THE NIGHT WAS DARK AND FULL OF STARS when Hugh Rogers tapped on the door. The smell of sweet florals scented the air. The house served its purpose, imposing with a blue mansard roof, the sort of grandiosity you would expect from a village mayor. The glow of window light spilling onto the carefully raked gravel path. The wisteria, past its prime, hung limp on the wrought iron fence while the clematis crept over the arched gate. The walk was lined with rows of small flowers in white and orange, militaristic in their precision. 
A servant answered, an elderly man in a pinching navy uniform. Rogers gave his name and was admitted to the salon. A squat brass lamp illuminated a circle of light near a threadbare needlepoint chair. He preferred to stand.
Redier entered the room wearing a blue cotton dressing gown over his trousers and undershirt. He looked annoyed. Rogers shook his hand politely. The mayor stuck both hands in the pockets of the thin gown, fists balled. Like his house he was tall and pompous, his gray hair in place and a pair of rimless glasses perched on his nose. 
“We need to discuss payment,” Redier said. Hugh had expected as much. It always came down to money. “I am taking all the risks. My office, the gendarmerie, all will be scrutinized when this is over. You will disappear but I will stay to face the music, as you say.”
“You said you could handle the scrutiny.”
“Of course. But —” The mayor walked to the cold fireplace and placed a hand on the mantel. An ornate clock whirled behind its glass case. “I have both keys. One to the house, one to the gate. What will you pay for them?”
“She changed the locks, you said.”
“The new key, that is the one I have. The locksmith gave it to me in exchange for help with his taxes. There is always a way a mayor can help his populace.”
“Bloody patriotic of you. But this concerns me how?”
“You need the keys. You —”
“But there you’re laboring under a falsehood. I can get into that house any time I want, without your keys.”
The mayor glared at him under bushy white eyebrows, as if the force of his will could move mountains. “You cannot.”
“Oh yes. In fact I don’t need your help at all.”
“We have a deal, Mr. Rogers. On your honor, you will change nothing.” The mayor reddened, angry. “You know how we got the gate key? From her, from Justine! One of the men — he was rough, he frightened her but it had to be done. Now we are complicit.”
“Ah, the merry band of frog bunglers.  Very subtle, tossing her off the cliff. And so now we have the inspector to deal with, complicating matters. If only you people had showed a little finesse.”
The mayor stomped over to him and stared down his nose. “Do not lecture me on finesse, Mr. Rogers. The French invented it. ”
Hugh couldn’t suppress a chuckle. “Yes, I see. And tact as well.”
“You were to be done a week ago. You must finish and go,” the mayor sputtered.
“Right. So the deal is 80/20, take it or leave it. I don’t need your filthy key. All I need is for you to keep the inspector out of the way. It’s taking a bit longer since you allowed the American to move in. I can’t very well barge in, now can I?”
“The inspector thought it was a fine idea. I had no choice.”
“Then give the inspector the name of your man who did the deed. That will clear the American and she will go home. Then we wouldn’t even need my little diversion, although God knows it’ll be a doozy.”
The mayor shook his head. “I cannot do that.”
“So we see where your loyalties lie. No doubt it’s your idiot nephew you’re shielding. Well, you’ve made your choice. Just don’t get in my way, old boy.” Rogers brushed imaginary lint from the mayor’s dressing gown, causing Redier to bat his hand away, horrified. Hugh stuck his finger at the man’s chest. “Do your part. Stay out of my way.”
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IN THE MORNING OVER ESPRESSO in the kitchen Pascal turned to Merle.  “North, south, east, west. Where shall we go?”
He had told her he would rent a car, a convertible, so they could feel the world go by. But she couldn’t. “I have to stay in the village.”
“Let me talk to the inspector. He will make an exception if you are with a Frenchman.” He put his arms around her. “I can very persuasive.”
She wanted to tell him about the wine. She hated that she had lost her trust in people since Harry died. As if his betrayal had soured her belief in goodness. She wanted to think Pascal was good, that he was who he said he was, that he wasn’t after that wine he liked so much. She could see goodness in his eyes, in his touch. But she was raw, needy, and that made her wary again.
“What if — we make our own little resort here. Less expensive, and very private.” 
She kissed him and the regret of the decision balanced with the relief. It was too much responsibility. She couldn’t burden him with it.
They set to work transforming the garden. Pascal rallied, finding an umbrella and two fold-up lounge chairs somewhere. A keg from the basement was topped with a piece of wood for a table. She shopped for a special dinner and he shopped for wine and champagne. By noon they had locked the shutters to the house and declared a holiday. He gave her a foot massage. She gave him a one-handed shoulder massage and they filled the big washtub with warm water and bubble bath and soaked their feet and laughed at themselves.
“You have no swimsuit? No problem,” he said grinning. So she sunned herself in her black lace underpants and nothing else, after aligning the umbrella to shield the view from Yves and Suzette’s upstairs window. He wore a swimsuit the size of a slingshot. She liked it very much. 
Several times she felt herself getting up to do “something.” This relaxation state, especially in her home environment where the tasks glared at her — FIX ME! — was difficult. Pascal began to massage her palm, which was not only incredibly sensual but made her forget everything practical, all her lists. He made her close her eyes so he could describe where they might be. Biarritz, he said, with miles of white sand and blue ocean, waves breaking against the beach. Fish frying at little shops, the coconut of suntan oil, hairy Spaniards flexing their muscles, buxom Frenchwomen bouncing along and little naked children playing in the surf. The fresh tang of salt and seaweed. The sea wind, raw and wild. Sailboats off the coast, fresh mussels.
“Are we drinking wine?” she asked drowsily.
“White wine. So much we can barely stand up. But we don’t need to — we aren’t going anywhere. This is where we want to be.”
As the sun lowered they made love in the afternoon heat, his hands warm against her body. Making love again, as good as it was,  made her feel suddenly sad. For Harry, for all the nights they — or at least she — had spent alone, for the nights she didn’t care that he spent in the city, for the relief she’d often felt at his absence. For the time — there it was again, that dirty word — for the time they’d wasted.  
After dinner Pascal lay naked beside her on the bed as the sky turned purple. “What was he like, your husband?” He rolled over on his side. “If it is okay to talk about him. Harry?”
“Harry. He was older than me, by five years. Short, in a French way. His mother was French. He lost his parents when he was four. I think it made it hard for him to love. Or maybe I just — ” Was it her fault? Was she to blame? She couldn’t shake it.
“What?”
“He was a good father, a good enough husband. But something was missing. ”
“He had lovers?”
She glanced at him. “At least one. He had a child with her.”
“It happens,” he said.
“Not so much in the U.S. I didn’t find out about it until he was gone. His little girl, the one we never had — I couldn’t have any more children — I don’t know if it was that or I wasn’t — oh, shit.”  She wiped the tears angrily with the back of her hand. Pascal rubbed her cheek with his thumb and waited for her to speak again. She loved that, just the patience of a man.
She looked away from the ceiling, into his eyes. “You know what? I didn’t love him either. Oh, at first, but not for a long time. I made myself believe that I did.  All those years. I didn’t even realize it until he was gone.”
“How did he die?”
“A heart attack, at his desk. He worked a lot.” 
“So maybe his heart was finished. Maybe he was not lovable.”
“But I did love him once — at least I think I did. Then something happened. I stopped. Sometime, somewhere. I don’t know why. Maybe I never loved him. Maybe I don’t even  know what love is.”
He licked her neck, slowly, and sucked on her ear lobe. As she held her breath, he whispered into her ear, “Do you want me to show you, cherie?”
 
THE NEXT MORNING THEY SLEPT LATE, waking only when room overheated from the sun. The make-believe beach didn’t seem big enough for conversation. She felt raw and alive in a way she hadn’t felt for so long she wondered if she was still practical, rational Merle Bennett. She held Pascal's muscular hand across the gap that separated their chairs. She went topless again, safe in her walled beach. How many summers would it take to go comfortably topless at a real French beach — five? Ten? What would she be doing in ten years? 
She shut her eyes, blotting out the future, while Pascal went to a bistro, bringing back goat cheese country salads they ate with more white wine. They did nothing. The word ‘NOTHING’ careened in her head until she understood. You could do nothing for one day. The world would not slap you down. You did not become a nothing if you did nothing for a day. 
Early Tuesday morning Pascal sat in the garden, drinking his coffee, quiet. They were dressed now, back to their old selves. Was he regretting this nothing-weekend, wondering how to extricate himself? Better not to know, to accept this little gift, this sunburn on her stomach, this  aliveness, mental and physical, for what it was and nothing more. 
Albert came over to introduce his neice. His sister’s grand-daughter, Valerie from Paris, was dark-haired and adorable, just fifteen. Tristan arrives tonight, she told them, promising a dinner. Pascal went back to work on the ceiling, nailing up the last of the lath.
Merle walked slowly out to the winery for the afternoon tour. In the tasting room  she reapplied lipstick and brushed her hair. Did she look different? A little sunburnt, that’s all. When she was young she imagined everyone could tell when she’d had sex, that she smelled different, looked different. But this was France. It was safe to assume everyone made love before breakfast. Even you, Merle Bennett.
The group bought nine jugs of wine, pleasing Odile — if that thin smile could be called pleasure. Merle didn’t mind the walk home. A group of workers in a tiny pickup truck passed her, standing in the back,  chanting, fists waving. Was there going to be a farm strike? What would that mean to Château Gagillac? She walked on, finally used to French drivers who intentionally passed so close her skirt blew up. She wore scarlet underpants just for them.
The setting sun turned the sky purple, the oaks on the hillside lit through from an inner fire. In front of the house, a little blue car. Annie was here! She saw Tristan’s head over the roof and began to run.
 



 
 
34
 
AFTER WINE FROM CHÂTEAU GAGILLAC, a dinner of pork roast and potatoes with Albert, Valerie, and Pascal, and a tour of the house and garden, the company went home. Annie and Tristan were tired from their travels. In the garden, under the acacia tree, the expected talk of trips around the surrounding countryside came up. Annie was excited to visit old castles, museums, wineries, and babbled about Lascaux Two, the re-creation of the stone-age cave with the incredible animal paintings. 
They sat in the garden as dusk fell. Tristan claimed fatigue and went inside to listen to music. “So where have you been?” Annie said, leafing through her guidebook. 
“I haven’t been anywhere,” Merle said. “Tristan didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what?” Annie had braided her hair and wore a peasant blouse with wide, turquoise trousers and Birkenstocks, full vacation mode. “You fell off another ladder?”
Merle told her about the squatter’s death and the compromise her lawyer had made to get her the house. “I can’t leave the village without the inspector’s permission.”
“That’s bullshit. I’ll talk to him tomorrow.” Like Pascal Annie had full faith in her skills at persuasion. 
“There’s another reason I can’t go. Come on, I’ll show you. We have a secret room,” she said, pulling her sister inside and getting Tristan to push the cupboard back. In the basement Merle unlocked the wine cave. Annie’s eyes were wide as she descended through the trap door. “Go on, step in,” Merle said, pointing the flashlight down at the step, then at the racks of dusty bottles. 
“Oh my God,” Annie said. “Have these been here for hundreds of years?”
“Just fifty or sixty. But in wine years, that’s better than a hundred.”
“Really?” She was examining the bottles, holding them up to the flashlight.
“I searched around on the internet. There are three labels, three different years. The Pétrus could be worth a thousand dollars a bottle, maybe more. The others a little less.” The search had actually placed their value much higher but Merle didn’t want to count on that. Unlike Harry she preferred to low-ball. 
They locked up the cave and pushed the cupboard back into place. Outside, they brushed the spider webs off their clothes. “What are you going to do with it?” Annie asked.
“Sell it, I hope.” Merle sat down again on the iron chair. “Someone else knows about the wine. The woman who was living here with Justine LaBelle gave me the key to that gate. She told me ‘they’ would kill for it.”
“Who’s ‘they’?”
“It could be the mayor for all I know. He hates my guts for some reason.” The mayor had been hostile from the beginning. Why didn’t he want her in the house — because he knew about the wine? Or was it because Justine LaBelle was a Redier, one of his black-sheep relatives? “Look, it’s important that nobody knows about the wine downstairs. I haven’t told anyone except Tristan. It’s like sitting on buried treasure. It makes me a little crazy.”
“Why don’t you just get it out of there?”
“How? I haven’t even told you about all the stuff that’s going on. I’m working at this winery — touring English-speakers around — and there’s something funny going on there. There might be a farm strike. And then there’s the outhouse.” Merle waved her sister over to the latrine. “We were demolishing a wall inside and guess what we found — a skeleton. Somebody had put this woman, dead or alive we don’t know — rocked her in behind this stone wall.”
“Christ. Have you got any ghosts with chains rattling in the night?”
“Just mice. But I’m on the lookout.”
Annie leaned back in her chair and let her head drop back. “I suppose we can’t drink that wine. It’s too expensive. It’d be like drinking gold.”
“We drank two of them. We had to find out if they’d gone bad. We have one more vintage to examine.”
Annie’s eyes lit up. “You know how to make a girl feel welcome.” She looked around the garden, at the crime tape on the pissoir, at the roof, and laughed. “I brought twelve books. I thought I could get all caught up on my reading.”
 
Merle lay awake next to her sister, listening to the village go to bed. The sweeping of steps, a rug beaten against a wall, a cat howling, a shutter latched. She made a list in her head for tomorrow. The caulking needed work. The rock pile needed to be moved. Annie might help paint the bathroom ceiling. She’d wanted excruciating detail about how her klutz of a sister had broken her wrist. The stupid thing was hot and dirty and it itched. The grate for the chimney — Pascal, perhaps.  
Annie’s shoulder was silhouetted against the window.  Merle hadn’t told her yet about the discoveries in the parish registry. If Merle could have avoided it now, she would. But she owed it to the woman to uncover the truth. Dominique, a blond child playing in Malcouziac’s streets, grew up to be a Bordeaux whore named Justine LaBelle. 
A sad story but a familiar one. Was it because of her fourteenth year? Who had made her pregnant, debauched her, sent her on a long and winding path ending at the bottom of the cliffs of Lucrezia?  Who could be so cruel?
 
THE NEXT DAY WAS SUNNY AGAIN; it had been weeks since rain had fallen. The stones felt warm to the touch as the sisters passed the houses. Merle opened the door to the gendarmerie where Madame Cluzet pointed them to the inspector’s hotel where he had gone for lunch.
The hotel sat on a back street, definitely the economy place. The paint was peeling on the shutters and the carpet in the lobby was worn and dirty. They walked through to a darkened bar where a small group of tables and chairs formed a smoky lounge. The inspector sat in a corner, papers spread over his table, contributing to the fog.
“Capitan Montrose, that’s his name,” Merle whispered. “We have to speak French with him.”
He stood up as they approached through the tables, taking off heavy black-rimmed glasses. He wore a rumpled gray suit and white shirt, more bureaucratic than fashionable. His tie was blue, his fingers tobacco stained. Merle introduced her sister and they shook hands.
 “Sit down, please.” He waited as they settled into chairs. He discreetly turned his paperwork over. 
“We need to speak about the passport, and confining my sister to the village.” Annie leaned forward, engaging him with her eyes. “This can’t continue. You must return her passport to her or we will have to protest through the U.S. Embassy.”
“I am sorry, madame. Your sister is a suspect in a murder investigation.”
“And what’s happening? Is there progress?” Merle asked. “Have you found Sister Evangeline or any other witnesses to the murder?”
He stared at her silently.
“You haven’t found her dead, I hope.”
“Non.”
“Are you going to charge my sister with a crime?” Annie asked.
“We shall see,” he said. 
“She has a job in New York City. You can’t keep her here indefinitely. She has a family at home.”
“I’m retaining a lawyer. Antoine Lalouche in Bordeaux,” Merle said. “Do you know him?”
“Non, madame.”
“Monsieur l’Inspecteur,” Merle began, sitting forward now, “I have some new information about Justine LaBelle. Maybe you already know it.” He nodded for her to continue. “She was born here in Malcouziac, and her real name was Dominique Redier. Did you know that? Redier. She gave birth to an infant when she was fourteen years old. My husband was that child. The couple who adopted him owned the house on rue de Poitiers.”
“What?” Annie whispered. 
Merle stared at the policeman. His stony expression never changed. “That is why, as Justine LaBelle, she returned to live in the house. That was her connection.”
He smoked and thought about that. She continued. “Her name was Redier. Both the mayor and the gendarme share that name. Are they perhaps the ones that Sister Evangeline warned me about? The ones who would kill to get into the garden? Was it the bones in the latrine that they wanted to conceal?” 
He tented his fingers, concentrating hard on her choppy accent. Could she trust him with the knowledge of the wine? She shivered involuntarily.
Annie said, “Have you identified the remains?”
“Without a missing person report, some idea who she might be, it is very difficult. After the war, records were lax. So many people died or disappeared, or left the country in those years.”
“My sister is making progress on this case. Not necessarily more progress than you, Monsieur l’Inspecteur.” Annie smiled and by God he smiled back. “But please let her work. Let her leave the village for day trips to gather more information. We have been very open with you, Inspector.”
“Where would you go?” he asked.
“To a convent,” Merle said. He didn’t need to know why. Annie shook his hand and turned away but Merle stayed. He asked, “When?”
“Today. Sister Evangeline wasn’t a nun. But we will find out today for sure. I think she was hired to get into that house.”
“To kill Justine LaBelle?”
“Possibly. But why would she give me the key?”
As serious and solid as he looked, he also appeared adrift, as clueless today as he’d been on day one, the stains on his shirt accumulating. “I do not think you are a murderer, madame, but I cannot afford to take chances. You will not make me sorry.”
Outside, Annie waited for her. “What is all this about Harry? He was adopted?”
Merle put her arm through her sister’s and pulled her toward the plaza. “Super-genealogy sleuth, here. His birth mother was the woman who was killed. I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Annie. It’s embarrassing. But she was a prostitute, that’s what everyone says. An ugly old whore from Bordeaux.”
“So those people in the car accident on Long Island weren’t his parents?”
“Adoptive. I don’t even think he knew he was adopted. Guess where we’re going now that you got me a day-pass?”
“Lascaux?”
“Equally as thrilling. Right after I give Tristan his duties as guardian-in-chief.”
 
THE HILLS TO THE SOUTH OF MALCOUZIAC rose and fell with each stream and valley, turning at small towns perched on hilltops. The sky was an infallible blue.  She drove Annie’s rental, a little Peugeot. Annie sat with her knees curled under her, reading her guidebook. A fundamental differences between sisters: Merle had not brought one guidebook with her; she’d had to buy one here. Annie brought three. 
“It says here that the Carmelites came to France after the death of St. Teresa. She was that super-nun in the Holy Land who reformed the order. They were wild and she made them all calm down and look inward. Made it contemplative and cloistered.”
“I’ve heard of her,” Merle said. “Teresa of Avila.”
“Right. That was in the 1500s. The first Carmelite convent was founded in 1604. Now there are almost a hundred in France. No wonder Frenchmen are such horny bastards. Present boyfriends included.”
“You have a French boyfriend?”
Annie smirked. “The Carmelites were suppressed during the French Revolution. Oh, this is good. Right before the revolution was King Louis the fifteenth. His daughter Louise became a famous nun. He — au contraire — was famous for his godless debauchery. You remember Madame de Pompadour? And Madame du Barry. His lady friends.”
“So Louise — his namesake  — was the shining example of virtue? Princess and nun?”
“Something like that. This convent we’re going to was founded in the twelfth century. That was men — monks. They died out, or something, about the fourteenth century. There were soldiers occupying the place during the revolution and most of the good stuff was stripped out of it.”
“So when did the nuns come?”
“After the revolution.  They went off to England, most of them, to save their necks — although some of them went to the guillotine to save France — then they came back to France around the 1850s.” Annie looked up. “Turn here, left, left. It’s only a mile.”
A small sign on the lane read: Monastère du Carmel. The buildings looked like a well-kept farmhouse, two stories high and large, with numerous stone outbuildings and an ornate iron gate where Merle stopped the car. “Is there a bell or something?”
Annie looked through the windshield. “They might not even talk. You know, vow of silence.”
Merle shut off the car. “We’ve come this far.”
A shield with crosses decorated each side of the tall, padlocked gate. “Should we shout?” Annie whispered. A nun stepped out of a building, her long habit, white wimple, and black veil recognizable from the distance. They waited, neither Catholic but sharing a glance of anxiety as the nun approached. This was another world, inside these gates, where virtue and purity ruled.
The nun was young, and surprisingly, wearing sandals. Her scrubbed face was dusted with freckles under the tight wimple. Merle asked her in French if it was possible to research birth records here. That she believed a relative may have spent time here. Not a nun, a lay person.
“Birth records?” The young nun, her hands hidden inside her sleeves, frowned. 
“Nineteen-fifty.”
“We moved to this location in 1962,” she said. “There have been no births here.”
“Can we speak to Mother Superior?”
The nun frowned and walked back to the house. The sun was hot, and they had only brought water and fruit and a little bread for lunch. Across the fields they could see women working in the rows, hoeing, harvesting, watering. They wore blue shifts and straw hats. Merle and Annie drank the rest of the water, sitting in the car with the doors open, taking advantage of the shade the vehicle gave them. 
A half-hour later two nuns came out of the main house. A tall, older nun unlocked the gate and waved them inside. They passed several buildings then, moving through a large, hand-carved door into a dark interior of a tile-roofed, windowless building. Merle blinked in the dim light. The air was cool, heavy with candle wax and incense. A barn-like space with a soaring roof of rough wooden beams, stone walls, and wooden pews, in the front sat a small altar with a white statue of a woman on it.
The tall sister, a wrinkled, haggard woman, pointed to the back pew. “You may pray.” Their light footsteps faded, the door closed. The only light in the chapel was from two small round windows, one at each end in the upper point of the wall, under the roof.  
What did a cloistered nun pray for day in and day out —  world peace, a calm heart, rain? “I am not going to be a nun,” Annie whispered. “Just so you know. And I’ll hold you back.”
“You could be a Buddhist, wear pink and shave your head.”
“Not going to happen. If you become a nun Pascal can’t give you hickies anymore.”
 Merle snorted as the big door opened with a loud crack. They jumped to their feet. The silhouette of a nun, short and wide, her girth accentuated by voluminous garments, blinded them for a second. 
The nun with the keys, obviously her consigliore, walked beside her. The round nun was old, they saw as she walked toward them, with triple chins and jowls. Her eyes were bright but her skin had the pallor of failing health. Her name was Madame Françoise. The tall nun helped Madame Françoise into a pew. Merle made her request to the Mother Superior, to look at birth records for information about a relative who may have had a child here. 
The tall nun answered first. “We were located in the village until 1962. We have some records from the early years.” She looked at Madame Françoise. 
“You are American?” the old woman asked.
“Yes, but my husband was born in France. I think he was born in your monastery.”
“Where is your husband now?”
“He died. In April.” Merle felt her sister’s hand on her knee. “But for my son, for his legacy, I want to know who his true parents were. My husband, I believe, was adopted.”
Madame Françoise’s eyes were not gentle. “The records are very sensitive. These girls came to us for sanctuary when they had nowhere else to turn. We cannot break the trust they showed in us.”
“But she’s dead — ” Merle blurted, then bit her tongue. Madame Françoise and the nun exchanged glances. “All of them are dead now. My husband, his mother, his adopted father and mother. There’s no one to ask.”
The nun said, “You know who is his mother?”
“I did some digging in the church records. Her name was Dominique Redier,” Merle said. “Better known now as Justine Labelle.”
Madame Françoise sat very still. The other nun let out a long breath that seemed to echo off the walls of the chapel. 
“Do you know her?” 
“Dominique came to us many times over the years. Here and in the village.” The old woman wet her lips. “She was a troubled girl. We heard about her passing. We prayed for her soul that night as we have many nights before, that she found peace and love in Jesus.”
“She was an excellent gardener,” Merle heard herself saying. “She must have learned that from you.”
“She was excellent in many ways,” the tall nun said sharply, “just not in the ways of the world.”
“Was she a nun?” Annie asked.
“She could not live a contemplative life.”
“Not after what happened to her,” Madame Françoise added. “She tried, many times. We prayed together for her salvation, for her acceptance of His will, but there are sins of the world that even God cannot make right. We trust that she made peace with the Lord, as He has forgiven her as he forgives all sinners. We remember her in our prayers.”
“But, what happened to her?” Merle asked.
“A man,” the nun spat.
“A man brought her to us the first time. She was with child, desperate. So very young,” Madame Anne said softly. “He said her family had sent her to live in the street, so ashamed were they.”
“A man came with her?” Annie asked. “Do you know his name?”
“He was a stranger to us. A foreigner.”
Merle bit her lip and asked, “An American?” 
Madame Françoise closed her eyes. “I knew Americans from the war, the ones who came down in parachutes. Yes, he was an American.”
“A soldier?”
“In the past, he said. His French was good.”
“Do you remember his name?” A long pause. “Was it Weston — Weston Strachie?”
Madame Françoise took her time, searching her memory, as if wanting to be sure she was right. “Perhaps. It has been many years.”
Outside the chapel a shuffle of feet began, suddenly, then the chatter of women’s voices. The nun’s eyes flickered toward the door as if eager to join whatever was going on out there. Merle said, “She had her baby at the convent?”
“No. She was with us for awhile, a month or two, then the woman came to take her home. We didn’t see her again for some years.”
“The woman?” Annie asked. 
“She said she was the American’s wife, that it was proper and Christian that Dominique have her baby at the home of the father of her child. That she wanted to take care of the girl, to make amends.”
The echoes in the chapel swallowed up the old nun’s voice. Had she said the American was the father of her child? Weston was Harry’s father after all? But that would mean he had —
“This woman,” Annie asked. “She was Weston’s wife?”
“So she said.”
Merle said, “M-Madame, encore, s’il vous plait. The American’s wife came here, took Dominique away, because he, the American, was the father of her child?”
“Dominique went with her willingly. She had received letters. From the woman, I think.” Madame Françoise folded her hands. “I prayed we had made the right decision, that God had sent Dominique to us, and the woman as well. I was a novice then and these decisions were not mine. Dominique was a young girl, so naïve about the ways of the world. She returned to us years later when life was so hard for her.”
“It was always hard,” the nun said. 
“But why? Why would Weston’s wife take in the girl that he — you know, debauched?” Annie asked.
“I questioned that,” the Mother Superior said. “But she was a very pious woman, kind and gentle. She said this was penance for what her husband had done. To try to make it right. The girl had no one. Her family would not help her. They had disowned her. We prayed that the woman was as full of the light of Jesus Christ as she appeared.”
She must have been a saint. Merle tried to picture herself taking in Courtney while she carried Harry’s child. As much as she felt sorry for Courtney, it was very unlikely.
“One more question. Did you ever have a Sister Evangeline here?”
The nuns looked at each other. “We don’t know that name.” Madame Françoise took a rattling breath. “Then Dominique had a boy? She told us of trips back to the village, but not about the child. He was your husband? Was he a good man?” 
The sky through the tiny window ached with blue purity, the vast loveliness of ether. Merle thought of Harry, the way he was years ago, when she’d married him. Full of mischief and love. The day Tristan was born, the flowers he’d bought, dozens of roses in every color. It all came back to her now, the good memories. The dark house in the suburbs he’d bought for her, the one he hated. Oh, Harry. She looked out the high window above the altar, where the sky was as bright and new as a robin’s egg. Are you there, Harry?
“Yes, Madame,” she said. “He was a good man.”
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WHEN THEY RETURNED FROM THE CONVENT Tristan announced that Albert had invited them all over for dinner. He had roasted a chicken, and they sat around his table, drank wine, and ate chicken and small potatoes and haricots verts. Tristan sat next to Albert’s niece, Valerie, who was much more socially advanced than he was. The little vixen flirted and pouted, making everyone laugh and Tristan turn red. Merle sat next to Pascal and tried not to flirt. Annie and Albert got to talk more tonight and were soon swapping stories. Tristan told the story of discovering the skeleton dramatically, with flourishes.
Valerie’s eyes glowed with excitement. “But who was eet?”  
“That is the question, mademoiselle,” Annie said. “We’ll have to wait to find out.”
“Can they tell exactly who it was from the bones?”
Annie explained. “They might, if they had a clue who it was. But as it is, probably not. Just general stuff, like a man or a woman, how old they were when they died. Unless they have dental records. They’ll have to check for missing persons.” 
Pascal said, “During the war — both wars — it was chaos. It could have happened during the war, perhaps. After the last war things were not —” 
“Organized. You think fifty years ago then, not a hundred?”
“Hard to say. But no one has lived in the house since, what?”
“Since 1952,” Merle said. “That’s when Weston and Marie-Emilie went to the States.” She looked at her plate, deep in thought. The scandal of Dominique’s pregnancy had driven her family from the village. Did the village also drive Weston and his wife away? 
Albert told them of seeing a truck full of farmers that afternoon. “I’m afraid there may be a strike.”
“The grape-growers?” Annie asked. “What would happen?”
“Nothing much,” Pascal said. “At least for the grapes it will be just talk until after the harvest. They aren’t doing much now anyway, just worrying about what the prices will be in the fall.”
Albert said, “There was a rally last year near here. Some of the growers were very angry. They broke into a large cave and stole bottles of wine in protest.”
“Were they caught?” Tristan asked.
“Yes,” Albert said. “But they received very light sentences because they were just making a point.”
“A mistake,” Pascal growled. 
Merle squeezed his arm. “You are such a political roofer.”
Albert laughed. “Everyone is all opinion in France.”
 
“THIS SOFA IS HORRIBLE.” 
“As comfortable as I am French. No wonder Albert wanted to get rid of it.”
It was nearly midnight. Merle opened the third bottle in the stash in her suitcase, the Château L’Église-Clinet, after dinner at Albert’s. They sipped and proclaimed it unspoiled and amazing. The Victorian settee, horsehair stuffed and tattered, found by Albert that morning at the local brocante, was lumpy and unattractive even with the shawl thrown over the holes. They arranged pillows from Tristan’s bed under themselves, improving comfort slightly, as he ran in from the back. 
“Where’re Pascal’s binoculars?” He clambered up the stairs. “Where are they, Mom?”
“What makes you think Pascal has binoculars?”
“Because I saw him looking out the window. Up there.”
Annie asked, “It’s dark out. What do you need binoculars for?”
“There’s a huge fire, about a mile outside of town. Valerie and I saw people going out there with hoses and buckets, like an old-time fire brigade.”
They followed him upstairs. He was rummaging through the toolbox left in the loft room. Merle pushed open the window and scanned the dark countryside for the glow of flames. “It must be out already,” she said. 
What was Pascal looking at with binoculars up here? Was he suddenly a birdwatcher? Or had he been using his job as a roofer and handyman to spy on her neighbors? A prickle of suspicion rose up her spine. 
Tristan pointed over her shoulder. “There it is, on top of the hill.”
The clump of trees on top of the far hill surrounded the large manor house turned into a winery by the conglomerate. As they watched a pine tree exploded in flames. “The house is made of stone. It won’t burn, will it?” Annie asked.  Another tree went up. 
From the garden came Valerie’s voice. “Tristan! Allons-y! We must go! They need every person to help with the fire!”
 
THE POPULATION OF the entire village and surrounding estates clogged the tiny lane leading to the hilltop manor. Annie, driving the rental car, observed that it seemed doubtful all these people felt a strong desire to save a multinational corporation from destruction. Cars and trucks, bicycles and farmers and children of all ages, streamed along the lane, parking in ditches to keep the road clear. Somewhere a siren whined, then another. When they’d pulled off the road, Merle opened the back  and handed shovels, buckets, and gloves to the Tristan and Valerie. They vanished into the crowd running toward the blaze, into the darkness. 
Annie handed her a garden hose. “Allons-y, ma soeur. Hit the road.”
Merle stood for a moment, watching the chaos and excitement. She had felt uneasy leaving the house, double-checking locks on the windows, doors, and shutters. With the village abandoned, a break-in would be simple. At least Yves and Suzette next door stayed home, laissez-faire about someone else’s fire, drinking cognac on their front stoop. They agreed to keep an eye out for hooligans.
Annie and Merle joined the stream and were half a mile up when a fire truck arrived, lights, horn, and siren blasting through the vineyards, shooting scarlet on the hillside. The sisters stepped between two cars and covered their ears. 
Up on the hilltop flames roared through the dry woods at the hilltop, lighting up the sky. Smoke billowed, dropping ash on the crews, farmers, young men, women, old people. Annie tried to volunteer but the orders were incomprehensible. They saw Tristan, running with buckets of water. The grounds of the chateau were burning, bushes flaring as they incinerated. A gazebo went up in a flash and a whoosh, collapsing as its roof burned. The fire hose shot a stream of water onto the rooftops and the edge of the woods. 
Talk raced through the spectators. The old manor house, mansard roof dating it in the late 1800s, was used as a tasting room for the conglomerate’s winery housed in large outbuildings — like Château Gagillac but grander. The manager of the winery came back from the edge of the fire, covered with soot, his eyes stinging and red. The women next to Merle called him some unflattering names.
She felt a hand on her arm. Albert stood in his coveralls and beret, staring into the fire and smoke. “Is my niece in there?”
“They’re are keeping the kids away from the flames.”
He scuttled off to find Valerie. Later she saw him talking to a man at the far side of the singed lawn. As a bush nearby exploded in flames, his face was illuminated — it was Pascal. He was talking, gesturing, then he ran back toward the fire. She wondered again what he was, why he needed binoculars. Did Albert know his true identity? Had Albert “placed” him with her? 
After two hours Annie and Merle walked back to the car to wait for Tristan and Valerie. “I’m worried about them, Annie,” Merle said, “but I’m also worried about leaving the house. And with one hand I’m not much use out here.”
“You mean, the wine?”
Even at two o’clock in the morning the village was lit up, shutters open. Down rue de Poitiers women stood outside in their robes and curlers, talking.  It was a relief. With all these people about, mischief would be limited. Every other night the village was buttoned up by eleven. 
“You’ll be all right?” Annie said. “Look around. I’ll wait.”
The house was just as she left it. Waving to Annie, Merle re-locked the front shutters and door. She turned on all the lights, poured herself the last of the Château L'Église-Clinet, and curled up with her novel on Tristan’s bed. 
At five Annie drove up with the fire crew. Merle had dozed a little but was up, unlocking the door for them. Tristan and Pascal went into the kitchen to make hot chocolate. Valerie went home with Albert. Pascal was covered in soot, his face half-wiped clean, shirt sleeves rolled up, ash on his shoulders. On his head he wore a dirty red bandanna. He poured them cups of cocoa and they sat around the dining table, stunned with fatigue. Tristan explained his duties, wetting down the lawn, in under three sentences. He drank half his chocolate and put his head on the table. 
“Some big corporation owns that winery, right?” Annie asked Pascal. “Do they use imported grapes?” 
He raised his eyebrows. “There is a rumor that the fire was set by other grape-growers, les petits vignobles, who don’t like their practices.”



“Like those rabble-rousers Albert saw?”
Merle set down her cup. “Is that what you’ve been doing up on the ladder and from the second floor window?  Spying on the vineyards?”
Pascal’s face flattened. Annie looked at her sister. “I’m going to take a shower.” She went into the bathroom and shut the door.
Merle couldn’t keep the outrage out of her voice. “So all this was just an act? All this — ” Kindness? Affection? Biarritz-ing?  “You’re not really a roofer, are you?”
“Yes. But — no.” He looked in his cup.
 “You got Justine’s real name so easily. You’re a cop.”
“I wanted to tell you.”
“Well, we aren’t that close.” 
He winced. “I am undercover. I can’t tell you what I do. Even if I could I wouldn’t. It would put you in danger.” 
“So you are using me and protecting me?” She shook her head. “But what about the rest — about — ” She looked down at her son. His eyes were closed. It was all too trite. She wasn’t the helpless blond in this story. She was just some fool, the widow on the rebound, an easy tumble for a man with velvety eyes and a cute accent. 
He said, “We can talk about it, later when we’re not so tired.”
“Why should we talk, Pascal? What is it I don’t understand?”
He stood up. “When you feel like talking, we will talk. But now, you are angry. And we have been up all night.” He looked down at Tristan. “It is not a time for it.”
 
THE HOUSE, AND VILLAGE, lay in silence all morning. The rattle of a truck on the road up the hill woke Merle. She lay on the bed next to Annie, numb. She had finished grieving. But something was undone. Maybe she should just go home and figure out the rest of her life. 
She closed her eyes, fell back to sleep, and dreamed about Pascal rubbing the duties out of her palm, as if remaking her lifelines. It was very annoying. She woke up sweating. Today was the day to get the cast removed. Albert had offered to go with her. But Albert was the one who had found Pascal, so he knew Pascal was a cop. He had used their friendship to get Pascal up on her roof. 
She went to the doctor’s office by herself. So there had been a reason for her mistrust. Her gut was a powerful weapon. But she also believed him good, hadn’t she? She refused to believe intimacy meant nothing. But maybe for a man. What kind of man was Pascal? 
She tried to put it out of her mind, flipping through ancient copies of Le Figaro and Elle Maison. What she wouldn’t give for Better Homes and Gardens right now, or good old Good House-keeping. 
A woman came out of the back, holding a bandaged hand and arm. Odile Langois’s hair was falling out of its pins, stuck to her forehead and neck. Her sweater was off one shoulder, showing her bra strap. She looked bewildered and tired, her clothes dirty and stained with wine. “Odile?”
She startled. “Oui?”
“Ca va? Votre main?” Merle pointed to her hand. Odile blinked, turned on her heel, and ran out. 
The doctor snipped off the cast with sharp pincher-scissors and rubbed her skin with various potions. The arm looked puckered and damp, almost moldy. The doctor told her to be careful with it for a week or two. No handstands. 
“Did you just treat Odile Langois?” He said yes. “Did she get burned in the fire last night?”
“Oo la la, many burns. Docteur Angiers was up all night.”
“Was she hurt badly?”
“No, not Madame Langois. A cut. Sixteen points de suture, how do you say — stitches. She cut herself on a wine bottle. While packing them for shipment.”
Merle flexed her hand as she walked home, dismayed with the wrinkled skin and puny muscles, the tan line from the faux beach. Château Gagillac had no bottles of their own.  How had Odile cut her hand? What were they up to? 
She and Annie walked to a sidewalk cafe for lunch. They ordered house white with coffee on the side. Their lunches came, huge salads. Annie groaned, “I’ll fall asleep before this is done.”  As they finished Annie leaned close and said, “There’s an old woman watching us. Over your left shoulder, on the sidewalk.”
“What’s she doing?”
“Talking to a shopkeeper, that woman at the grocery store. They are both looking now.”
“At us?”
“There’s nobody else out here. And they’re pointing.” The rest of the cafe was deserted. “Okay, look now, she’s about to go.”
The woman was plump with gray hair pulled back from her lined face, wearing an ordinary black skirt and blue blouse ensemble, low black shoes. “I might have seen her at the market. She’s probably just related to the punks who flap their arms and caw like crows whenever they see me.” Annie looked incredulous. “Something about me they find ridiculous.”
“Did you whoop their puny French asses?”
“I’m trying to set a good example.”
THAT NIGHT THE VIOLENCE CONTINUED. Roving bands of farmers tossed empty wine bottles at trucks as they passed on the highway and dropped water-filled bottles from second-story windows in town. Pascal came by just before dark as they were eating dinner, to warn them to stay inside. The rumor was the farmers had set the fire.
 Annie pulled him inside and gave him a glass of wine, Château Gagillac from the plastic jug. Tristan jumped up.
“I better go tell Valerie and Albert,” he said. “Unless you did already?” 
Pascal watched the boy dash out the back. “I think he has, what do you call it, a shine? For the mademoiselle. You have it off,” he said, grabbing the jug and pouring Merle a glass. “Your arm.”
She stretched out the pale limb. “Gorgeous, isn’t it. All skinny and moldy.”
He was smiling at her when a crash of breaking glass came from outside. They ran to the windows in time to see a group of teenagers running away from a pile of green glass shards on the neighbor’s steps. Pascal said, “Come, let’s close the shutters.” Outside, they pushed the shutters of the front windows into place. Pascal was last in, closing the door shutters and locking them with a padlock from the inside. 
“And how will you get out, Pascal?” Annie said, smiling. “Or maybe you could stay and protect us from roving grape mobs. Just what are they after?”
“A sort of peasant revolt. Probably they are not linked to the fire. They are using the fire, and the news coverage, to stir up things. They get into the paper, get the ear of their representative. When some persons rise up against the government, or corporations, the feelings that they are the little man, the peasant, the oppressed, all boils out.” 
“Like the revolution?”
“Exactement.” As they latched shutters upstairs he said, “A short jump from water in bottles to the Molotov cocktail. Then, whoosh. Another fire.”
“Who’s behind this?” Merle asked. “Gerard Langois?”
“And others. They want the government to control imports. A little revolt is good for business.  The price for grapes is very low because the imports flood the market. Many small vineyards like the Langois’s will go out of business.”  Shouts, footsteps, boots running on cobbles, tinkling of broken glass punctuated the night. “It is a French tradition, I’m afraid, to strike or make a riot to get what you want from the government. The people do not like violence. They will demand an end to it.”
“I certainly hope so,” Merle said. “Is Tristan back?”
They trooped downstairs into the garden. The gate was ajar. Merle stepped out into the alley, but Pascal took her arm. “Wait. I will get them.”
Annie crossed her arms. “Pascal is very protective. Does he work for the government?”
Merle frowned. “I just found out.”
Annie put her arms around her. “Oh, honey. It’s obvious he’s crazy about you.”
“That’s why he used my — my loyalty, my trust, and my upstairs windows,” she said, pressing her face into her sister’s shoulder.
“Maybe that was just the way it had to be. He had to find a place to look at the vineyards, and you were the lucky prize in the box of Cracker Jack.”
“Like the Junior Birdman ring?”
“That’s why those punks are making bird imitations. Everyone can spot a Junior Birdman.”
Merle began to laugh, holding onto her sister, hiccupping and laughing. They didn’t notice Tristan and Valerie were back.
“Mom? You okay?” 
They broke apart, wiping their eyes. “Um, yeah. Fine.” Pascal and Albert came through the gate.
“Where’s the key?” Pascal asked. Tristan handed it over and he locked the gate. 
“I’ll take it back.” Merle put it back on the chain around her neck. “Did you get your shutters latched, Albert?”
 
“They called, my sister’s daughter, very worried about Valerie, and what can I tell them? I am just an old man. And there are hoodlums running in the streets.”
A frightened look made him look old. Annie took his arm. “You can stay here tonight. Safety in numbers.” She guided him inside toward the cognac and the music Tristan and Valerie were playing. Pascal stood half facing the gate as if ready to bolt. 
Merle crossed her arms. “What do you do in your cop line of work?”
“Anti-fraud,” he said quickly. “Wine. Of course.”
“Wine fraud? Like what?”
He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked at the purple sky. “Misrepresentation. Labeling fraud. Wine is big business in France.”
“Like somebody says it’s a ’79 when it’s really a ’99?”
“Or one of the big Burgundy producers uses grapes from Chile in his bottles. A big scandal.” He looked at her seriously from under his eyebrows. “I have been watching the Langois vineyard.”
“And what do you see?”
“Some things. Trucks.”
“Odile Langois was at the clinic today with a cut on her hand from a wine bottle. Broken while shipping, she told the doctor. They must have shipped those bottles on the same night as the big fire. Is that helpful?”
He swallowed. “Merle, I—“
“I understand. It was convenient. My house, my roof, my view. It’s all right.”
“You hate me.”
She walked to him, feeling the air warm. “I don’t hate you, Pascal,” she whispered. 
He softened into her, his big hands around her waist. He kissed her hard then took her face in his hands. “I tried not to like you, to just do the job. I tried, I struggled. But I failed.”
“I will have to serve you more Château Pétrus for fooling me.”
“More? I like you even better.”
He pushed her behind the pissoir, out of the light from the house, up against the wall. She bumped her head on the stone. “Sorry, sorry.” He unbuttoned her blouse, kissed her breasts in a rush, ran his hands down her hips then came back to her mouth. He pressed himself against her, wedging her leg between his. They were in that position, her pinned to the wall willingly when the quiet was broken.  Screeching of tires, crashing of glass then shouts: “Arretez!” Women, screaming.
“Mon Dieu.” He rested his forehead on her shoulder. “I have to go.”
“Is there fraud on the streets tonight?” 
He let his hands take a last ride down her body.  “Tomorrow, cherie.”
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NEXT DOOR YVES WAS SWEEPING up glass from the street when Merle and Annie came outside. It was early, before seven, but they had a long day ahead. Merle had sent Tristan with a note to the Inspector that she was seeing her lawyer today in Bordeaux. Yves stooped to scoop up shards into a dust pan.
“Is everything all right at your house?” Merle asked.
“No damage. But Suzette is frightened. She wants to return to Paris.” He dumped the glass in a garbage can. 
“Look at the flower pots,” Annie said, pointing to geraniums wilting on the cobblestones, pottery smashed. 
“Un policier from the Police Nationale just came by here, in riot clothes, the vest and helmet and stick, like in Paris.” Yves seemed more excited than upset. “I asked him who is doing this. And he says it is farmers, can you believe it? And they caught the one who set the fire. He owns a winery near here with his sister. They were both arrested in the night. They found empty gasoline cans hidden in their chai.”
Château Gagillac? Where else were sister and brother in business together? Merle hated to think of Odile in jail. They walked the three blocks to the lot where Annie had parked her rental car. Tristan met them ten minutes later. Broken glass littered the streets but there was very little other damage. It would probably be over when they got back, especially now that the national police had arrived.
Tristan wedged into the backseat with a picnic basket. He curled up and went back to sleep as they climbed the hills and dropped into the valley of the Dordogne River. Merle drove, letting her sister read her guidebooks and look at the vineyards along the river bottoms and the beautiful bridges. 
Bordeaux loomed ahead, with all the joys of civilization, graffiti, traffic, and parking. It took an hour to find the building after buying a map as big as the Peugeot. They split up at the door to the lawyer’s building. “Go do some shopping,” Merle said. “I’ll be back at the car in an hour.”
The office was simple, with scratched wood floors and worn furniture. The girl behind the counter looked sixteen and wore thick black eye makeup on her pale face. Merle had to repeat herself to be understood. In a few minutes Monsieur Lalouche came into the reception and shook her hand.
He was short, dark-haired, and younger than she expected, thirty or thirty-five. He dressed well, in a black shirt and tie, gray slacks. “You prefer English?”
“Thank you. Yes.” She sat in his office, another worn chair in ancient leather. He sat on the edge of his desk and put on trendy eyeglasses. “Have you talked to the Inspector in charge of the case, Captain Montrose?” she asked.
He hadn’t. In fact all the things she had requested he do before her appointment hadn’t been done. He was smooth and apologetic; he had a big trial coming up. But she had wasted her time. “Why didn’t you call and tell me not to come?”
“Because there is one thing we should discuss.” He sat down in his chair. “The new political climate of the area. Because of the recent violence there is more pressure from above to maintain order. Montrose is incompetent. There is little chance he can make a case against you without witnesses. And has he found any?”
“He says not.”
“But still the pressure is building. He will have to produce a warrant against someone soon or lose his job.”
She squinted. “And that someone will be me?”
A Gallic shrug. “I spoke to someone I know in the courts in Bergerac. One murder of an old putain isn’t too much to get excited about. But now, with arson and riots, things must stop. The provincial government will not allow disorder. There is too much at stake with the tourist monies.”
“What are you saying?”
“I will try to get your passport back, Madame. And when I do, I suggest you leave the country as soon as possible.” 
 
THEY RETURNED HOME in late afternoon, hot and tired. At a small bistro, the one opposite the locksmith on the derelict block, they ate an early dinner. Merle felt strange, cramped, having left the village and returned. She wished she’d never seen Lalouche. As they walked home Annie peeked into the abandoned townhouses, talking about renovating this one, remodeling that one, but Merle watched passersby, suspicious of every look. Were they all Redier’s? Had they all decided to sacrifice her for the public good? She needed her passport, and she needed it now. But how could she run out on Justine? She was Harry’s mother. No one cared about her, not even the police. But maybe it was time. There were no more secrets. She knew who Harry’s real parents were, and what his father had done. That was plenty.
In the evening Merle carried the trash to the can in the alley. An old woman stood in the alley nearby, sweeping up shards of glass. She wore a gray skirt and blue blouse, with a red and orange scarf on her head. Pumps even though she was cleaning.  She bent down to pick up the dust pan, then met Merle’s gaze. 
Merle smiled, holding open the lid of her can. Was this the woman pointing at them at the café? “Beaucoup de verre, oui?”  Lots of glass. 
Her earlobes hung with rhinestone clusters below the colorful scarf covering her steely gray hair. She looked brightly past Merle, into the garden. 
“Voulez-vous entrez?” Would you like to come in? She stood still as a statue for a moment, then stepped into the garden. Immediately she walked to the new bush, the Reine de Violette rose, cupping a mauve blossom in her hand. “Vous? You planted it?” Merle asked. 
She nodded, her eyes filling as she began to mumble in French. She was upset, rambling. Merle couldn’t understand her. “Lentement, madame,” she pleaded: slowly. But the woman sat down on the low terrace wall and let the story spill out of her. She sputtered, her face animated, joyful, sad, reminiscing, angry.



Annie stepped out. “Who’s this?”
“That woman on the plaza. I can’t understand her. I think she’s using patois. Get Albert.” 
Merle held the woman’s gnarled hand. She kept up her tale like she’d been waiting her whole life to tell the story. What was she saying — the house? Dominique?
Pascal came through the kitchen door. Seconds later Albert arrived through the garden gate with Annie.



Pascal looked like he’d been up all night, hair greasy and clothes sweated through with stains now dried.  “I can’t understand her.” He sat down next to the woman and asked her name. “Josephine Azamar,” she whispered then launched again into her story.
Albert whispered to Annie as she talked.  Finally Pascal touched the woman’s knee, making her stop. “She is the aunt of someone named Marie-Emilie. Madame Azamar owned this house, inherited from her mother, and lived here during the war. Then she went to live with her husband’s family. Her husband has died, so she moved back to the village. She says she gave the house to Marie-Emilie when she married the American.”
“Weston.” Merle turned to the woman. “Madame Sabatini?”
“C’est moi,” the woman whispered, eyes wide. 
“Lorenzo Sabatini was her first husband," Merle said. "He died in the war or right after.” 
Josephine said something then jumped up, scurrying out the gate. “She’s coming back,” Pascal said.
“Did she say anything about Dominique?”
“She says Dominque was the American's … mistress. He flaunted her, took her places with him. Shocked the village.” He looked at each of them, ending on Merle. “She had his child. Did you know?”
Merle nodded.  
“He turned the village against her relatives. They had to move away.”
“But the mayor, and the gendarme? They are —“
“It was the Chevalier relatives who moved away. Marie-Emilie’s relatives. The Redier family closed ranks, burying the scandal. She says Weston came to her later to borrow money to go to America.”
“Did she say anything more about the child?”
“No. How did you find her?”
“She was sweeping in the alley. She had the grocer point me out. I think she’s had a key to the gate all these years too. She planted that little rose bush, after Justine was killed. The whole village must have known she was Dominique.”
Josephine rushed back through the gate, pausing to catch her breath. She thrust a small black-and-white photograph into Merle’s hands. The background was the garden, and the back wall of the house with a climbing rose blooming by their heads. The kitchen window was in the picture. Weston was a handsome man, with wavy dark hair, bushy eyebrows and a mustache like Clark Gable. A brunette woman stood next to him. 
“Qui est la?” she asked the Josephine. Who is that?
“Marie-Emilie,” she answered.  


She stared at the photo, the dark hair. Marie-Emilie was blonde. “I’ll be right back.”
In the front room Merle pulled out the stack of photographs from the cupboard.   The old photograph, from the safe deposit box, showed Weston and Marie-Emilie in front of a brick house. A very blonde Marie-Emilie.
In the garden she put the two photographs beside each other. “Regardez.” They all squinted at the images. 
Josephine said, “Cette femme n’est pas Marie.”  Marie-Emilie was dark, like a gypsy, with black eyes and nearly black hair and a big bosom, she said. She was taller than Weston. He was very short, like Albert. This woman, this blonde, must be very small, her eyes are light, her nose is wrong. She is yellow-haired and not Marie-Emilie, Josephine said emphatically. 
Merle turned the photograph over: ‘Wes and Emilie.’ She pointed to Josephine’s photo. “This is Marie-Emilie Chevalier? Married to Weston Strachie?”
“Absolutement.”
So who was the blonde? Merle asked to borrow the photograph. Josephine said she had memories in her heart and some of them weren’t very good ones. She shook hands with Pascal and Merle, Albert and Annie, then walked her dignified walk, broom in hand, out the garden gate. 
Pascal stared at the photographs. “He must have been very short for Madame to mention it.”
“You don’t think it’s possible she just dyed her hair blond when she got to America?” Merle said.
“It is not the same woman,” he said. The sisters stared at the photographs. Annie shook her head. Albert shrugged.
“Where do you suppose the real Marie-Emilie ended up?” Pascal said.
Annie followed his gaze. “In the pissoir?”
A man comes to the countryside in France, as Pascal told the story, because his wife has a free house, because he cannot make a living, for a variety of reasons. His wife is not as pretty or young as the young girls who talk to him on the street. So he takes one as his lover, makes her pregnant. And dumps her at the convent, Annie added. 
But his dark, gypsy wife wants a child, Merle said. So she fetches the girl at the convent, cares for her, and the girl gives them the child. 
“So far only morally repugnant,” Pascal said, “But the American decides he likes blondes better, permanently. He finds one, somewhere. He kills his wife, burying her in the backyard, takes the boy and the new blonde off to America, where no one has met Marie-Emilie. They pretend the blonde is the old wife. Marie-Emilie, the gypsy, becomes Emilie, the blonde.”
“They didn’t believe in divorce back then?” Annie asked, sipping wine as they spun it out. “And who was this blonde?” 
“Divorce was complicated then,” Pascal said. “France is a Catholic country. But the bones will tell the real story. For now, I only have my hunches.” 
He would try to get information about Marie-Emilie into the system. He knew a man in forensics in Paris. 
“The blonde was definitely not Dominique — because she was Justine. Right?” Annie shook her head. “Would you like to come for dinner tomorrow, Pascal? At eight. Earlier if there’s a riot.”
“The national police have arrived. No more riots,” he promised.
Merle followed him to the door. “Has Gerard been arrested for the fire?”
“I’ll tell you about it at dinner.”
“And Odile too?”
He tasted of salt, cigarettes, and coffee. “Later.”
 
BUT PASCAL DIDN'T SHOW for dinner. They were eating custard Annie made in the afternoon, creme sans caramel, she called it, when a policeman in camouflage came to the door with a note. His eyes flicked around the room as if searching for arsonists.
“Is it from Pascal?” Tristan asked. “Read it out loud.”
Merle took a sip of wine.  “Cher Merle. I am sorry to miss your fine dinner. There is pressing business regarding Anthony Simms. Gerard Langois — yes he is arrested — named Simms his accomplice in the fraud of the cases of wine you saw at the winery, which were bottles filled with ordinary vin du table. Simms's work was in the news recently —  selling so-called 20-year whiskey which is, in reality, crapola. His stalking of you brings to mind the wine you said was in your cave. If you were not joking, this could be a dangerous time for it. It would be prudent to move the bottles out of the house. Perhaps Albert has space in his cave. Pascal.”
“You have a stalker?” Annie frowned.
 “He came to the winery tour twice, and took an unwelcome interest.” Merle looked at Tristan. “Did you ever see him, the Englishman with the funny hair?”
He looked up from his second helping of custard. “You mean Tony?” The sisters exchanged a look. “I told you. He came by the house when you were gone. Didn’t I?”
“No. What did he say?”
“He heard we were selling the house. Wanted to take a look around.”
“And did you — did he look around?”  
“I didn’t think it would hurt.” Tristan squirmed. “What?! He was just a guy.”
Merle tried to calm herself. “Did you show him the wine cave, Tris?”
“You told me not to. So I didn’t.” He set down his spoon. “He did ask if there was a basement.”
“And you told him —?”
“That we had one.”
Annie stood up. “I’ll go ask Albert.”
“No! I don’t want to put him danger. The wine is safest right where it is. Someone might see us moving it.”
“Someone like Anthony Simms?”
“Exactly. So far only we three know where the wine is. We’ll just be on our guards.”
“Plus Pascal apparently. Can you tell the gendarme about this stalker? Or the inspector?” Annie asked. Merle bit her lip. That time had passed. “At least tell Pascal.”
Tristan jumped up. “I’ll go get him.”
He came home at midnight, slightly drunk, without having found Pascal. He had found some boys from the fencing club though, and let them buy him a beer or two.
“Great, just great,” Merle said, tucking him into bed. 
“At least he has friends here,” Annie said. “Is he going back to Blackwood?”
His eyes were shut and his mouth open, asleep and snoring. Was anyone going home? She had no fricking clue what happened next. She threw her arm around Annie’s neck. 
“No plans tonight. I’m going zen on you, sister.”
 
YVES AND SUZETTE CLOSED UP their house and drove away without a word. It was market day but camaraderie was absent. The farmers who sold at market were friends of the grape-growers, brothers, cousins, uncles, wives, sisters, and aunts. Whispers of the arrests were everywhere. 
In the garden Annie put a fresh tablecloth on the patio table and they ate lunch al fresco, trying to keep their eyes off the crime scene tape, the strips of barren dirt through the lawn where the water line had gone, and the fading roses dropping their last petals. Merle closed her eyes, holding the wine on her tongue to taste all the flavors of France in the essence of grape. 
Tristan went inside with the plates. “Somebody’s at the door.”
It was a policeman, one Merle had never seen before, young and spruce and serious under his cap. Behind him were Josephine Azamar and Albert. The policeman held a small white box like Chinese take-out. 
Albert stepped closer. “These are the ashes of Dominique Redier.”
Merle held her breath, staring at the box. She hoped the policeman wasn’t going to hand it to her. Albert said, “We thought, Josephine thought, that you might be agreeable to burying the ashes in the garden.”
They buried her at the foot of the elegant, espaliered pear tree. After Tristan patted down the soil with the back of the shovel, Albert pulled a cross on a chain from his pocket and recited some Latin. Annie and Merle bowed their heads while the gendarme fingered his cap. They shook hands then Annie saw them out. 
Merle stood with Tristan by the tiny grave, thinking about meeting Justine up at the Shrine of Lucrezia. Did she see Harry in that face? Or Tristan — her grandson? Should she tell him? She hadn’t even told him about Sophie yet.
“Hey, don’t worry, Dominique or Justine or whoever you are,” he said quietly. “We’ll water your garden. You just rest now.” 
They went to dinner at Les Saveurs that night, a last splurge before Annie flew home. The meal was exquisite, grilled lamb, truffle omelet again for Merle who couldn’t get enough of it, and for the newly adventurous Tristan, who once proclaimed anything but pepperoni pizza ‘weird,’ a rabbit dish that tasted ‘just like chicken.’ In the morning Annie drove her rental car to Bergerac to the train station. 
Merle and Tristan spent the rest of the day rearranging furniture. She put up a lace curtain in her bedroom. They moved the single bed up the stairs into the finished loft and put wallpaper on the shelves of the old armoire. 
She had trouble sleeping that night without Annie.  The lawyer’s words careened her head. When would they arrest her? Where was her passport? Where was Anthony Simms — had he been arrested? The moonlight shone on her bed again, just like it had months before. Now it seemed like the natural glow of France, just something that was there. No longer soothing, now it seemed cold and calculating like looking for its chance to illuminate the inevitable.
 
 
“MOM, WAKE UP. MOM!” 
She bolted upright. “What?”
“Something’s going on at Albert’s. Look.”
“What time is it?” 
They pushed up the garden window and leaned out into the night. Tristan said it was past three. Lights blazed at Albert’s, then, suddenly the house went dark again. Tristan whispered, “I thought I heard glass breaking.”
“Get some clothes on.”
Hastily dressed they went out the back door, through the gate, and down the alley.  Merle had a strange urge to hold Tristan’s hand but instead held his sleeve at the elbow. The night was still and lit only by stars.  They knocked on Albert’s door. The shutters were closed so it was impossible to tell what was going on inside. Tristan pounded on the door shutters and called the old man’s name.
No answer. On her cell phone she dialed the emergency number, 1-8. Where did it go? She tried in broken French, to describe a break-in, an old man alone, Malcouziac. She read his address off his door. The operator, an efficient woman who seemed to understand, said the message would be forwarded to the local police.
Tristan ran back from the corner. “I saw somebody — in the backyard.”
“Oh, hell,” she muttered, following him to the mouth of the alley. Her heart pounded in her chest. Tristan was at Albert’s gate, pounding. “The police should be here soon.” 
“Damn it, Albert! Open up!” He rattled the wooden gate. “Hey, old man!” To his mother he said,  “I was going to go over the wall but it might have that broken glass on top like ours.”
“Let’s go back to the front and wait for the cops.”
On Albert’s street, after they knocked on his door again, lights went on across the street, a man’s head came out the upstairs window, scolding. “Taisez-vous! Nous dormons!” 
“Pardon, monsieur,” Merle called. “Peut-être un cambrioleur.” A burglar, perhaps.
The man disappeared then opened his door with a younger version of himself. The two joined them in the street. The boy looked familiar — was he one of the tabac gang? His name was Henri, his father was Louis.
“Vous êtes les Americaines,” Louis said, nodding, as if he knew all about them.  “Les flics, they are very slow in the night,” Louis said in heavily-accent English. Merle was happy for the company, especially after the two boys ran off to check the alley again.  In a moment there was a shout from the cross street. She looked at Louis, with his baggy eyes and disheveled hair. 
“Come, madame.” They jogged to the corner. The street was empty. They walked around the houses to the alley, also deserted. “Where did they go?” 
“Let’s check his gate again.”
Louis was ahead a few steps. He turned. “Is this your jardin?”
Merle stared at her open gate. She had locked it, she was sure. Did Josephine Azamar open it? In the middle of the night? She pushed it wider, looking around the yard. The yellow light from the kitchen windows spilled onto the ground, framing the dark box of the pissoir. “Tristan?” 
“Madame!” Louis yelled. “C’est Pére Albert!”
She spun around. Albert’s gate was ajar too. Louis had opened his back door and was bending over a prone figure. 
“Albert!” He had a gash in his head. “Get me a cloth.” Louis stood over them, fixated at the sight of the priest, unconscious. She pushed him aside, grabbing a cloth at the sink, wetting it, then holding it to the wound. “Can you hear me? Albert! Louis, call the police again!”
The sound of a motorcycle engine announced the gendarme. He roared up the alley and jumped from his bike. Jean-Pierre Redier wore his street clothes, unless leather pants was a night uniform.  “Call an ambulance!” Merle yelled. Oh, what was the word? “Les services d’urgences! Vite!” 
The gendarme took a long moment looking around the kitchen, then pulled out his cell phone and punched in the number. “Breathe, Albert,” she whispered. His chest was rising. He was alive. 
Louis spoke to Jean-Pierre. They looked out the door to the alley. The gendarme stepped outside. Louis said, “There is someone in your house, madame.” Merle stretched on her knees, keeping one hand under Albert’s head. Was it Tristan?  “The ambulance is here soon. He is okay? Ah, here are the boys. They come from the street.”
Merle’s stomach dropped. “Tristan! Someone’s in the house!”
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THE GATE HUNG OPEN. Henri peered over Tristan’s shoulder into their garden. He heard the panic in his mother’s voice. “What?”
“Quelqu’un, voila! Un homme!” Henri pointed into their windows, lit up in the dark night. A man’s back was silhouetted.
“Mom?” 
“I’ve got Albert. He’s okay! The house, Tris!”
“Oh, shit,” the boy said. Jean-Pierre was at the gate now, looking into the garden. He pushed the boys aside and strode toward the kitchen door. “It’s that son of a bitch.” The one I let in the house. “Come on,” Tristan told Henri. “Around the front!”
They ran hard down the cobblestones. Skidding around the corner, they saw the man come out the front door, kicking out the shutters. “Wait!” Tristan called but he saw them and turned to the wall. Jumping the short section, he disappeared over the side.
The vineyards swallowed him up. The boys watched as he crashed about in the dark. Henri had a foot on the wall, ready to follow, when Tristan saw him slip through a gap in the wall farther down, and disappear into the streets. “This way!”
 The streets were dark, shadowy, with alleys and walk-ways and lots of corners to turn down. The village was a maze at night, with look-alike shuttered houses. “Where did he go?”  Henri looked familiar, with his flop of black hair and big honking nose. “Où est-il?”
“Je sais pas,” the boy mumbled.
“Hey.” Tristan poked a finger at him. Henri took a step back. “You helped those Bordeaux punks at the fencing tournament. You held me down.” The boy turned his palms up and looked sideways. “It was you. Okay, you and me. Come on.”
Henri took a step backwards.
“So you’re chicken without your friends?” Tristan put up his fists. “Come on, asshole. Give me your best shot. You baby. That’s right.  Bébé.” 
The boy raised his fists then. “There you go. Let’s see what you’ve got.” The sound of footsteps, running on the cobbles. A man dashed across, half a block away. “There he is!” The fists dropped, the fight forgotten.
The chase went down one street and up another, as if the man was lost. It was dark but to Tristan it looked like Tony, the man his mother said was creepy. He ran funny, like he had a bad leg. At an alley he skidded to a stop and turned in.
Henri got there before Tristan, who wasn’t used to running on cobblestones. “Voila!” Henri pointed down the alley, a dead-end stopping at an iron gate. They had him trapped.  They slowed to a walk, advancing on him.
“Get away from me. This is mine,” Anthony mumbled, cradling two wine bottles in his arms. “Leave me alone, you filthy delinquents.”
“Hey, Tony,” Tristan said. “Bonsoir, my man. Having a fun evening?”
Surprise then relief flooded his face. “Mr. Strachie. How nice to see you. I thought you were the police. Or a nasty little frog.” They each took an arm.  “Watch the wine, please! Thanks much but I’ll be off now. Hey! Take your hands off me!”
The boys were as big as Simms, and younger and stronger, and had little trouble marching him back to the gendarme. His running commentary turned increasing vile, with slurs against both Americans and French. He struggled to free himself from their grasp but protecting the bottles kept him busy. When they reached the street where Albert’s house sat, they saw the lights of the ambulance. In the flashing red his mother and the gendarme and Henri’s father were visible.
“Regardez,” Henri said. “Le gendarme et l’Inspecteur.”
“Keep moving, creep. Mom!” The grownups looked up. The gendarme and the other cop started towards them. “We got him!”
Simms gave a last, grunting effort and twisted out of Tristan’s grasp. Henri kept hold of his left arm and they jumped around on the street, barely keeping their footing. Everyone was yelling, trying to catch Simms. Suddenly Henri had one of the bottles of wine in his hand. 
“No, no, you little bastard! That is mine. I’ll not be cheated again.” Anthony grabbed at the bottle, a spastic lunge. Holding the wine over his head Henri laughed at him, taunting. Anthony’s eyes were wide with panic. His toupee slipped, revealing a bald scalp. “Now, young man, let’s not do anything rash. Give me the bottle, there’s a nice boy. Donnez-moi le bouteille!”  Pascal and the Inspector moved cautiously behind him, closing off the escape routes. “Damn it, you little shit. Give it to me.”
Tristan tried to grab him but he jumped aside. Henri moved the bottle higher, turning it to hang on to its neck, like he was going to throw it on the ground. Anthony cried out, “You have no right! My father paid for that wine and it belongs to me.” The Englishman sniveled, hugging the other bottle to his chest. “Give it to me, you dirty swine.” He took a step toward Henri.
A chorus of ‘No!!’ rose as the boy smashed the bottle over Anthony’s head.
He stood, stunned, red wine dripping down his bald head, his face, like blood. Green glass scattered on his shoulders, then he slumped to the ground.
 Someone threw a bucket of cold water over Anthony Simms. He woke up in handcuffs, lying on his side on the street. Everyone on the block was now awake, standing outside in their bedclothes or hanging out windows. Merle held Albert’s hand as he lay on the stretcher. He was conscious now, having come to just before the ambulance arrived. 
The emergency crew pushed her gently away and rolled Albert inside the vehicle. She winced as they slammed the doors. The sight of his jovial face so unsmiling was wrenching. Pascal put his arm around her shoulders. “He’ll be all right. He is tough.” He squeezed her arm. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been working on my list.”
She glanced at him, his half smile. “Yes, where have you been?”
“You are shivers again.” Pascal pulled her close. “Go home. I have to arrest the Englishman. You have my number if you can’t sleep? ”
After thanking Louis and Henri Merle dragged Tristan away from the excitement. She wanted to go check on the wine. The boy chattered excitedly, recounting the chase and the amazing thing about Henri being one of the guys who helped the out-of-towners at the fencing tournament and how he was all right now that he’d smashed a bottle of wine over the burglar’s head. 
 She set Tristan to trying to secure the front door which had been kicked out, both the frame and the door itself were splintered. The door shutters were done for. He propped them up and brought the padlock inside. The gate was in similar shape, broken timbers and lock busted. She tried to lock it and finally gave up. 
The trapdoor was open, the cupboard pushed aside. Merle shone the flashlight down the stairs. “How many bottles did he have?”
“Just two.”
“There’s more on the stairs. Be careful.”
A case or more lined the steps. He’d gone straight for the Pétrus. The door to the cave had been hatcheted, the tool lying on the dirt floor. But inside the rest of the wine was safe. “Count at that end,” she said, after they had put the bottles on the stairs back into their racks. There were only five bottles missing and they had drunk three themselves. 
Upstairs they repositioned the cupboard over the trap door then Tristan went to bed, still excited. Merle added to her list: wine truck and safe storage, flowers for Albert. Then: passport. A policeman came to the front door a half hour later. She pushed aside the broken shutters. He was to stand guard. He had a rather large gun, she noted happily. She put her head down on the table.
 
THE SOUNDS WOKE HER. She looked for her watch, still a reflex but an empty one. It was dark outside. Through the broken panes of the front door she could see the policeman, walking back and forth like he was a palace guard, probably to stay awake. Had he coughed? What had wakened her?
She curled into the horsehair sofa, feeling the lumps poke her hips. Just jumpy, she thought, turning down the floor lamp to low. She listened again, and lay her head on a pillow. 
There! Again, a sound, definitely from the back. She lay still. Should she get the policeman or scare whoever was in her garden off herself? Policeman. For sure. She lay in the semi-dark, listening. Had she locked the back door? 
On cue, the glass shattered. She sat up to see a hand coming through the broken pane and unbolting the door. 
The hatchet lay against the fireplace where Tristan had left it. Her heart was pounding as she lunged for it, standing in the shadows under the stairs, waiting for — who? She yelled, “Police! Help! Intruder!” Where was he?
She jumped into the light, brandishing the hatchet with both hands. In her kitchen stood Jean-Pierre Redier flanked by a shorter man. Jean-Pierre looked startled then began to laugh. “Vous êtes en état d’arrestation, madame.” You are under arrest. He pulled out his handcuffs and slapped them across his black gloved hand.
“Oh, no, you don’t. Monsieur, policier!” 
“He has gone home. He isn’t needed, madame.” He grinned at her. “Three’s a crowd, isn’t that the expression?”
“Mom?” Tristan stood on the stairs in sweat pants and t-shirt. “What’s going on?”
“Come over here by me, Tristan.” She still held the hatchet in both hands, ready to chop off the hands of anyone who came too close. She felt reckless, and sleep-deprived, and generally pissed off. “Get back!” She swung the hatchet in the direction of the gendarme. Black leather pants, my ass. 
Her son vaulted the railing and landed on the floor. He slid sideways to her side. “What the heck are you doing, mom?” he whispered. “That’s the cop.”
“Reach into my pocket,” she said softly. “Get my cell phone and call Pascal. Tell him to get here quick. I’m going to turn a little your way. Don’t let him see.”
“Where is the policeman? What did you do to him?” she said in French to Jean-Pierre. She needed to keep talking until Tris made his call. She could feel his fingers in her pocket. “Did you kill him like you killed Justine LaBelle?”
“Quoi?” said the other man, who was bearded and wore a knit cap. “You killed the putain?”
“Stop talking nonsense. You killed her, madame. That’s why you are under arrest.” He took a step toward her. Tristan crouched behind his mother. She could hear the buttons beeping and coughed to cover the sound. “And you broke into my house, Monsieur le Gendarme. How will you explain getting your fingers chopped off, eh?”
The second man’s eyes widened. He stuffed his hands in his pockets. Jean-Pierre lowered his head like a bull. He was a big man, young and strong, and she was making him mad. Some things couldn’t be helped.
“She was your aunt, wasn’t she? You must have been proud. An aunt who ran around in revealing clothes. A famous whore, right here in town. How exciting for you. It must have been hard to explain. So you pushed her off the cliff so you didn’t have to see her parading her pathetic old self around town any more. Isn’t that right?”
Tristan was whispering. The gendarme looked around her, craning his neck. He lunged forward and she swung the hatchet, catching him on the wrist with the blunt side of the hatchet. “Get back, you dirty flic!”
He grabbed the handle of the hatchet. She refused to let go, skidding across the room with both hands tight on it. “Go out the front, Tristan!” He turned as the gendarme slammed her against the wall under the stair. The boy put his shoulder to the door and ran.
“Don’t let him get away,” Jean-Pierre told his frozen cohort. He had a boot on her foot, pinching her toes in a crushing motion. Merle howled and tried to chop at him again, but he had both hands on the hatchet and wrenched it out of her hands.
“Go after him, idiot!” The shorter man ran out the front door.
“Quite the tom-cat, eh?” He dropped the hatchet and grabbed her hands. Slapping on the handcuffs he wrapped them around a stair baluster. She struggled to her feet as he let up on the pressure on her toes. “Okay, where is it?” He began to pace around the room.
“Where is what? Your dick? They all say you have trouble finding it.”
He laughed and kept pacing. “Wouldn’t you like to know? Like a little taste, would you? The door, where is it?”
“Right behind you. Show yourself out.”
He had spun when she said ‘behind you,’ and now grabbed her arm. He smelled of liquor and sweat. His breath reeked of cigarettes. “You are so smart. You arrogant Americans.” He brought his knee up to her back. She moaned at the pain. 
He pushed the sofa, pulled up the rug, flinging it against the wall. Through the kitchen and bath, he pounded on the stone floor with his boots, then at the kitchen door, he laughed. Quite fond of evil laughter, was he. He had found it. The scratch marks on the floor had clued him in. He pushed the heavy cupboard aside, pulled up the door, and shone a flashlight on the stairs. 
Merle tugged on the handcuffs. They cut into her wrists. The banister upright she was chained to — the word came to her: baluster — was halfway up the stairs, at shoulder level. Her hands were going numb. In the cellar she could hear the gendarme moving around, humming over the wine bottles, setting them back on the steps as Anthony had done.
The baluster was two inches across but carved with spiral indentations. She had so enjoyed painting the stairs. But now… She gripped the baluster with both hands. It wiggled when she pulled. If she could break it without alerting him — well, that was unlikely, wasn’t it? But what else did she have?
The hatchet lay on the floor, six feet away. She stretched her foot toward it, pulled it with her toe. But how to get it up to her hands? She put her right foot on the fourth stair tread, eased her hands to the top of the baluster, and swung her left leg over the handrail. Her newly-healed wrist screamed with pain. She wiggled her hands into a better position and lifted her right leg over. 
On the steps sat Tristan’s hiking boots. She slipped her right foot into his boot. It was way too big, almost falling off. She figured she had one chance. Dangling the boot on her foot she tried to tightened the laces but it was too hard. These steel-toe wonders she didn’t want to buy him because they were too heavy for camp — well, time to pay up, dogs.
The clink of bottles just below the trap door — he was too close. She waited until he moved away, back in the cave. She counted his steps, two, three, four, five, then drew back her foot and kicked hard. The post bent but held. She aimed again, a little higher, and swung again. This time the baluster shattered. She kicked off the boot and slipped her handcuffs down to the breach. In a leap she was on the floor. She reached the trap door as he looked up the stairs. He shouted obscenities as she flipped the trap door down on his head and jumped on it.
He pushed up, bouncing her. The cupboard was three feet away. His shoulder heaved up under her. He outweighed her by fifty pounds or more. She couldn’t hold him down much longer. She dove around the cupboard as he blasted up out the trap door. With a shove, it toppled, crashing, splitting in two with the top section snapping off and landing with all the dishes and glass and shelves on the gendarme’s head. She heard him moan and didn’t hang around for the crying.
She ran through the garden, out the gate, and into the alley, her socks slipping on the moss. Albert’s gate was closed and locked. She ran down the alley. Where the hell did Pascal live? Who could she trust? Running hard, she passed rue de Poitiers and ran all the way to the inspector’s back-alley hotel. The windows were dark, door locked. 
“Open up!” She rattled the knob, pounding. “Capitan Montrose!” 
“Madame?” He stood behind her, materialized in the night air in his sensible gray suit. “Qu’est-ce que tu fait?”
“Allons-y! Vite, vite!” 
She dragged him through the streets. He didn’t complain or ask questions. He tripped a few times, but then so did she, in her handcuffs and socks. “Ma maison, monsieur,” she said at one corner. “C’est urgent!”
Rue de Poitiers was lit up like Albert’s street had been hours earlier. Every neighbor was on their stoop or at their window, at least those who hadn’t fled to Paris. Madame Suchet stood in a velvet housecoat, arms crossed, chatting. Great entertainment, better than television, these Americans.
Merle dropped her grip on the Inspector’s sleeve and burst in the door.
“Mom!” Tristan ran to her and threw his arms around her. Behind him stood Pascal.
“Did you get him?” she asked. “Where is he? I’m okay, honey,” she told her son in a rush.
“In the garden. A special spot.” Pascal tipped his head to the back yard. She followed him out the door, through the dark to the pissoir. The crime scene tape was torn. He pushed open the door. Handcuffed around the ancient stone stool, his bloody head resting on the porcelain ring, sitting on the dirt in his leather pants, was Jean-Pierre.
“You bastard!” She spun to Pascal. “Get the key for these off him. Is the wine all right? Did you check it? What happened to that other guy? Did he catch you, Tristan? Are you all right? Did he hurt you?”
The policeman watching Jean-Pierre was the one who had been posted outside her house. He looked at her guiltily. “Where the hell was he while I was being forcibly detained? And where were you, Pascal? What took you so long? Were you sleeping? Are all the dishes broken? How many bottles did we lose?”
Pascal took her handcuffed hands and put them over his head, around the back of his neck.  He clamped his hand over her mouth as she talked, adrenaline surging through her. “Get the key! Don’t fool around, my wrists are killing me! My feet are bruised, my ankle is twisted —”
“I can’t hear you, blackbird,” he said. “What is that you say? The only way to stop your mouth is another mouth?” 
Tristan laughed.
Pascal winked at the boy. “Okay, if I must.”
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THE NEXT TWO DAYS WERE FULL of repair, human and maison, and storytelling. Merle recounted her adventure with the thieving gendarme to numerous officials, from Capitan Montrose and again to his superior from Bergerac, then to a high-ranking Policier Nationale officer in a very strange uniform. Most humiliating that one of their own was so bad, caught in the act. She felt a lot better than they did.
Merle, Pascal, and Tristan dropped all their repairs and drove to the hospital in Bergerac to see Albert. They were not allowed in his room so they left flowers and a note for him with the nurses. His sister’s daughter, Valerie’s mother, was to travel down from Paris to take him home with her for recuperation. 
The doors to the house were a total loss — front, back, and shutters. Andre Saintson, the locksmith, conjured up substitutes, probably from the ruins on his street, and planed and sanded until they fit. He put on new locks, with deadbolts. Madame Suchet dragged a pair of door shutters out of her basement that would serve, a flaky red paint on their boards. They didn’t have the pretty round top of the broken ones but they would do.
The cheap dishes and glassware were not mourned, having performed their civic duty on the hard head of Jean-Pierre. He in turn broke a Malcouziac rule and ratted out his uncle, the mayor, the original schemer with Anthony Simms. Pascal was very happy even if the Inspector broke out in a sweat, smoked endless Gauloises, and was generally theatrical.
The wine had mostly been saved. Two bottles of Château L'Église-Clinet had broken when the trap door landed on Jean-Pierre. A bottle of Cheval-Blanc had cracked. But the remainder, miraculously, was intact. Pascal arranged for it to be stored at a government facility but Merle felt uneasy and made him take her with him. It was inside a prison yard in Toulouse. Better than any other alternative, she thought, re-reading the detailed receipt for the 99th time.
 
THE NEXT MORNING Tristan was clumping down the patched up stairs in the famous hiking boots as she walked in the house. She handed him a pastry.
“Pascal was here. He wants you to meet him. There’s a note. He said I was too sleepy to remember.” He pointed out the slip of paper on the table. They bit into their pains au chocolat. “Mom? Are you going to marry Pascal?”
She choked. “What?”
“He likes you. And you like him, don’t you?”
 Her boy, almost a man, wore his youth fresh on his early-morning face. His hair stood out in all directions and he gave her that half-smile, just like Harry’s. “We live on different continents. But we’ll come back here, don’t you think?”
“Not if we sell it.” He flopped in a chair and inhaled another pastry.
“Would you like to keep the house, come back here in the summers?”
“Would Valerie come back too?”
“Maybe.” She read the note: ‘Meet me for lunch at Cafe Eloise, one o’clock.’ 
“I might, like, get a summer job or something.”
She ruffled his hair. “Keep your options open. Like Dad always said.”
 
PASCAL LEANED AGAINST THE BUILDING, smoking, as they rounded the corner. He stamped out his cigarette, kissing them on both cheeks, then led them into the bistro with an old checkerboard tile floor and red tablecloths. For some reason she’d never found this restaurant. But she’d be back. If they needed money for college she would sell the house then. 
After lunch Tristan left to buy ice cream on the square. Merle and Pascal had peach sorbet and coffee. He reached into his pocket and slid her passport across the table.
She set down her spoon and stared at it, fingering the inside, her old picture with her stringy, gray hair. She leaned over and kissed him. “Thank you.”
“I am just the messenger. Montrose has charged Anthony Simms in the murder of Justine LaBelle.”
She frowned. “Did he confess?”
“I don’t think so. But the intent was there. The wine was a powerful motive.” He sipped his coffee. “What?”
“It’s just — remember when I was babbling that night? I know you do. When I was facing off Jean-Pierre I blurted out, did you kill your aunt the whore. I don’t know why I said it, but it makes perfect sense. She embarrassed them. They'd been shunnng her fifty years. Plus they wanted her out of the house so they could get to the wine.”
“Perhaps. Maybe they did it together. We know Simms was at the shrine that morning.”
She would go home, and forget about Anthony Simms. But would she forget Justine LaBelle? Not likely.  She probably never knew about the treasure in her cellar. What a life she had. 
Pascal leaned forward. “About the wine. It’s safe now but we should not tempt fate. You know how to call the auction houses?” She nodded. “Did you hear Simms say something about ‘my father’s wine’?”
She frowned. “Do you think he actually owned the wine? There were invoices in an old file left by Harry’s father. One of them was from a British company, in London.”
“An invoice for these wines, these vintages?”
“No. Other wines.”
“Then I doubt it. Hugh Rogers — his real name — he has a pretty good rap sheet in England. His father tells a tale, he says, of being swindled.”
“Out of this wine, my wine?”
“It’s just another of his cons.”
 “How did he know it was in the house? I didn’t tell anyone, not even you.”
He smiled. “But you did let me drink some, cherie. It’s my belief that he came here knowing that the wine might be here, even though he had this other business, the wine scam. Probably picked this area for his scam because the house was here.”
“Wait. What did you say his name is?”
“Hugh Rogers.”
“He called the house. Back home. He was trying to get Harry to invest in Bordeaux futures. So he must have known about the connection with Harry’s father — and the house.”
“Did you tell him about Malcouziac?”
“I might have mentioned the house. But I didn’t tell him where it was. He must have found out on his own.” She fiddled with her spoon. “Do you think he has a legal claim to the wine?”
“No.” Pascal took her hand. “It is ancient history. An old family story, that is all. He is a swindler, a thief, a killer. I don’t believe a word he says.”
“You’re sure? I don’t want to take something that isn’t mine.”
He looked at her, tipping his head. “The wine is yours, Merle. All yours.”
As they walked out into the street she invited him for dinner. “On one condition,” he said. “You make your coq au vin again. It is just like my grandmother’s. And, yes, that’s a good thing.”
 
THEY SAT OUTSIDE IN THE GARDEN in the evening, sipping pear eau de vie that Pascal had brought. It went straight to her head, making her dizzy even sitting down. Tristan was inside listening to music. The night was quiet, peaceful for once. She listened to the birds in the trees, the frogs in the vineyards. This was the way she imagined her French summer, not full of injury, intrigue, violence. She shut her eyes and tried to forget all that. The music rolled out the open door into the night, American music in a French garden, a perfect match. 
She’d thought more about Anthony, or rather Hugh Rogers, and his connection to the wine. If he’d had a decent claim he could have pressed it with her. Instead he chose to steal the wine. That negated any thread of legal claim, she decided.
Pascal held out his hand. “Vous dansez, mademoiselle?” The music was Annie’s album, old Beatles songs. She swayed in his arms, as he twisted the hair on the nape of her neck. A bittersweet moment made ludicrously romantic by the night sky and his strong, warm hands. Even this — especially this — she had never imagined. And why not, her little voice asked, having finally released her from the what-what? She felt free, calm. A person who asks why not? A new person altogether. 
She closed her eyes tightly, memorizing the way he felt, his shoulder under her hand, the smell of his skin, his breath on her ear.
As the song wound down, he took her face in his hands, smoothing her hair. “Blackbird. That is your song.”
“Is that what my name means?”
“All your life,” he sang in a breathy, French accent. “You were only waiting for this moment to be free.”
He pulled her to his chest and sang along with John and Paul — the dark black night,  broken wings, blackbird arising —  as he stroked her hair. He smelled like fruit and life and sunshine.  
Criminy. It was going to be hard to leave.
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THE SKIES HUNG LOW AND GRAY with flocks of crows squawking in the bare trees. November in London was short, dreary days followed by long, damp nights.  A change from her last trip to Europe but Merle wasn’t watching the skies. No dawdling this time. Pascal had helped arrange the auction of the “Fine Vintages, Rarely Seen,” as the Sotheby’s catalogue read. He had called Merle half a dozen times in the last three months. She often missed the calls because she was in meetings or wining and dining the corporates.
She had dreaded starting her new job, but to her surprise she wasn’t half bad. She began viewing herself as an anthropologist who studies corporate lawyers, dissects their social structure, mating rituals, and mindsets. They weren’t that complicated really. She enjoyed appealing to their generous sides, and most of them were generous if you knew how to press their buttons.  Lillian Wachowski called her a magnificent closer and even took her out to dinner one Friday evening to celebrate signing a big firm to a long-term pro bono agreement.
The hotel smelled of fish and chips, full of bus loads of culture hounds. As she checked in, the clerk handed her a large envelope with the auction house imprint. The copies of the contracts she’d signed last month were inside, with more details on the auction. Her father had gone over the fine print and everything seemed in order. She was nervous about the auction. If the prices weren’t good, she had decided to refuse the sale. She hoped that didn’t happen, but the economy was still shaky. 
The auction was in the morning, early, but her internal clock was off and she wandered the streets for awhile, considered a movie in Leicester Square, watched juggling instead, and window-shopped at rare book stores. A fine mist began to fall as she walked back to the hotel. 
“Miss Bennett!” the desk clerk called. He handed her another envelope, letter size with the hotel imprint. Inside was a fax, handwritten. She sat on the edge of the bed.
 
Cher Merle,




As you see I am not in London. Things are very busy with the trial approaching. Gerard Langois and Hugh Rogers will be put on trial together for the fraud, a time-saving maneuver which I hope will not blow up in our faces. Rogers now claims Jean-Pierre Redier is responsible for Justine’s fall, or alternately that it was an accident. Can you come for the trial, my little blackbird?                                    Pascal




PS. Enclosed my translation of the report on the pissotiere bones, just completed.







The next sheet, the forensic report on the bones, was short.
 
“The bones are female, 20 to 40 years old at time of death, approximately one-hundred-forty-three centimeters in height, brown-black hair, who has not delivered a child. The skull had received a hard blow, fractured: probable cause of death. Bones are contemporary based on clothing fragments and hair samples found within the encasement, possible burial thirty to seventy years past. Without dental records or DNA sampling, identification is incomplete.”








She would write to Dr. Beynac, maybe he knew who the dentist was in Malcouziac fifty years ago. But the chances were slim. Weston Strachie had probably wiped out all evidence of Marie-Emilie’s existence. The shame of the connection  still made her ill. He may be long dead, and good riddance, but he was still the lowest sort of pond scum. She sunk into the worn bedspread. If only Pascal were here, to stroke her hair and tell her it was all over years ago.
 
THE BIDDING ON THE MALCOUZIAC WINE began at 11 a.m., after a lot of 2000 vintages from Château Latour in Pauillac. Prices for those were good. Merle listened to the talk in the gilded rooms on New Bond Street before the bidding on her wine began, standing with well-dressed men and sophisticated ladies looking at three bottles, the representatives of her lot — Château Pétrus, Château Cheval-Blanc, and Château L'Église-Clinet, their old labels brittle but the glass shiny and bright, cleaned for the day. There was no tasting  as they’d done for the new vintages; the bottles were too valuable to open. The Pétrus had the biggest reputation. The wine critic Robert Parker had given it his highest rating, 100 points. You could almost hear him salivating between the words. The L'Église-Clinet was less well-known but might, according to one gentleman, attract those looking for something different.
She settled into the back row, in good line of sight of the auctioneer. With amazing speed the Château Pétrus, 1946, sold for 
£2200 a bottle. The Cheval-Blanc '47 went for £2100, the L'Église-Clinet, 1949, sold in a split lot, half for £1200 and half for £1450.  
Then it was over. Stunned, Merle had to stare at her notes for a moment before the figures sunk in. She punched in the numbers on her calculator, pounds to dollars. On the Pétrus alone, before the consignment fees, over 100,000 pounds sterling. That was more than $152,000 US. On the others, over $240,00. Altogether nearly $400,000. She couldn't believe it. She sent up a silent thank-you to the old bastard, Weston Strachie, then almost fainted from relief. 
A ripple, a murmur, then the auction moved on. She drew a deep breath. All that scrabbling, angst, and panic over bottles of wine was finished. Pascal should be here. He had not let her down. He had done what he said he’d do, restoring her faith in men, or at least Frenchmen. 
She gathered herself and stood up. She would see Pascal again, sometime. But now there was one more loose end.
 
THE QUIET VILLAGE IN SOMERSET, a crossroads of two narrow highways, could have served as a set for a Masterpiece Theater program, something from Thomas Hardy perhaps. No thatched cottages, but very nearly. Merle had taken the early train from London after a little solo celebrating — and banking — in London. The village was a couple blocks long in businesses, with old homes mixed in, an inn where she intended to spend the night, a small food shop, a bakery, a garage. 
She asked the rental car clerk at the train station for directions to the even smaller village of Hockingdon. A flock of geese honked overhead, pointing her in the direction of the hamlet. Carefully she urged the little car onto the pavement (stay left/stay left, her right-handed brain scolded), into the rolling pastures and hills. Hockingdon wasn’t far, and she made it there by mid-morning. Fortifying herself with the thermos of tea she’d brought, she parked in front of the Round Robin Inn. 
Still there, after all these years, and still open for business. Amazing. Weston’s archive of memories, including the menu from the Round Robin, sat on the seat. The fat bird on the sign matched the menu imprint. They hadn’t even changed the sign in sixty years. She had found a listing for the inn — complete with plump fowl — in a British touring magazine, but she’d also found six other Round Robin Inns from Leith to Aberystwyth. She hoped she’d guessed correctly. With that sign, she felt sure she had. Closest to London and over a hundred years old, the inn apparently embodied the village, nestled in the center of the single block of buildings.
Pushing through the heavy door, Merle stepped into the lobby. It smelled of grease and wet wool and bread baking. She took a seat in the deserted restaurant.  An older woman, plump and red-faced, wearing a dirty apron, arrived at the table with a kettle and teapot.
Outside a motorcycle zoomed by on the street, rounding a school bus and barely missing a small child. Several pedestrians waved their fists in anger. A couple made their way across the street and into the inn. 
The man and woman hung up their coats and scarves, chatting as they sat down at the window table. They were both gray-haired but looked youngish, talking in their country accents. Odd to be in a foreign country where you could  understand the natives. Merle plucked a scone from the tray. 
Tea in a pot was brought for the couple. Merle waited for them to settle in, then stood up. They didn’t seem startled at her approach. A good sign, she thought.
“Pardon the intrusion. I was wondering if you might be able to help me,” Merle said. “I’m looking for someone in the village who lived here in the fifties, someone who might remember a relative of mine.”
They were quick to introduce themselves and find her a chair to join them. “Gavin Towne, and this is my wife, Gloria.” 
“The fifties?” Gloria said. “Gavin lived here.” 
“Yes, ma’am. When in particular?”
“Nineteen-fifty, fifty-one.”
“I was in school then.” He looked over his teacup at her. “Sorry.”
Merle told them the memorized fiction, that she wanted to find the woman her father married after leaving her mother. “They divorced after only a couple years,  I never saw him again. But I think I might have half-brothers or sisters.”
Gloria’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, wouldn’t that be lovely? Is your father gone now?”
“Sadly, yes. And Mother too.” The story of all the related parties being passed and gone had worked at the convent so why not here? But she could feel her mother’s fingernails on her neck.
“Isn’t there somebody around here who knew everybody?” Gloria wondered aloud.
They consulted the waitress who suggested the vicar. But Gloria knew he’d only arrived five years before, just as they moved back. 
The waitress slapped her cloth over her shoulder. “You should ask Tulliver.”
William Tulliver owned the store across the street, and apparently knew everyone. Gloria and Gavin introduced her, telling the shopkeeper of the search for lost relatives. He scratched his head and said, “There’s the Westchesters, but I think the old man’s gone in the head. Or maybe Lloyd Acres down by Tinsley.”
The names flowed out of him. Merle scribbled them down. There seemed to be something wrong with each of them, they were infirm, recently died, or had begun to forget their kin. Then he said, “What about Annabelle Gallagher? She doesn’t get out much, but I hear the old girl’s still with us.”
Gloria had seen the woman several Christmases back — a tough old bird. Liked to talk. Probably knew everyone.
The shopkeeper drew a map to the Gallagher place called Three Oaks, a reference to long-gone trees. The sun came out, scorching the green hills with color as she drove. The old manor house, down a narrow drive, looked neglected, with missing shingles, broken shutters, windblown tree limbs on the shaggy lawn, a tire-less car rusting next to the carriage house. A few decades back the owners of Three Oaks had thrown in the towel.
The knocker was a huge brass lion. A middle-aged woman opened the door — thin, bad dye job, pale skin. “Miss Gallagher?” 
“She’s in the sunroom,” the woman said sullenly, opening the door wider before she remembered to ask, “And who may you be?”
“Merle Bennett. Mr. Tulliver in Hockingdon told me Miss Gallagher was the person to talk to about relatives of mine.”
The woman looked her up and down. “Wait here.”
Merle looked around at the wide, empty yard, trying to imagine lawn parties and elegant sculpted boxwood and men in top hats. It looked like there hadn’t been parties for a long time. 
The door opened again. Merle was escorted through the dark house, echoing rooms empty of life and furniture, to a large glass Victorian conservatory with a two limp palms hanging onto life. Under a red tartan blanket sat a shrunken old woman, white-haired and wizened as an apple doll, with bright blue eyes. She wore a pilled green sweater buttoned up to her chin.
Merle introduced herself as a dining chair was dragged in. Jenny dismissed herself to make lunch. Merle pulled the photographs out of her purse. “I’m looking for someone who might remember my father’s second wife, in case I might have half-sisters or brothers.”
“What’s her name?”
“That’s the problem. All I know is her first name, Emilie.”
“You don’t know your father’s name?” Merle had a new facial expression, the Montrose deadpan, which she wore now. It was her favorite response to questions she preferred not to answer, something her new job was rife with. The woman squinted at her. “You have a photograph?” 
Merle put the photo in her hand, the small, blond Emilie with Weston against a brick cottage. Three Oaks was limestone, not brick, so this was probably the first of a hundred dead-ends. Annabelle Gallagher stared at the photograph, her hand trembling a little.
She handed it back with a sneer. “An awful little man, but she loved him.”
Somewhere a clock was ticking. Jenny banged pans in the scullery. Merle blinked. “Excuse me?”
“Never saw the appeal myself,” she sniffed.
“You—you know them?”
“I’ve forgotten his name.”
“Weston.”
“Ah. ‘My Wes,’ she called him.” Annabelle looked at her sharply. “He wasn’t your father. Who are you working for? Are you a collection agent?”
Merle shook her head. “He was my father-in-law. He died a long time ago.”
“Look around. This is all I have left, a few plants and my chair. There’s nothing to collect but these old bones, you know.”
“Miss Gallagher, I only want information about Weston and Emilie.”
“Emilie? Huh.” She waved a hand and looked out the greenhouse to the dry yard as if seeing into the past.  “He took her away, against all our wishes except her batty mother, and we never heard from her again. End of story. Ran off to France, I suppose — he talked about his business there — or America. I often wondered what became of poor Virginia.”
“Virginia?” Merle looked at the photograph. The tiny, yellow-haired woman: not Emilie but Virginia.
“My mother’s name. Dear Virginia. Lovely really. An angelic little child, all golden hair and rosy cheeks. My sister doted on her. Until the day she died she fretted about never hearing from her little Ginnie. Tiny, like a child, she was. My sister tried to find her in the States, even hired one of those men, those —”
“Private detectives?”
“Nothing came of it.” The old woman stared at her spotted hands. “Is she alive?” 
“Sorry, no. She died, a long time ago too.”
“In childbirth? I always thought she was too small to have children.”
“A car accident. They were together.”
The old woman nodded, accepting the facts. “I told my sister it would come to no good. No one ever listened. She’s dead then.” Annabelle sucked in her lips as she blinked to keep her eyes dry. She tried to say something but covered her mouth with a gnarled hand. Merle waited, the way she did in depositions, for silence to build and emotions to settle. Finally the old woman gasped angrily, “All of them gone. It’s so unfair. Two of us left. Me in this wicked old house as good as a jail, and one in a real prison.”
“Prison?”
“Very sad the way he’s turned out, but after his father’s appalling life —” Annabelle looked sharp again, squinting at her visitor. “You want to hear it? Of course you do. It’s made the entire countryside squeal with glee. Me, buried alive in this tomb. Do you know we eat onion soup six days a week?”
Merle bit her lip as the woman rambled on. “It started with my brother. Departed this earth these thirty years. A spoiled, thoughtless man. The heir to this grand estate. He thought he was a fancy chef, or at least could employ one. Bought a lovely old building in London, in the West End. He spent thousands of pounds and lost it all. Terrible business man. And his son is worse. Does something dodgy for a living.” She lifted her hands to the glass ceiling. “And that is the legacy of my grandfather, the wise and wonderful Armstrong Aloitius Rogers. Who built this house and had such dreams for all of us.”
“Rogers?” Merle blinked, trying to engage this new information. “Your brother’s son, your nephew — is he named Hugh Rogers?”
Annabelle narrowed her eyes. “So that is why you’re here, to squeeze blood from this old stone. Many have tried to recover the money he’s swindled them out of. You won’t be any better at it. All you’ll winkle from this old body is onion soup, I told you.”
“No, I — I met him in France. This man, Weston Strachie.  Hugh says he swindled his father out of some wine. A long time ago.”
A dry laugh came from the old woman’s mouth. “Hugh’s  been barking about that wine for years. Well, don’t worry, I want nothing to do with him and his dirty dealings.  I’m sure it’s some tale Armstrong made up to make himself feel better for throwing away all those pounds. Throw the blame off his own stupidity. Now Hugh appeals to me from his prison cell in Paris. ‘Help me, Aunt Annabelle.’” She snorted. “Not likely, laddie.”
Merle let her rankle subside. She had more questions. 
“Weston came here, did he?”
“Oh, yes. We were all young then. He was a friend of Hugh’s father. The restaurant business, always a poor way to earn money, if one must. Let’s see. He came several times, I believe. The year Virginia was here, though, she had just come back from school. It was winter, I recall. He stayed for the season, six or eight months.”
“What year was that?”
“Virginia was nineteen, I believe. Sometime after the war. 1950, maybe.”
“Why did he stay so long?”
“Armstrong enjoyed having a pal around. Pudge and I were married then but — well. They didn’t get along. Wes had energy. He loved to shoot and drink and all. He wooed silly Virginia right from the start. Poor wretched girl. I tried to warn her about men like him but she did love him.”
Merle looked at the photo. “Was she wrong, do you think? To run away with him?”
The leafless trees across the back garden made stark designs on the sky. Annabelle’s voice was soft. She glanced at Merle then disappeared into her memories. 
“Love is never wrong. But where it leads you, that can be the biggest mistake, one you pay for all the rest of your life. I fell in love with Pudge Gallagher against everyone’s wishes. He was a buffoon, they said, but I didn’t see that. I was blind. I found that out later, to my sorrow. He spent my money and that was that. So were they right about Pudge, about my mistake? The heart doesn’t hear that. I couldn’t tell Virginia she would be unhappy, that she would, as you say, meet a painful end with him, could I? She would have been unhappy if she’d stayed — although we all liked to think we could have picked out someone better for her than that slimy American. We always like to think we know best for others, don’t we.” Annabelle sighed. “She was happy, for awhile, do you think?”
“I suppose,” Merle said. “Maybe that's —” She stopped. To be happy for awhile seemed like such a small thing.  
“All we get. Yes,” Annabelle said. “Life is long,  I can tell you. It has moments you cherish and those you wish you could forget. You know what the poet said, ‘he who kisses the joy as it flies lives in eternity’s sunrise.’”
The smell of boiling onions wafted in from the hall. Merle said goodbye. The Widow and her Gothic Mansion had come to life. The bitterness, the loneliness,  the empty rooms and dashed dreams crashed in on her. She shivered, closing the heavy door behind her. 
In the car Merle tried to feel the coursing of life through her veins, blood sending oxygen to her brain. I am
alive. Would she end up bitter and alone like Annabelle Gallagher? No. She would not ruminate on her failures, on her faults, on her losses. She would not. But she would send Annabelle some money, a ham every Christmas, something to atone for the sins of Weston Strachie. Wait, she had money now. Of course she did. She’d send Annabelle a ham every week. She would stop into that butcher shop in Hockingdon.
Yes, and then — she would move on. She sat straighter and said it aloud: “I will move on.” Was this the release she’d been looking for? Had she forgiven herself for her blinders and blunders? 
The sky was so blue suddenly, the clouds blown off to the west. If this wasn’t forgiveness, it was a decent stand-in. It would do. It was reality. She hadn’t loved Harry; he hadn’t loved her. With any luck she would grow old, he would not. She would hold her grandchildren, he would not. It was a hard bargain but she had no choice. Accept death, she’d told herself. But what about life? Was she ready to accept all it offered, good and bad? To open her arms, her heart to anything and everything?
She opened her bag — that much she could do — to put away the envelope of photographs and memories. There, tucked into a side pocket, was the purple marble little Sophie had given her. They had all met one Saturday in early October, Harry's extended family: Courtney, Sophie, Tristan, and Merle, at a pizza parlor on the Lower Eastside. There were nerves, lots of them, except for Sophie who danced in wearing her red party dress and pink tights. The little girl brought gifts, a marble for Merle and a rabbit’s foot for Tristan. It had been so hard to tell Tristan about them. He had cried, pounded his bed with his fists, and cursed his father. Then the next week he sent her an email from school that he wanted to meet Sophie. She was his sister. She was a connection to his father, he wrote, a way to keep him in his life. Tristan was so much wiser than she was, in so many ways.
The marble was smooth, veined with white. She rolled it in her palms. Now that she didn’t have to worry about Tristan’s future, she was concocting a plan to put aside money for Sophie from the auction proceeds. But first she would invite Courtney and Sophie for Thanksgiving dinner at her dark, shadowy house. It would be awkward, difficult. There would be more nerves and probably tears. But she would be brave. She wasn’t afraid of the future now.
She shut her eyes and thought of Pascal. Was that love? Probably not. She went days without thinking about him when she was busy. But she could love again, it was possible. Her heart wasn’t cold and dead. There was something left inside her, a yearning for more. Another chance. A richer life. A second half.
Possibility. Was that all that it took to feel alive? Could it be that it wasn’t getting the thing you desire itself but the anticipation, the struggle, the dream of it that makes living so amazing? Was it that simple?
The noon sun peeked out again from the clouds, glinting off the car’s chrome. The old woman’s poem echoed in her head. ‘Kisses the joy as it flies’— she got that. Annie would be proud: enjoy the moment. But ‘eternity’s sunrise’— what the hell did that mean? Hope? A new day? Always living in that moment when the sun comes up, a new day begins and anything is possible — or — or —
 
Merle touched a finger to her forehead and smiled. The engine roared back to life. She didn't have a clue what the poet meant. 
And that was all right. 
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Grrls, it’s confession time. You may have guessed from posts over the past year that I have four sisters and all of us are trained attorneys. Kinda crazy, but there it is. Our father and his father before him were also lawyers. The law is in our blood. We grew up debating, arguing, holding mock trials over dishwashing duties, deposing each other, trying to best one another around the dinner table, running to Daddy’s law books if we were stumped. 
We sisters are all different and use our legal training in various ways: profit, non-profit, corporate, non-traditional. I’m not going to tell you exactly what we do or where we live. I will tell you this: being a non-lawyer in this family was a non-starter. Eventually we all fell into lock step. Some are happy troopers, some not so much. Some enjoy cracking the whip, some like taking a beating. We all have our strengths.
So we’re going a trip together! No lounging around five-star hotels or cruise ships for us. No, we’re walking through the countryside, reading maps like explorers, getting spider webs in our hair, perspiring like champs, losing our way. Sounds like a bonding experience, huh. I mean, what the hell? We don’t wear zip-off pants and hiking boots. We wear power suits and stilettos. We’re lawyers: we have manicures for f••kssake! 
And yet. Grrl sigh. Not going is also a non-starter. I will report in, or lose my shit, or both.
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Cresting the hill on the dirt road, Merle Bennett felt the ache of her calf muscles and paused to adjust her backpack. She wasn’t breathing that hard, just needed a second to catch her breath. Four days on the trail in the French countryside, plus all that jogging she’d done this spring made her feel strong.
Her oldest sister pulled up next to her, a little red in the face but smiling. Annie was fifty-four, bearing down on Social Security, she joked, but looking fit in cargo shorts, hiking boots, and a tie-dye T-shirt from a CSNY concert. “This is so great, isn’t it? Look at that old ruin up there, all Castle Grimly.” 
Merle followed her gaze. “It belonged to Lord Byron, they say. Very gothic.” 
Francie arrived puffing, auburn tendrils stuck to her face and freckles blurred by exertion. Sister number four, she was too young to be a reluctant hiker. Forty-three was nothing. Just wait until she turned fifty. 
Fifty. It had hit Merle hard. Fifty and alone: the words circled her brain. Even with  James. Somehow he didn’t change things where it counted, deep in her heart. Was James not a keeper? No, no mind games today, not today on the top of a beautiful hill in the Dordogne surrounded by orchards and vineyards and cows with the sun on her shoulders and the scent of lavender and roses on the breeze. This was a good day. Her sisters were here, helping her celebrate being a big, fat fifty.
Focus, Merle. Smile, Merle. This is your life, Merle Bennett.
Stasia was ahead, walking down the hill beside Elise. Number two and number five, the sisters were the same height and walked the same way. Their hips swayed just so, and they swung their arms enthusiastically. Elise had dark brown hair like Merle, but Stasia’s was lighter with well-maintained highlights. Merle was the middle sister. The Tent Pole they called her, possibly because of her Olive Oyl figure. The running, the worry, and Harry’s death were responsible for that. 
“Where the fuck are we?” Francie gasped, pulling out her map.
“Right here, right now, Miss Francine honey,” Annie said, smiling like the Dalai Lama.  
“That’s what you always say.”
“And I’m always right,” said Annie. “Come on.” She linked arms with Merle and Francie. “Let’s truck down this hill. We’re off to see the —”
“No singing,” Francie hissed.
“Tell that to your friend,” Merle muttered. She squinted down the hill. Francie’s friend Gillian was dressed in safari classic, khaki head to toe with an asymmetrical hat that made her look like Crocodile Dundee. What was she trying to prove with that get-up? She hadn’t made a good impression on the Bennett sisters.  Merle hated to dislike people in general. Everyone had at least one good quality. Lawyers were trained to find the overlooked, that one detail that would set the case back. They just hadn’t found that detail, something positive, in Gillian yet. Her presence had upset the sister dynamic, throwing off the finely tuned, five-spoke spin. But it was too late to get rid of her. 
Merle sighed, pledging to herself to try harder. She didn’t want to try to like someone on her vacation. It didn’t seem quite fair.
Since they arrived in Paris together, on the plane, on the train, and on the trail, Gillian had remained aloof. She didn’t answer when asked a question, didn’t listen, didn’t offer help or information. She acted like she was doing them a favor by going on the trip. Merle had given Gillian a pass for a couple days, but it was the singing that pushed her over.
She had a nice voice, that was true. Besides Annie’s folk guitar days, none of the Bennett sisters were musical. They would be walking along, talking and laughing, and Gillian, not participating in the conversation, would nonetheless pick up on some phrase or word and burst into song. Usually Tony Bennett or Frank Sinatra—if someone remarked on the moon, she rang out with all the verses of “Fly Me to the Moon”—which was weird for a woman of 30-something. No one knew how old Gillian was. She seemed older than Elise, who was also celebrating a birthday on this trip, her 40th. Elise, the baby, always seemed young. 
But, dear lord, the singing. It drove Merle bat-shit crazy. She was trying hard not to let it show. There were five more days on the trail to go.
Stasia, in a wide-brimmed hat decorated with wildflowers, rolled up pants, and a pink shirt, stopped next to Gillian. Elise pulled off her backpack and laid it on the dirt. A break was in the offing even though they’d only walked for an hour. They’d never make it back to Malcouziac tonight at this rate. 
Gillian was staring at something in the ditch, hands on her hips. Merle frowned. There wasn’t supposed to be a sixth member of this trip, but Francie hadn’t gotten that memo. She’d invited her law firm colleague to go walking through France with them. Francie was the type who always needed a pal at her side, reinforcing her specialness. She was the prettiest sister, auburn hair streaked with sunlight, beautiful skin, the tallest. Pulling in the biggest salary too. But right now she was just one of the hiking Bennett sisters. She’d been cranky from the start.
When they arrived at the bottom of the hill, Gillian was crouched low in the grass, hand extended. Elise turned to them, eyes wide. “It’s a dog. Hurt or something. Gillian found it.”
They gathered around a filthy liver-and-white dog curled on its side, head up, brown eyes sad. A poodle maybe or a mix, a small one, its curly hair matted. When Gillian reached out a hand to pat its head, the dog thumped its tail.
“Don’t touch it,” Stasia said. “God knows where it’s been.”
“Aw, sweetie dog,” Gillian cooed, ignoring her. Merle looked at Stasia, who wiggled her eyebrows. This was a new wrinkle, the fuzzy side of Gillian. Stasia had tried to befriend her at the start of the trip, being a pal, calling her Gillie. She’d been corrected.
“He’s hurt. He’s all bloody on that hip,” Elise said, peering down. “I bet he can’t walk.”
“We’ll carry him,” Gillian announced. “How far to the next village?”
“Hold on,” Merle said. “We can send somebody back for him.”
“It’s a mile at most.” Francie consulted her map. “Loiverre. Not super tiny.”
“So they might have a vet.” Gillian walked around the back of the dog. “I’ll carry him. Stand back.”
“Wait, Gillian. Stop.” Stasia held up a hand. “He’ll bite you if you pick him up. Then we’ll have two injuries.” 
Gillian handed her backpack to Elise and scooped her arms under the dog while clucking in his ear. The dog whimpered, his injured leg twitching, but laid his head back against his savior. Gillian gave Stasia a look of victory—or possibly fuck you—and walked out of the grassy ditch toward the village.
“She won’t make it.” Stasia marched beside Merle, shaking her head. “So bull-headed. What was Francie thinking? Gillian is ruining everything.”
At five-four with an athletic build, toned arms, and muscular legs, Gillian was strong and fast. The rest of them struggled to keep up with her, even with a dog in her arms. Francie skipped ahead to try to help. Elise carried the extra backpack and offered encouragement.
“She must hit the gym more than the lawyers I know,” Merle said.
“Don’t hold that against her,” Annie said. 
Stasia laughed. “Oh, I’ve got a dozen other grievances, counselor.” 
 
In fifteen minutes they’d reached Loiverre and gathered in the central square to reconnoiter. Gillian lowered herself to the stone steps by a statue of a soldier and the French flag, cradling the dog in her arms. Annie volunteered to go ask about a veterinarian. 
Elise jumped up and they took off together for the post office before Merle could say anything. She’d never found postal employees helpful in France, especially if you didn’t speak perfect, colloquial French. 
Sandwiches were eaten in silence as they waited. Gillian soothed the dog, talking baby talk. Annie and Elise returned and led them down a side street to the entrance of a medical office. “No vet,” Annie explained. “But the doctor treats animals sometimes.”
The receptionist in the doctor’s office begged to differ. Her eyes widened at the sight of the smelly dog. Merle asked in her re-tooled French if there was someone around here who treated dogs.
“Ah, oui, madame,” the young woman said, dashing into a back room. She returned with an older woman, apparently a nurse. She was tall, silver through her dark hair, and had kind eyes. Merle explained their situation. 
“She says she can take him home and treat him,” Merle told her sisters. “We can leave him with her. She’ll try to find the owner.”
“No,” Gillian said, still attached to the animal, clutching him tightly. “I want to take him with us.”
The sisters looked at each other. “Be reasonable,” Francie said. “We’re on vacation. What are we going to do with an injured dog?”
The nurse bent down beside Gillian and talked to the animal soothingly in French. The dog seemed very sweet, considering the pain he must be in. 
The nurse stood and addressed Merle. “Tell your friend not to worry. She can come back for le chien in a couple days if she wants.”
 
The walk that afternoon was hot and dusty. They were mostly on farm roads but veered off onto a trail marked with little pink slashes on fence posts, through woods, and next to a creek. The shade was delicious. The French sun could be brutal in June, baking the hillsides. The roses in the hedgerows grew limp as did the Bennett sisters. Gillian marched off moody and alone, back to her silent self. 
The walking was meditative for Merle, calming her overactive mind. Her job in New York helping Legal Aid get Big Law backers kept her spinning in circles. Or maybe that’s just the way she rolled, booked to the max, going 110 percent all the time. At any rate, she was back to her mind-set of lists and calendars. Nearly a week in France hadn’t cured her of that. She would stay on for a couple extra weeks though so there would be time to unwind. It worked last year in this soft European time, where no one has anything more important to do than buy fresh croissants. She’d looked forward to getting back in the golden light for months. It really was a shame Gillian had to come along with her negativity. 
Stop. Calm. Family. Tristan. She said it like a mantra. Dinner tonight at Albert’s. Wine. France. Calm. Wine! There was a happy thought. Her throat felt parched, even with the last few lukewarm gulps from her water bottle. A cold Sauvignon Blanc would go down nicely.
By late afternoon, they were close to her adopted town. The approach to the walled village of Malcouziac filled her with pride and a kind of longing. Here was her piece of the Earth, a rocky, forlorn shard of charm. Harsh, unknowable, foreign. And yet, she belonged to it. Down a deep valley choked with brambles then up the other side, past high cliffs where the Saint Lucretia shrine guarded them all, around the butte, down another hill and there they were, the golden stone of the bastide walls, framed against the sky, curved and delicate, yet sturdy, and satisfyingly permanent. As much as the village had despised her last year, she loved it in all its messy glory. Centuries of fighting, clan against clan, duke against king, outsider against local. The walls of Malcouziac had lasted seven centuries. They would endure long after the petty quarrels of today’s inhabitants. 
The past year had taught her so much: patience, tolerance, forgiveness. If she could practice those things on herself, she could sure as hell offer it to the unfortunate citizens of Malcouziac. They had a new mayor and gendarme. She’d only been in the village a couple days before the walking tour, but there was a new air of friendliness.
They rounded the cliffs, tall and chalky on their right. An image of Harry sprang into her head, something that didn’t happen often anymore. Her husband died last year of a heart attack and set her world on end. He would have enjoyed this though, in his curmudgeonly way. She could see him waddling along in his fancy loafers, tie loose, suit coat draped over a shoulder, moaning about the heat. If he wasn’t already dead, the heat would have killed him.
“What are you smiling about?” Annie asked her. 
“Nothing.” Merle took her sister’s arm. “Everything.”
 “Harry or Pascal?”
Pascal: last summer’s curative to her broken spirit. She hadn’t told him she was back in France. It would be awkward with James around. It seemed less complicated to just forget about Pascal. 
“You know me too well.”
Annie squeezed her hand. “Will we have to go back for that damn dog?”
Merle laughed. “Yes, oh wise one. I think we will.”
 
 
 
2
 
The multi-paned door to the house on Rue de Poitiers stood wide open, a gust of wind rattling its dry shutters against the stone. Merle stood on the threshold, heart thumping. Tristan was alone in the house. He’d forgotten to lock the door. Panic shot through her. How close disaster had been last summer. 
Laughter in the back garden reassured her. The cache of wine was gone. The bad guys were locked up. She took a breath. Why was she still so jumpy? She and Annie were the last two hikers to arrive. The sisters had felt the need for fresh air. That was all.
The ancient stone house still smelled stale from the winter, its thick walls cool and a little slimy in spots. It needed airing. The blue shutters were old and cracked but freshly painted. The orange tile roof had been repaired and survived the winter intact. Everything was intact. No need for worry. In the main room with its huge trestle table and a worn horsehair sofa, she knocked on a window sash and pushed it up. A breeze from the vineyards carried in the scent of fruit and musk.
Stasia called from outside. “Bring the wine, Merdle!”
When Merle arrived after a year away she’d been worried her garden would be a mess, both from neglect and from last year’s modernizing. But her neighbor Josephine — who lived here long ago — had delivered on her promise to keep things tidy and growing. She’d watered the grapevine and the espaliered pear tree, trimmed the roses, and swept dead leaves off the gravel patio. Merle was looking forward to thanking her at dinner tonight. 
Stepping through the tiny kitchen into the sunshine, Merle felt the same rush of pleasure at the sight of the garden as the first time. An electric charge of wonder: her oasis, her pleasure grounds. Stasia had scoffed when Merle described it, calling her a romantic. How could a small garden be all that? When she saw it Stasia admitted she was wrong. It was a special place. Merle looked around. There, where she and Pascal danced that last night, last summer. There, the old rock pissoir, a soon-to-be converted outhouse with a vine climbing over the mossy roof. The wooden water cistern, still used for laundry and gardening, stood guard on its ten-foot legs surrounded by lavender.  The roses were all in bloom, the red one busting its guts.
It was all so quaint and harmless and French.
Such a contrast, this little paradise surrounded by hard, weathered rock walls. Inside they were softened by wisteria and clematis and grapevines. Outside the world could be hard and cold. But in here, everything was safe and calm.
She delivered the bottle of wine as her sisters took off boots and swilled liquids then went to hug her son.
 
Tristan and Valerie sat at Père Albert’s kitchen table, playing cards. Her son had met the girl last summer. She was the reason Merle got Tristan to come back to France with her. Her great-uncle Albert was round and cheerful, a former priest with the sort of beatific air that made you forget not to call him Father. His head injury from last year had set him back a little. He’d lost weight, Merle noted, and was less sure of climbing the ladder to pick his beloved plums for eau de vie. But he emerged from the sitting room with a big grin and open arms. 
“Bien venue, Merle. How was the walking?”
“Lovely. The weather couldn’t have been nicer. We stopped for a few gustations along the way.” The wine tastings only worked at the end of the day of walking, otherwise there was much weary carping. But Merle only smiled. Albert wasn’t interested in bickering.
“And your feet? Okay?”
“Not one blister.”
“What about Aunt Francie?” Tristan said, his eyes on his cards. “No blisters for Queenie Franceenie?”
“Well, yes. She got a couple.” And bug bites, thorn pricks, sunburn, and scraped elbows. Disaster seemed to follow Francie on the trail, at least from her perspective. Each sister’s personality blossomed on the trail. That morning Merle had made a mental list of each one’s travel mojo.
Annie: Everybody has a good time, right now!
Stasia: Follow the plan or I shoot you. 
Merle: I just hope nobody stabs anybody.
Francie: This cheese is so freaking awesome! Ow! Look at me! Pass the wine!
Elise: If you tell me what to do I will pout all day.
And the plus one: 
Gillian: My mind is too beautiful to share. 
 
Two days in Malcouziac, resting, then they would hit the road again for three more days in a loop off to the North. The thought of it made Merle queasy. Her sisters were getting along all right, but the togetherness sometimes put a strain on things. If anybody bailed Stasia would be livid. 
Merle turned to Albert’s niece. “Have you and Tristan had fun, Valerie?” She put her hands on her son’s shoulders. Maybe this was all the hug she’d get. Her boy was sixteen now. 
“Oui, madame. Nous — pardon, I am to speak English.” Valerie rolled her eyes. “It sound terrible to me.”
“It sounds great.” Tristan said. “I love your accent.”
Valerie gave him a playful punch. “What accent?”
At fifteen the girl had already perfected the French pout, the ammunition against men for centuries. She turned up her nose, folded her arms, smirked and burst out laughing. She was going to be a handful, if she wasn’t already. 
“Thanks so much for looking after my boy, Albert,” she said.
“Valerie took charge of activities. I only feed the man.” Albert wagged his finger. “Not a boy any longer. So tall!” 
“And handsome,” Valerie chimed in. “With big shoulders.” Her violet eyes flashed at Tristan again. 
Merle tapped his shoulders. “Come say hello to the aunties, Tris.” As he got up, Valerie did too, straightening her chic print blouse that clung to her chest and tugging down her mini-skirt.
“Oh, madame. I will love to practice my English on them!”
“Dinner at nine,” Albert called as they trailed through the back garden to the alley and through Merle’s garden gate.
The women dressed for dinner, changing into summer dresses. Merle had been able to rent her neighbors’ house as her own was too small for all of them. Yves and Suzette had been very generous. Elise, Francie, and Gillian were staying in Yves and Suzette’s house next door. It was much more modern than Merle’s, with a full bathroom on the second level and everything very chic. It made Merle’s tiny maison de ville look medieval.
When the younger three showed up in the garden for wine before heading to Albert’s they looked refreshed, shampooed and powdered. Elise, youngest and shortest sister, wore a flowered skirt and crisp white blouse. Francie had on a fitted dress with the kind of low neckline she liked. Gillian had transformed herself with a short lilac dress with black lace insets better suited to New York than rural France. She’d worn it to dinner twice already, with her thick brown hair onto her head. She took a glass of wine and stepped away without speaking, as if fascinated by the ripening pears as she tottered on four-inch heels.
“How much do you think that dress costs?” Stasia whispered in Merle’s ear. 
“Whose?”
“Gillian’s. I saw it at Fashion Week. It’s couture, some Italian designer.”
“Looks expensive.”
 “Pucci. That’s it.”
“Really? I thought he did all those blocky, colored things.”
“Look at you, fashionista. That’s why this dress stood out. Isn’t it divine? I checked it out at Bergdorf’s. I lusted after it.” They watched Gillian move carefully over the dirt, bending to sniff the roses. The black lace seemed to glow. The dress was kind of amazing.
As assistant managing editor at Gamine, a trendy women’s magazine, Stasia had access to all sorts of insider perks. Last winter she’d arrived at Merle’s with an armload of sweaters and let her take her pick. “Wouldn’t Gamine give you one?”
“Are you kidding? I can’t believe she has it. Of all people.” Stasia leaned closer. “Way too pricey. Eight-thousand.”
Merle sloshed her wine. “Dollars?”
“I have a personal limit for a single item. Kinda way over.”
Merle stared at the dress. It fit Gillian like a glove. Those shoes looked spendy too. Who would pay eight-thousand dollars for a dress? “She must be making some serious cash,” Merle muttered. But Stasia had moved away to talk to Elise. Their youngest sister was already on her second glass of wine. She’d twisted her ankle the first day out, not bad enough to stop walking. No one saw any swelling. But Elise took it as a sign of doom. She used to be such a sunny person before she went to law school.
Wine and Franglais flowed freely at dinner, between Valerie, Albert, Tristan, the sisters, Josephine, and Gillian. Josephine wore her ever-present pearls and brought a huge terrine of cassoulet rich with duck sausage. Not a usual summer dish, she explained, but one she’d made so often she could make it with her eyes shut. They were all sated with food and wine when Gillian stood up, clinking her glass with her knife.
“Thanks for dinner. It was good.” She nodded gravely at the old people. Merle blinked, fatigue slowing her reflexes. Was Gillian making a speech? “I can’t go to that church or whatever it is you’ve cooked up for tomorrow.” She looked at Albert. “We found this little dog, hurt, by the side of the road today. He’s in a village with an old lady. I don’t trust her. I have to go get him.”
She sat down abruptly. Francie recovered first, sitting on her left. “I’ll go with you. I don’t think I can stomach another church.”
“I found him. I want to go by myself.” 
She glared at Francie who blinked, confused. “I didn’t —”
“I’ll go, and Valerie can too. I love dogs,” Tristan said, carrying dirty plates.
Valerie pouted. “I am to leave tomorrow. Back to Paris.”
“Well, I can go. Can I go, Mom?” 
Gillian folded her arms. “I don’t need anyone to go with me. I just need to use the rental car.” She looked up at Tristan, appraising his worthiness or manliness or something. Merle felt a shiver. Gillian squinted against the candlelight. “All right. He can go.”



 
 
 
Rapport de Police, Midi-Pyrénées. 18 June.
M. Jean Poutou, resident of St-Paul, Lot, called to report a stolen dog. Poutou, age 82, was confused and upset. Wailing heard in the background. Claims expensive dog used for truffle hunting was released from its pen and taken from grounds. Unsure of date of incident, possibly as long as three days ago. No explanation for why dog was unattended for such a long time. Dog belongs to grandson not currently on premises and has imbedded ID chip (dog, not grandson.)  Advised that les policiers do not look for lost dogs and to call insurance agent. 
  Patrick Girard, Commissariat de Police, Toulouse
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Grrls, it’s confession time. You may have guessed from posts over the past year that I have four sisters and all of us are trained attorneys. Kinda crazy, but there it is. Our father and his father before him were also lawyers. The law is in our blood. We grew up debating, arguing, holding mock trials over dishwashing duties, deposing each other, trying to best one another around the dinner table and running to Daddy’s law books if we were stumped.
We sisters are all different and use our legal training in various ways: profit, non-profit, corporate, non-traditional. I’m not going to tell you exactly what we do or where we live. I will tell you this: being a non-lawyer in this family was a non-starter. Eventually we all fell into lock step. Some are happy troopers, some not so much. Some enjoy cracking the whip, some like taking a beating. We all have our strengths.
So we’re going on a trip together! No lounging around five-star hotels or cruise ships for us. No, we’re walking through the countryside, reading maps like explorers, getting spider webs in our hair, perspiring like champs, losing our way. Sounds like a bonding experience, huh? I mean, what the hell? We don’t wear zip-off pants and hiking boots. We wear power suits and stilettos. We’re lawyers: we have manicures for f••kssake!
And yet. Grrl sigh. Not going is also a non-starter. I will report in, or lose my shit, or both.



 
 

 
Cresting the hill on the dirt road, Merle Bennett felt the ache of her calf muscles and paused to adjust her backpack. She wasn’t breathing that hard, just needed a second to catch her breath. Four days on the trail in the French countryside, plus all that jogging she’d done this spring made her feel strong.
Her oldest sister pulled up next to her, a little red in the face but smiling. Annie was fifty-four, bearing down on Social Security, she joked, but looking fit in cargo shorts, hiking boots, and a tie-dye T-shirt from a CSNY concert. “This is so great, isn’t it? Look at that old ruin up there, all Castle Grimly.”
Merle followed her gaze. “It belonged to Lord Byron, they say. Very gothic.”
Francie arrived puffing, auburn tendrils stuck to her face and freckles blurred by exertion. Sister number four, she was too young to be a reluctant hiker. Forty-three was nothing. Just wait until she turned fifty.
Fifty. It had hit Merle hard. Fifty and alone: the words circled her brain. Even with James. Somehow he didn’t change things where it counted, deep in her heart. Was James not a keeper? No, no mind games, not today on the top of a beautiful hill in the Dordogne surrounded by orchards and vineyards and cows, with the sun on her shoulders and the scent of lavender and roses on the breeze. This was a good day. Her sisters were here, helping her celebrate being a big, fat fifty.
Focus, Merle. Smile, Merle. This is your life, Merle Bennett.
Stasia was ahead, walking down the hill beside Elise. Number two and number five, the sisters were the same height and walked the same way. Their hips swayed just so, and they swung their arms enthusiastically. Elise had dark brown hair like Merle, but Stasia’s was lighter with well-maintained highlights. Merle was the middle sister. The Tent Pole they called her, possibly because of her Olive Oyl figure. The running, the worry, and Harry’s death were responsible for that.
“Where the fuck are we?” Francie gasped, pulling out her map.
“Right here, right now, Miss Francine honey,” Annie said, smiling like the Dalai Lama.
“That’s what you always say.”
“And I’m always right,” said Annie. “Come on.” She linked arms with Merle and Francie. “Let’s truck down this hill. We’re off to see the—”
“No singing,” Francie hissed.
“Tell that to your friend,” Merle muttered. She squinted down the hill. Francie’s friend Gillian was dressed in safari classic, khaki head to toe with an asymmetrical hat that made her look like Crocodile Dundee. What was she trying to prove with that get-up? She hadn’t made a good impression on the Bennett sisters. Merle hated to dislike people in general. Everyone had at least one good quality. Lawyers were trained to find the overlooked, that one detail that would set the case back. They just hadn’t found that detail, something positive, in Gillian yet. Her presence had upset the sister dynamic, throwing off the finely tuned, five-spoke spin. But it was too late to get rid of her.
Merle sighed, pledging to herself to try harder. She didn’t want to try to like someone on her vacation. It didn’t seem quite fair.
Since they arrived in Paris together, on the plane, on the train, and on the trail, Gillian had remained aloof. She didn’t answer when asked a question, didn’t listen, didn’t offer help or information. She acted like she was doing them a favor by going on the trip. Merle had given Gillian a pass for a couple days, but it was the singing that pushed her over.
She had a nice voice, that was true. Besides Annie’s folk guitar days, none of the Bennett sisters were musical. They would be walking along, talking and laughing, and Gillian, not participating in the conversation, would nonetheless pick up on some phrase or word and burst into song. Usually Tony Bennett or Frank Sinatra—if someone remarked on the moon, she rang out with all the verses of “Fly Me to the Moon”—which was weird for a woman of 30-something. No one knew how old Gillian was. She seemed older than Elise, who was also celebrating a birthday on this trip, her 40th. Elise, the baby, always seemed young.
But, dear lord, the singing. It drove Merle bat-shit crazy. She was trying hard not to let it show. There were five more days on the trail to go.
Stasia, in a wide-brimmed hat decorated with wildflowers, rolled up pants, and a pink shirt, stopped next to Gillian. Elise pulled off her backpack and laid it on the dirt. A break was in the offing even though they’d only walked for an hour. They’d never make it back to Malcouziac tonight at this rate.
Gillian was staring at something in the ditch, hands on her hips. Merle frowned. There wasn’t supposed to be a sixth member of this trip, but Francie hadn’t gotten that memo. She’d invited her law firm colleague to go walking through France with them. Francie was the type who always needed a pal at her side, reinforcing her specialness. She was the prettiest sister, auburn hair streaked with sunlight, beautiful skin, the tallest. Pulling in the biggest salary too. But right now she was just one of the hiking Bennett sisters. She’d been cranky from the start.
When they arrived at the bottom of the hill, Gillian was crouched low in the grass, hand extended. Elise turned to them, eyes wide. “It’s a dog. Hurt or something. Gillian found it.”
They gathered around a filthy liver-and-white dog curled on its side, head up, brown eyes sad. A poodle maybe or a mix, a small one, its curly hair matted. When Gillian reached out a hand to pat its head, the dog thumped its tail.
“Don’t touch it,” Stasia said. “God knows where it’s been.”
“Aw, sweetie dog,” Gillian cooed, ignoring her. Merle looked at Stasia, who wiggled her eyebrows. This was a new wrinkle, the fuzzy side of Gillian. Stasia had tried to befriend her at the start of the trip, being a pal, calling her Gillie. She’d been corrected.
“He’s hurt. He’s all bloody on that hip,” Elise said, peering down. “I bet he can’t walk.”
“We’ll carry him,” Gillian announced. “How far to the next village?”
“Hold on,” Merle said. “We can send somebody back for him.”
“It’s a mile at most.” Francie consulted her map. “Loiverre. Not super tiny.”
“So they might have a vet.” Gillian walked around the back of the dog. “I’ll carry him. Stand back.”
“Wait, Gillian. Stop.” Stasia held up a hand. “He’ll bite you if you pick him up. Then we’ll have two injuries.”
Gillian handed her backpack to Elise and scooped her arms under the dog while clucking in his ear. The dog whimpered, his injured leg twitching, but laid his head back against his savior. Gillian gave Stasia a look of victory—or possibly fuck you—and walked out of the grassy ditch toward the village.
“She won’t make it.” Stasia marched beside Merle, shaking her head. “So bull-headed. What was Francie thinking? Gillian is ruining everything.”
At five-four with an athletic build, toned arms, and muscular legs, Gillian was strong and fast. The rest of them struggled to keep up with her, even with a dog in her arms. Francie skipped ahead to try to help. Elise carried the extra backpack and offered encouragement.
“She must hit the gym more than the lawyers I know,” Merle said.
“Don’t hold that against her,” Annie said.
Stasia laughed. “Oh, I’ve got a dozen other grievances, counselor.”
 


 
In fifteen minutes they’d reached Loiverre and gathered in the central square to reconnoiter. Gillian lowered herself to the stone steps by a statue of a soldier and the French flag, cradling the dog in her arms. Annie volunteered to go ask about a veterinarian.
Elise jumped up and they took off together for the post office before Merle could say anything. She’d never found postal employees helpful in France, especially if you didn’t speak perfect, colloquial French.
Sandwiches were eaten in silence as they waited. Gillian soothed the dog, talking baby talk. Annie and Elise returned and led them down a side street to the entrance of a medical office. “No vet,” Annie explained. “But the doctor treats animals sometimes.”
The receptionist in the doctor’s office begged to differ. Her eyes widened at the sight of the smelly dog. Merle asked in her re-tooled French if there was someone around here who treated dogs.
“Ah, oui, madame,” the young woman said, dashing into a back room. She returned with an older woman, apparently a nurse. She was tall, silver through her dark hair, and had kind eyes. Merle explained their situation.
“She says she can take him home and treat him,” Merle told her sisters. “We can leave him with her. She’ll try to find the owner.”
“No,” Gillian said, still attached to the animal, clutching him tightly. “I want to take him with us.”
The sisters looked at each other. “Be reasonable,” Francie said. “We’re on vacation. What are we going to do with an injured dog?”
The nurse bent down beside Gillian and talked to the animal soothingly in French. The dog seemed very sweet, considering the pain he must be in.
The nurse stood and addressed Merle. “Tell your friend not to worry. She can come back for le chien in a couple days if she wants.”
 


 
The walk that afternoon was hot and dusty. They were mostly on farm roads but veered off onto a trail marked with little pink slashes on fence posts, through woods, and next to a creek. The shade was delicious. The French sun could be brutal in June, baking the hillsides. The roses in the hedgerows grew limp as did the Bennett sisters. Gillian marched off moody and alone, back to her silent self.
The walking was meditative for Merle, calming her overactive mind. Her job in New York helping Legal Aid get Big Law backers kept her spinning in circles. Or maybe that’s just the way she rolled, booked to the max, going 110 percent all the time. At any rate, she was back to her mind-set of lists and calendars. Nearly a week in France hadn’t cured her of that. She would stay on for a couple extra weeks though so there would be time to unwind. It worked last year in this soft European time, where no one has anything more important to do than buy fresh croissants. She’d looked forward to getting back in the golden light for months. It really was a shame Gillian had to come along with her negativity.
Stop. Calm. Family. Tristan. She said it like a mantra. Dinner tonight at Albert’s. Wine. France. Calm. Wine! There was a happy thought. Her throat felt parched, even with the last few lukewarm gulps from her water bottle. A cold Sauvignon Blanc would go down nicely.
By late afternoon, they were close to her adopted town. The approach to the walled village of Malcouziac filled her with pride and a kind of longing. Here was her piece of the Earth, a rocky, forlorn shard of charm. Harsh, unknowable, foreign. And yet, she belonged to it. Down a deep valley choked with brambles then up the other side, past high cliffs where the Saint Lucretia shrine guarded them all, around the butte, down another hill and there they were, the golden stone of the bastide walls, framed against the sky, curved and delicate, yet sturdy, and satisfyingly permanent. As much as the village had despised her last year, she loved it in all its messy glory. Centuries of fighting, clan against clan, duke against king, outsider against local. The walls of Malcouziac had lasted seven centuries. They would endure long after the petty quarrels of today’s inhabitants.
The past year had taught her so much: patience, tolerance, forgiveness. If she could practice those things on herself, she could sure as hell offer it to the unfortunate citizens of Malcouziac. They had a new mayor and gendarme. She’d only been in the village a couple days before the walking tour, but there was a new air of friendliness.
They rounded the cliffs, tall and chalky on their right. An image of Harry sprang into her head, something that didn’t happen often anymore. Her husband died last year of a heart attack and set her world on end. He would have enjoyed this though, in his curmudgeonly way. She could see him waddling along in his fancy loafers, tie loose, suit coat draped over a shoulder, moaning about the heat. If he wasn’t already dead, the heat would have killed him.
“What are you smiling about?” Annie asked her.
“Nothing.” Merle took her sister’s arm. “Everything.”
“Harry or Pascal?”
Pascal: last summer’s curative to her broken spirit. She hadn’t told him she was back in France. It would be awkward with James around. It seemed less complicated to just forget about Pascal.
“You know me too well.”
Annie squeezed her hand. “Will we have to go back for that damn dog?”
Merle laughed. “Yes, oh wise one. I think we will.” 



 
 

 
The multi-paned door to the house on Rue de Poitiers stood wide open, a gust of wind rattling its dry shutters against the stone. Merle stood on the threshold, heart thumping. Tristan was alone in the house. He’d forgotten to lock the door. Panic shot through her. How close disaster had been last summer.
Laughter in the back garden reassured her. The cache of wine was gone. The bad guys were locked up. She took a breath. Why was she still so jumpy? She and Annie were the last two hikers to arrive. The sisters had felt the need for fresh air. That was all.
The ancient stone house still smelled stale from the winter, its thick walls cool and a little slimy in spots. It needed airing. The blue shutters were old and cracked but freshly painted. The orange tile roof had been repaired and survived the winter intact. Everything was intact. No need for worry. In the main room with its huge trestle table and a worn horsehair sofa, she knocked on a window sash and pushed it up. A breeze from the vineyards carried in the scent of fruit and musk.
Stasia called from outside. “Bring the wine, Merdle!”
When Merle arrived after a year away, she’d been worried her garden would be a mess, both from neglect and from last year’s modernizing. But her neighbor Josephine—who lived here long ago—had delivered on her promise to keep things tidy and growing. She’d watered the grapevine and the espaliered pear tree, trimmed the roses, and swept dead leaves off the gravel patio. Merle was looking forward to thanking her at dinner tonight.
Stepping through the tiny kitchen into the sunshine, Merle felt the same rush of pleasure at the sight of the garden as the first time—an electric charge of wonder: her oasis, her pleasure grounds. Stasia had scoffed when Merle described it, calling her a romantic. How could a small garden be all that? When she saw it, Stasia admitted she was wrong. It was a special place. There, where she and Pascal danced that last night. There, the old rock pissoir, a soon-to-be converted outhouse with a vine climbing over the mossy roof. The wooden water cistern, still used for laundry and gardening, stood guard on its ten-foot legs surrounded by lavender. The roses were all in bloom, the red one busting its guts.
It was all so quaint and harmless and French.
Such a contrast, this little paradise surrounded by hard, weathered rock walls. Inside, they were softened by wisteria and clematis and grapevines. Outside, the world could be hard and cold. But in here, everything was safe and calm.
She delivered the bottle of wine as her sisters took off boots and swilled liquids then went to hug her son.
Tristan and Valerie sat at Père Albert’s kitchen table, playing cards. Her son had met the girl last summer. She was the reason Merle got Tristan to come back to France with her. Her great-uncle Albert was round and cheerful, a former priest with the sort of beatific air that made you forget not to call him Father. His head injury from last year had set him back a little. He’d lost weight, Merle noted, and was less sure of climbing the ladder to pick his beloved plums for eau de vie. But he emerged from the sitting room with a big grin and open arms.
“Bien venue, Merle. How was the walking?”
“Lovely. The weather couldn’t have been nicer. We stopped for a few gustations along the way.” The wine tastings only worked at the end of the day of walking, otherwise there was much weary carping. But Merle only smiled. Albert wasn’t interested in bickering.
“And your feet? Okay?”
“Not one blister.”
“What about Aunt Francie?” Tristan said, his eyes on his cards. “No blisters for Queenie Franceenie?”
“Well, yes. She got a couple.” And bug bites, thorn pricks, sunburn, and scraped elbows. Disaster seemed to follow Francie on the trail, at least from her perspective. Each sister’s personality blossomed on the trail. That morning Merle had made a mental list of each one’s travel mojo.
Annie: Everybody has a good time, right now!
Stasia: Follow the plan or I shoot you.
Merle: I just hope nobody stabs anybody.
Francie: This cheese is so freaking awesome! Ow! Look at me! Pass the wine!
Elise: If you tell me what to do I will pout all day.
And the plus one:
Gillian: My mind is too beautiful to share.
Two days in Malcouziac resting, then they would hit the road again for three more days in a loop off to the North. The thought of it made Merle queasy. Her sisters were getting along all right, but the togetherness sometimes put a strain on things. If anybody bailed, Stasia would be livid.
Merle turned to Albert’s niece. “Have you and Tristan had fun, Valerie?” She put her hands on her son’s shoulders. Maybe this was all the hug she’d get. Her boy was sixteen now.
“Oui, madame. Nous—pardon, I am to speak English.” Valerie rolled her eyes. “It sounds terrible to me.”
“It sounds great,” Tristan said. “I love your accent.”
Valerie gave him a playful punch. “What accent?”
At fifteen the girl had already perfected the French pout, the ammunition against men for centuries. She turned up her nose, folded her arms, smirked, and burst out laughing. She was going to be a handful, if she wasn’t already.
“Thanks so much for looking after my boy, Albert,” Merle said.
“Valerie took charge of activities. I only feed the man.” Albert wagged his finger. “Not a boy any longer. So tall!”
“And handsome,” Valerie chimed in. “With big shoulders.” Her violet eyes flashed at Tristan again.
Merle tapped his big shoulders. “Come say hello to the aunties, Tris.” As he got up, Valerie did too, straightening her chic print blouse that clung to her chest and tugging down her mini-skirt.
“Oh, madame, I will love to practice my English on them!”
“Dinner at nine,” Albert called as they trailed through the back garden to the alley and through Merle’s garden gate.
The women dressed for dinner, changing into summer dresses. Merle had been able to rent her neighbors’ house as her own was too small for all of them. They had been very generous. Elise, Francie, and Gillian were staying in Yves and Suzette’s house next door. It was much more modern than Merle’s, with a full bathroom on the second level and everything very chic. It made Merle’s tiny maison de ville look medieval.
When the younger three showed up in the garden for wine before heading to Albert’s, they looked refreshed, shampooed and powdered. Elise, youngest and shortest sister, wore a flowered skirt and crisp, white blouse. Francie had on a fitted dress with the kind of low neckline she liked. Gillian had transformed herself with a short lilac dress with black lace insets better suited to New York than rural France. She’d worn it to dinner twice already, with her thick brown hair twisted artfully on her head. She took a glass of wine and stepped away without speaking, as if fascinated by the ripening pears as she tottered on four-inch heels.
“How much do you think that dress costs?” Stasia whispered in Merle’s ear.
“Whose?”
“Gillian’s. I saw it at Fashion Week. It’s couture, some Italian designer.”
“Looks expensive.”
“Pucci. That’s it.”
“Really? I thought he did all those blocky, colored things.”
“Look at you, fashionista. That’s why this dress stood out. Isn’t it divine? I checked it out at Bergdorf’s. I lusted after it.” They watched Gillian move carefully over the dirt, bending to sniff the roses. The black lace seemed to glow. The dress was kind of amazing.
As assistant managing editor at Gamine, a trendy women’s magazine, Stasia had access to all sorts of insider perks. Last winter, she’d arrived at Merle’s with an armload of sweaters and let her take her pick. “Wouldn’t Gamine give you one?”
“Are you kidding? I can’t believe she has it. Of all people.” Stasia leaned closer. “Way too pricey. Eight-thousand.”
Merle sloshed her wine. “Dollars?”
“I have a personal limit for a single item. Kinda way over.”
Merle stared at the dress. It fit Gillian like a glove. Those shoes look spendy too. Who would pay eight-thousand dollars for a dress? “She must be making some serious cash,” Merle muttered. But Stasia had moved away to talk to Elise. Their youngest sister was already on her second glass of wine. She’d twisted her ankle the first day out, not bad enough to stop walking. No one saw any swelling. But Elise took it as a sign of doom. She used to be such a sunny person before she went to law school.
Wine and Franglais flowed freely at dinner between Valerie, Albert, Tristan, the sisters, Josephine, and Gillian. Josephine wore her ever-present pearls and brought a huge terrine of cassoulet rich with duck sausage. Not a usual summer dish, she explained, but one she’d made so often she could make it with her eyes shut. They were all sated with food and wine when Gillian stood up, clinking her glass with her knife.
“Thanks for dinner. It was good.” She nodded gravely at the old people. Merle blinked, fatigue slowing her reflexes. Was Gillian making a speech? “I can’t go to that church or whatever it is you’ve cooked up for tomorrow.” She looked at Albert. “We found this little dog, hurt, by the side of the road today. He’s in a village with an old lady. I don’t trust her. I have to go get him.”
She sat down abruptly. Francie recovered first, sitting on her left. “I’ll go with you. I don’t think I can stomach another church.”
“I found him. I want to go by myself.”
She glared at Francie who blinked, confused. “I didn’t—”
“I’ll go, and Valerie can too. I love dogs,” Tristan said, carrying dirty plates.
Valerie pouted. “I am to leave tomorrow. Back to Paris.”
“Well, I can go. Can I go, Mom?”
Gillian folded her arms. “I don’t need anyone to go with me. I just need to use the rental car.” She looked up at Tristan, appraising his worthiness or manliness or something. Merle felt a shiver. Gillian squinted against the candlelight. “All right. He can go.”



 
 
 
Rapport de Police, Midi-Pyrénées. 18 June.
 
M. Jean Poutou, resident of St-Paul, Lot, called to report a stolen dog. Poutou, age 82, was confused and upset. Wailing heard in the background. Claims expensive dog used for truffle hunting was released from its pen and taken from grounds. Unsure of date of incident, possibly as long as three days ago. No explanation for why dog was unattended for such a long time. Dog belongs to grandson not currently on premises and has imbedded ID chip (dog, not grandson.) Advised that les policiers do not look for lost dogs and to call insurance agent.
Patrick Girard, Commissariat de Police, Toulouse



 
 

 
In the Italian Piedmont
 
Bettina Dellepiane arranged her silver hair in the intricate way she always did, sitting at her dressing table. She lowered her arms and sighed, peering into the mirror. The lines on her face were deeper. She hadn’t been sleeping well. Worry about the business had reached a pitch that it buzzed in her ears all day and night: Bankruptcy. La Famiglia. Land gone. Legacy lost.
She must save it. It was on her own neck that things had taken such a turn. She had mismanaged, miscalculated, or something. She had no choice. That hurt the most, that because of her actions, her grandchildren might never experience the richness of this beautiful country with its oaks and olive trees, never take their own children by the hand and trek with the dogs in the age-old treasure tradition that was ricerca del tartufo, the truffle hunt.
She stood, straightened her old back, and went to work on the accounts. The sorting sheds were silent now. The truffles would not come for several months, depending as always on the weather. What if the land was depleted? Truffles took years to mature, to acquire that unique pungency, the flavor of the woods. The inferior Chinese truffles that some tartufai mixed into their bags proved that. And the ridiculous Americans who had begun seeding oaks in that country: they made her laugh. Their great-grandchildren might benefit.
At mid-morning she sipped an espresso and stepped into the sunshine. A warm breeze blew down from the hilltop. When the telephone rang, she shook herself out of a reverie of days past, her husband young and vibrant, her boys tumbling and playing, the dogs of legend, straining leashes at the scent.
“Signora, we have bad news.”
Bettina closed her eyes. “Sì? Tell me.”
“The dog has escaped. We will find her but it will take longer. We know where she went.”
Maldestro idiota. Maybe she was the idiot to think those two olive pickers would come through. She had given them five-hundred euros that she’d never see again. She remembered the rheumy eyes on the one called Hector, the twitch in the unshaven cheek of gimpy Milo. They were difettoso—defective.
She felt her temper rise and let out a curse. “And how will you find it?”
“The microchip. It sends a signal. We must buy a gadget, what do you call? We will need money for that. We—what’s that?”
Milo, talking in the background. Curses flying.
Hector returned. “Mi dispiace, signora. The chip is gone. Milo removed it so the owners could not trace the dog.”
Bettina sat heavily on a hard chair, staring at the phone before putting it back to her ear. She had been so desperate for a good dog. She promised them five-thousand euros if they brought back an excellent truffle dog, one she heard about last year. Two days before, they had been successful. Her hopes had risen. It was not right, stealing, but for the cause of saving the estate for the grandchildren, a necessary evil. And now this. It was hard to see this as anything but the end of la famiglia.
“She can’t go far, signora. She is a little thing. Good nose, but small and skinny. A highly trained dog, the best, all the people say so. We will find her. You can count on us.”



 
 

 
A horn honked insistently on rue de Poitiers. Merle was upstairs, catching up on email. She frowned at the noise. Finally, she walked to the front window and opened the glass panes wide. The little blue Renault they’d rented in Bordeaux was parked on the street below. Gillian sat behind the wheel, jamming on the horn. She looked up, saw Merle, and stuck her head out the window.
“Come on. We have to get the dog to Bergerac before they close. Hurry!”
Minutes later, having scooped up her translator, Gillian flew out of Malcouziac, skidding tires on the cobblestones. Merle hung on to the Renault’s door handle as they jack-knifed onto the narrow highway, a road built for oxen. Tristan slid across the back seat with the dog in his lap.
“I’m going to get sick as this dog if you keep that up,” he said. Gillian slowed but rapped her fingers on the steering wheel nervously. The story emerged that they’d found the dog feverish and limp and felt it was their duty to rescue her from the clutches of the evil nurse. Beyond that neither Tristan nor Gillian appeared chatty so Merle just waited until they reached Bergerac. The industrial town on the plains of the Dordogne probably wasn’t listed as one of the Beautiful Villages of France, but its commerce was decent. And they had veterinarians.
It was nearly noon when they reached the office of Jules Fabien, Docteur en médecine vétérinaire, in an old building in the center of town. Much of the old town had been demolished years before, but his building looked medieval with whitewashed stone and red shutters. They double-parked and rushed inside with the dog in Tristan’s arms. An old woman with a tiny white Bichon let out a squeak and clutched her puppy to her breast.
Merle rang the bell. When the assistant showed up things went surprisingly fast. They were whisked into an exam room where the veterinarian saw them within minutes. The French did love their dogs. And their sacred lunch breaks which often lasted until three. The vet was adamant: they must leave the dog, and she must have IV antibiotics for the infection. Gillian looked distraught, hugging the animal, but agreed.
They found a café with outdoor tables three streets over in an old square and ate hearty country lunches, their appetites spurred by the morning’s drama. Salade paysanne, the enormous peasant salad with meat and eggs for Merle, plus a glass of rosé and an omelet for Gillian. Tristan made quick work of his croque monsieur and fries. By two they were back on the road. The sisters were already back from their excursion to see an enormous clock in a nearby cathedral.
Gillian parked the rental car and glanced at Merle. She seemed reluctant to trust anyone, and now she had to accept both the vet’s advice and Merle’s translation. “What did he mean that she was near death?”
“I think you got her there just in time. She had a high fever and the wound was infected. That’s why they put her on the IV.”
“It was such a small wound. Was it an accident? Could he tell?”
Merle hadn’t translated that part for her. She wasn’t sure she heard it right at the vet. But a quick check in her French/English dictionary proved she wasn’t wrong. They stepped into the street. Merle looked at Gillian sympathetically. “He thought it might be a gunshot wound.”
“What? Who would—?” Her eyes welled. She ran into the neighbor’s house, her hand over her mouth. Tough-as-nails Gillian seemed the last person to cry on this trip. Some of her sisters were well-known for tears. Tristan watched, eyes wide, as Gillian slammed the door and disappeared.
“Did she run over her dog or something?”
Merle put her hand on his shoulder. “I have no idea.”
The front door was open wide again and the sound of voices came from the garden. Someone had dusted and rearranged the chairs. A vase full of fresh flowers dressed the heavy dining table. Tristan flopped on the sofa, making it squeak, and pulled out his summer reading. Catcher in the Rye was on the agenda.
“Holden Caulfield. What a douche,” he declared.
Stasia stood in the kitchen doorway with a strange smile. “Got something for you. Come on.” She grabbed Merle’s hand and pulled her out toward the garden.
She saw the black T-shirt first and stumbled on the gravel. He had his back to her, waving his hands while talking to Francie and Annie. Francie was giving him full-on, cleavage-baring attention until she saw Merle. Then she smirked, straightening.
He turned, smiling. Pascal looked exactly the same, as if a year hadn’t passed since they were in this garden together. His black hair still curled over his collar, his jeans still fit, and his sunglasses were parked on his head, holding back that lock that always fell across his forehead.
He stepped toward her, taking her shoulders in his rough hands. “My little blackbird, you flew home.” He leaned in to kiss her cheeks, not twice, but three times. She counted.
His voice cut through her like a warm knife. She’d spoken to him a few times over the winter but the conversations were always short. He was working on a big case, she needed to be somewhere. There was never time. And what could they talk about? They hardly knew each other.
But if the physical reaction her body was sending was a clue, that didn’t matter. Oh holy Jesus. James was coming in a few days. And here was last summer’s l’aventure in all his Yves Montand, swarthy, earthy Frenchness. She couldn’t speak.
Annie came to her rescue. “Pascal was telling me and Francie about the night the thieves tried to steal your wine, Merle. You forgot a few details when you told it.”
Francie’s eyes fluttered. “Wow, Merle. You saved the day.”
“It wasn’t really—” Her voice caught.
“Yes, it was.” Pascal took her hands. “You look fantastic, Merle. Your hair has grown. I like it.”
She pulled her hands away, embarrassed. Her sisters watched like cackling vultures. “You, ah, too. Are you back in town?”
“For a few days. Annie didn’t tell you?”
Merle squinted at her oldest sister. Her wavy, graying hair was threaded with lavender blossoms like a hippie princess. She wore a white peasant blouse with cargo shorts and seemed quite pleased with herself. “She forgot to mention it.”
“What kind of wine do you have, Merle? Never mind, I’ll check.” Annie launched herself toward the house. “Francie, get glasses. Stace, do we have olives or something? Let’s celebrate. Pascal is back!”
After they disappeared inside, Pascal took Merle’s hands again, smiling. “Charlie’s angels are on the case.”
She rolled her eyes. “More like herding cats. Annie invited you?”
His lip twitched. She’d forgotten about that, a sly, endearing smile revealed in a tiny twitch. “Are you mad?”
“No, of course not.”
“But you didn’t tell me you are coming to France.”
“I’m sorry. I know.” She looked up at his face and couldn’t resist touching his chin. A three-day beard, scratchy, flecked with gray. “Things are complicated.”
“Are they?” He kissed her quickly on the mouth. “I hadn’t noticed.”
He was pulling her close for a serious kiss as Tristan’s voice broke in. “Pascal! You’re here, man!”
They spent the afternoon drinking wine and getting caught up on the legal woes of the thieves from last summer. One was in a French jail, one in a British one, one got a slap on the wrist and lost his job as mayor. That news, that the awful mayor of Malcouziac had only lost his job, that nothing could be held against him, made Merle’s blood boil. He was the sort of slippery, corrupt elitist she had way too much experience with in New York.
“Is he still around here?”
“I believe so. I’ve been on the Côte d’Azur most of the winter.” He smiled smugly. “It’s a tough life.”
“What about the sister of the vineyard owner?” Merle asked.
“She got a short sentence,” Pascal said. “I think she runs the vineyard now. She was able to hang onto it.”
“How did she manage that?”
“We are keeping an eye on her, chérie.” He patted Merle’s arm. “A strong sense of justice, this one. But all the sisters are lawyers. You are all this way?”
“She’s the worst,” Elise said. “Everything is black and white with Merle.”
“That’s not true,” Merle protested.
“Remember the time Elise stole a piece of candy from Nelson’s Store and you made her march back and pay for it?” Francie asked.
“She cried the whole time,” Stasia said.
Francie giggled. “And wet her pants!”
“You had to carry her,” Annie said.
“By her heels,” Stasia laughed.
“I was only three,” Elise said. She threw her hair back and stuck her chin out. “You were meaner than Mommy, Merle.”
And you were the baby. Merle looked into her wine glass. She wasn’t going to be drawn into an argument, especially in front of Pascal.
“You know what they say,” Annie said. “It takes a village.”
“Takes a village for what?” Pascal asked.
“Never mind.” Merle stood up, grabbing his hand. “Come on. I miss my long walks already.”
The alley sported a mossy strip down the middle, so neat and tidy. Merle was still holding Pascal’s hand. It reminded her of his work on her roof and in her bed. Like its owner it was hot, muscular, and a little rough around the edges. She stopped abruptly, facing him.
Pascal had put his sunglasses on. He skidded to a stop and looked over them, his dark eyes flashing under unruly eyebrows. “Everything okay?”
Merle took a breath and looked at her feet, trying to process what was happening. Should she tell him about James? Did it matter, really? She would be here for nearly three weeks. Pascal—who knew? Days, hours? James had insisted on coming against her advice. Should she feel flattered he couldn’t stay away or annoyed? Then there was Gillian, also uninvited. And Pascal, in all his manly now-ness. Holiday crashers all.
His hand cupped her cheek. “What is it, mon petit merle?”
She thought of the things she should say: her sisters, the togetherness, the bickering, the love she felt for them, the interloper, the walking, the stray dog. Tristan, growing up too fast. Her job, demanding all her energy and dwindling charm. She wanted to tell him all of it, but it was too much. Time had gone by and here they were again, alone together, two strangers in a small town in France.
She bit her lip and looked into his brown eyes. They were just as warm and open as she remembered. What else could she say?
“I’ve missed you.”



 


BLOG—That Girl
Tagged vacation, blisters, wine, whine
Posted June 18
 
Turns out there is an extra along, not just the five sisters. It’s a dog! Found by the side of the road, injured, and suddenly we are the Doggie Samaritans. Is anyone more dog-crazy than Americans? A brown-and-white mutt, filthy, whiny, and bleeding: what a pathetic sight. But the Sisters have come to the rescue like the angels of mercy we are.
Plus That Girl.
Yes, a real sixth wheel. One of the sisters invited along a friend. A law colleague. What was she thinking, throwing the poor thing into the cat house like an injured mouse? She seems capable enough but the girl is not a mixer. Doesn’t even try. And by now she’s alienated even the nice sisters. (The not-so-nice sisters took against her from the start.)
To be fair to the sisters, That Girl has made her bed. She’s not warm or friendly in the least. And so private it makes you wonder what she’s hiding. Hard worker and all that, always walks the fastest, but standoffish. Turns out she’s really into lost dogs, so how bad could she be? The sisters should warm up to her, if she ever gives them the chance. Right now she’s off somewhere moping.
Oh, wait. Drama ensues. Oldest sister, rock of flippin’ Gibraltar, has just raised her voice. She’s the calm, Zen sister no more. She is calling out another sister for whining. Love it! I see tears coming! Now she’s calling out another sister for being bossy. Another one is getting it for inviting That Girl along and messing up the ‘delicate karma of sisterhood.’ The last one gets it for something lame, can’t even be bothered to repeat it. Just equal opportunity ragging.
A hush falls over the crowd.
Then somebody opens a bottle of wine and it’s over.
 


 
Texts between Annie Bennett and her father, Jack.
 
Annie:
Find out anything on Gillian Sargent? She’s messing with my head. Got a contact at Ward & Baillee?
 
Jack:
From the website: Colorado Law, 98. Playing golf with attys on Saturday. Will ply with liquor. Jack, Ace Detective
 
Jack:
Finally got a source at W&B. Somebody there dubbed her ‘The Girl in the Empty Dress.’ Nobody knows a damn thing about her.
Curiosity piqued. Background check?
 
Annie:
Hold off. She hasn’t done anything
 
 
And one from Francie.
 
Francie:
M&D: Why didn’t you tell me about Camembert? You’ve been holding out on me! Thinking of cheese biz. My friend Gillian is driving us crazier than we are already. Must drink wine to hold tongues! Sisters having fun!
 
Bernadette:
Remember, dear, cheese is very binding. Mother.
 



 
 

 
The market at Uzès was bustling in the morning sun, red umbrellas lining the sidewalks to the Place des Herbes, the central square. Vegetables, nuts, spices, bread, sausage, and a vast array of clothing, dishes, and souvenirs beckoned to the two middle-aged men. Hector loped slowly by the stands, dragging his worn boot heels, hands in his baggy trousers. Everywhere he turned, the Dutch: tall blond people with small, blond rug rats. Milo munched on a croissant chocolat and complained about the heat.
It took them thirty minutes to determine that no one was selling truffles. Wrong time of year. Truffle-hunting was a winter sport and most markets ran January to March. The markets at Lalbenque and St.Paul-Trois-Châteaux had been equally disappointing. Tourists everywhere, Hector thought, spitting out the stub of his cigarette. Nothing but tourists.
If only they could speak to a single truffière. The truffle hunters were a close-knit and closed-mouth bunch. But they might gossip about a dog on the loose. But the markets were hopeless, endless stands of tablecloths, courgettes, and old shoes.
Milo wanted a beer. The heat was wicked and he was parched but Milo must not have a beer. Hector bought him a bottle of water and led him back to the truck.
Driving north, Hector looked for the dog along the roadsides. She would be injured, bleeding, thanks to Milo. She couldn’t go far. He kept to the secondary roads, winding around the hills, along the rivers. Milo began to snore.
It took several hours to get to Sarlat. Crowds at the market had thinned but it was still lively. Again no truffles for sale. Such a specialized product, one mushroom seller told him. So pricey. Ask the duck and goose people.
One seller of foie gras remained in his stand under a large, green canopy. He was an old man with scarred hands from handling temperamental fowl. The drawing of a fat goose hung on a mural behind him. Hector waited for him to sell a small tureen and three jars of foie gras and duck confit.
“Excuse me. Bonjour, monsieur.” Hector doffed his cap and waved toward the mushroom merchant. “Monsieur des
cèpes has advised me to ask if you have heard anything of my poor dog. My little Julie was taken from her pen. Did you hear of it? My truffle dog was stolen.”
The old man’s wrinkles deepened around his eyes. He squinted at Hector and Milo. Not his usual customer, no tourist or rich Parisienne. He wore a Greek sailor’s cap and a dirty navy blue apron over his white shirt. His jowls were legendary, as were his forearms, exposed with turned-up cuffs, muscular and hairy. Milo was coughing into a dirty handkerchief. When that was over, the old man eyed Hector.
“I hear things.”
“I’m afraid someone will try to sell her. She is one of the finest noses—plus coûteux—in the Dordogne. In France! Tell me. Where was she seen?”
The old man crossed his arms, taking another look at Milo then back at Hector’s sweat-stained striped shirt and dirty hands. “You are the owner then?”
“Oui, oui. I have been searching for her day and night. I am most anxious.”
“Quel dommage.” Too bad. He shrugged and turned his back.
Hector’s hopes sunk. The old man didn’t believe him, the hard country nut. He reminded Hector of his grandfather, gnarled, suspicious, and coldhearted. Where could he try next? Périgueux? It was nearly four o’clock. It would be another night on the ground under the truck. At least they still had a few of the signora’s euros to get a decent meal.
Then the old man was back. He stood across the table full of preserved duck and liver of goose, a sheet of blue paper in his hand. Hector reached for it as the old man asked, “How much will you offer?”
In large, black lettering, the paper announced a reward for a truffle dog stolen from a farm. A grainy photo showed her from the side, ears flapping in a breeze. There she was, the scrawny, whimpering mutt they had held in their arms three days before. The one who had wiggled the latch on the crate while he and Milo drank a few celebratory Kronenbourgs.
 
RÉCOMPENSE [REWARD]
Chien Volé [Stolen Dog]
‘Aurore’
10,000 €
Pas des questions [No questions asked]
 
Milo clucked. He could only read the numbers. “Ten-thousand?”
“When did you get this?” Hector asked the old man.
“Yesterday. The owner was desperate. His grandson raised the dog, trained her himself. He can’t afford that much but he has no choice.” He squinted at Hector. “And now your dog, also stolen. Must be a ring of thieves.”
Back in the truck Milo asked Hector what the old man said. “But that is more than the signora will give us. Much more.”
“Sì, sì, sì.”
“What should we do?” Milo poked a stubby finger at the sheet. “He pays much more. Will the signora be offended? I never cared for her myself. Beautiful, yes, but, pffft. She is a miser with the wages.”
Hector started the truck. “Stop babbling. Let me think. I am the thinker. When I decide, I will tell you.”
Ten thousand euros. The money was in his mind, in his hands, already spent.



 
 

 
Bettina Dellepiane learned the news that same day through the world of truffles. There were only a handful of operations like hers, owners of truffle grounds who were also buyers, sorters, and distributors. One was her neighbor and fierce competitor, Gianluca Gribaudi. That he was her late husband’s distant cousin was perhaps inevitable; the family owned all this land at one time.
Gianluca and her Furio never were friendly. There had been a feud when they were boys with lingering bad feelings. So it was suspicious when Gianluca drove his new black Land Rover onto the courtyard that afternoon as the sun beat hard on the gravel. Bettina re-pinned a loose strand of hair as she watched his quick, happy step toward her door.
She smiled at him. “Come inside out of the heat.”
He kissed her cheeks. “How are you, Bettina? Are you well? I’ve not seen you for many weeks.”
Months, to be sure. Since the harvest fair in March. His white hair was thick and swept back from his tan forehead now creased with lines. He was still proud of his physique, the way he hitched his pants to show his prowess. He wore fancy sunglasses, a pressed purple shirt, white linen slacks, and leather loafers. He smiled at himself in the mirror in the hall.
She ushered him into the parlor and offered him a glass of chilled wine. Was he just being polite by this visit or did he hope she had taken ill and would sell out? She didn’t trust a word from his mouth. He made small talk about the weather and the price of truffles. He inquired about the grandchildren. When she had poured each of them a tiny glass of wine, he got to the point.
“I heard your beloved Pompeo has gone.” He sat forward, eyes sad. “I know how hard that is. My sincere condolences.”
Bettina felt the loss of her dog once more, like a knife. Pompeo had been her faithful partner for twelve years until the cancer came. The best dog, best friend, best truffle hunter: il suo buon tartufaio. He softened the loss of dear Furio and made every day sunnier. She couldn’t cope with putting him down, but in the end, she couldn’t watch her loyal companion suffer either.
She gathered herself. “It’s been two months. Time heals the wound.” She sipped a little wine. “But I appreciate your sentiment, Gianluca.” Even so late, she did.
“Has it been so long as that?” His hand flew to his heart. “I apologize. I should have come sooner.”
She gave him a conciliatory smile. He was probably too busy celebrating the loss of her money-maker. Pompeo’s nose was known far and wide. Gianluca had many dogs but none in the same league as her Pompeo.
“Have you looked for a new dog?” he asked. She nodded. “And—success?”
“I’ve seen a few. But none close to Pompeo.”
“An impossible standard.” His extravagant eyebrows twitched. “I wonder. Pardon. I thought it might be too soon but since you say it is two months... I saw this in the village and thought of you.”
He extracted a white sheet of paper from his pocket and unfolded it. Smoothing it against his knee, he passed it to her. A photograph she had seen before on the Internet in an article about top truffle dogs. The sheet, from the Ente Nazionale per la Protezione degli Animali and the Carbinieri, announced a reward for a dog stolen in France. She read the name and felt a chill of fear. She straightened her back and turned to Gianluca, arranging her face.
“What do you suggest?” She tried to laugh brightly. “That I go searching in France for this dog?”
He smiled. “No, no, Bettina. But you could contact this owner. Offer to pay the reward and buy the dog in one single step.”
She glanced again at the picture of the dog. She had already done that, more or less. Carefully, hand shaking, she passed the sheet back. “I don’t think so. But a very creative idea. Very creative indeed.”
“Please, keep it. Maybe you will change your mind. I have heard of this dog. They say she is very capable.”
He didn’t stay long, sensing perhaps she wanted to get rid of him. As she closed the door, she fell against it in anguish. The owner was offering twice the money for Aurore. Her olive pickers would know this by now. She must call them right away before they found the dog and returned it to the owner.
Her forehead thumped against the solid old door. She cursed Gianluca, then Furio for leaving her with this. How dare he die so young? She let out a little groan. How was she to come up with ten thousand euros? Because there was no other solution now.



 
 

 
Tristan arranged the pillows in the basket, gently setting the dog’s head on a pink velvet heart that Valerie had left with Albert. She was still weak, her leg bandaged, but she looked better. Her tail thumped as he patted her head.
“Don’t worry,” he whispered to her. “I’ll take good care of you.”
Behind him the women were arguing. Gillian had her hands on her hips and a scowl on her face. “I don’t see why you want the dog over here. I can take care of her better than any of you. I know how to give pills to a dog.”
“Honestly, Gillian,” Francie said. “It’s not rocket science. A little peanut butter and you’re good to go.”
“You think you can find peanut butter in this village?” Gillian said.
“Nutella,” Annie suggested.
Merle said, “Actually the vet said cheese, which we have in quantity. I already gave her a pill. She likes gruyère.” She looked at the basket her son had set up in the corner of the main room. A shaft of sunlight warmed it. The dog looked comfortable, clean, and well-loved. Why was Gillian making such a fuss? She seemed to have two settings: silent and brooding or hot and bothered. “Besides, we don’t have permission to have a dog at Yves and Suzette’s.”
Tristan stood up. “I don’t care if you give her the pills, Gillian. All I want is for her to get better.” Merle smiled at him. Somebody had to be an adult here.
Gillian had her dark hair pulled into a ponytail. She wore a short khaki skirt that exposed her muscular calves with a black T-shirt covered with white hairs from holding the dog in the car. She’d been frantic to get the dog back this morning, talking the vet into releasing her into their care.
She tossed back her hair and sniffed. “That’s all I want too. Of course.”
“The vet told me something different today, Gillian, about the wound.” Merle had her attention now, bright, dark eyes. “It wasn’t a gunshot wound.”
Gillian melted a little, relieved. “What was it?”
“It was too small for a bullet,” Merle continued. “But it wasn’t an accident. Based on where the wound was, the size and depth of it, he thinks it was a computer chip. An identification chip.”
“Someone took it out?” Gillian asked.
“And not very neatly,” Merle said.
“Eeeeuw,” Francie squealed helpfully.
“If he’s right,” Merle said, “she was probably stolen. The chip was removed so the owner couldn’t trace her.”
“So she’s a girl dog?” Elise was kneeling by the basket, petting the dog. “Poor baby.”
“The vet told us. We’ve never had a dog. Are you leaving tomorrow for the next part of the walk, Mom?” Tristan looked at his aunts gathered around the living room, eyes twinkling. “Because I can hang here and take care of Tartuffe.” He flashed his boyish smile. That smile was the only thing of Harry Merle saw in her tall, lanky son. “That’s what I named her. Tartuffe.”
Gillian blinked. “You named her?”
“Sure. Why not?” Tristan went back into his crouch by the basket.
Gillian let a hmmph escape her mouth and rolled her eyes. Annie said, “Let’s not fight over a dog. Please.”
“We’re not fighting,” Gillian said, still very much in combat mode. “We’re discussing what’s best for the dog.”
“We don’t have to call her ‘the dog.’ Tartuffe,” Tristan said. “Like the play.”
“That’s one of those silly French farces, isn’t it?” Elise said. “With slamming doors and love affairs and people who aren’t who they say they are?”
“I am not calling her Tartuffe,” Gillian said to no one in particular.
“We’re leaving in the morning, right?” Francie asked, clapping her hands. “Should we pack?”
Stasia looked fierce. She hadn’t been arguing but she clearly wanted to. Merle asked her, “Do you think we could delay one day? Just to make sure everything goes all right with the dog?”
“I can’t believe you brought the dog back here.” Stasia gave Gillian, then Merle the power of her disapproval. “She doesn’t belong to you, to any of us. The vet could have found the owner. The rightful owner.”
Merle bit down on her molars. She felt a headache coming on, one that had been building since breakfast when Gillian demanded that they go back to Bergerac. “Can we put it off for a day, Stace?”
“I’ll have to change hotel reservations, the bag taxi, the restaurants.”
“It’s only two nights,” Annie said.
Gillian cleared her throat. “I’m not going. Why can’t we just stay here? We’ve got a dog and a teenager to look after. I don’t need to walk around France anymore. It was fun but I’m done.”
They stared at her for a moment, this stranger in their midst.
“Thank God, the voice of reason,” said Francie.
“You don’t have to look after me,” Tristan protested. “I can take care of myself—and Tartuffe. And Albert is right here.”
A jumble of voices rose then: outrage, shock, hurt, curses. Stasia got right in Gillian’s face and told her she could just go home if she didn’t want to walk through France, that nobody wanted her on this trip anyway. Gillian told her to go stuff herself, that she’d do what she wanted when she wanted. Then Francie got in Stasia’s face and said that she had invited Gillian and to be nice to her friends for a change. Annie separated them and told them all to calm down. Elise stood by, shocked and a little teary. Merle buried her face in her hands.
“Enough already,” Annie said. Francie opened her mouth to say something and Annie wagged a finger at her. “Stop. This stops now. I shouldn’t have yelled at you guys yesterday. I think I may have opened the floodgates of bitching. I apologize for that. We were doing so well before that.”
“No, we weren’t,” Elise said, pouting.
Annie glared at her. “Yes, we were. We were having a helluva good time.”
“We just weren’t talking about it. It’s good to get things out in the open.” A tear escaped Elise’s eye.
“Is it?” Merle murmured.
“You guys go back to the other house.” Annie shooed Francie, Elise, and Gillian out the door. “We’ll see you at dinner. We’re going to that truffle restaurant at eight—what’s it called?”
“Les Saveurs,” Merle said.
“Meet us there. We’ll talk about our plans then.”
Merle retreated to the sunny garden and sat down in her favorite place on the wall under the acacia tree. She felt limp. Her worst nightmare come true, the sisters finally get to go on a grown-up trip together and find out they can’t stand each other. Maybe they should all just go home and pretend this never happened.
Yesterday with Pascal drifted into her mind, how calm and peaceful it was with him again, as if they’d never been apart. He didn’t tell her anything about his year, the wife he’d left years before, his elderly father, his work as a policeman. After recapping the criminal histories of the villagers, he was quiet. He was just there. The constant barrage of talking, feelings to be tiptoed around, the petty grievances of her sisters were wearing her down. It didn’t feel like a vacation, it felt like one long Thanksgiving dinner.
Would Pascal come to dinner tonight? He said he would but now she wondered if she should put him off. No outsider deserved this family mess.
Annie joined her on the low, bumpy wall. “That damn Gillian. She started this.”
“Stace and Francie gave it a good go.”
“I shouldn’t have lost it yesterday. I wanted all of us to have a good time on this trip, to really enjoy each other’s company.”
“We are, Annie.” Merle took her hand. “We will.”
“Gillian’s attitude is poisonous. Like she enjoys pissing us off. What’s her deal? Do you know anything about her besides she works with Francie?”
Merle frowned. “She’s from Colorado, I think. Why?”
Annie looked up at the sky. It was impossibly blue. “You know how sometimes I get vibes about people? The ones I’ve been getting from Gillian worry me. Her aura is brownish, which means negativity, distractions. I heard at Ward and Baillie they call her ‘The Girl in the Empty Dress.’”
“What does that mean?”
“She’s there but not there. Secretive. What’s she hiding?”
“Did you ask Francie about her?”
“That went nowhere.” Annie got up and sighed. “Is it Oh-Wine-Thirty yet?”
Stasia stepped outside when Annie went in for refreshments. She hung onto the back of a metal patio chair, looking sheepish.
“Are you okay?”
Merle nodded. “Don’t worry about me.”
“I’m sorry I lost my temper. We can change the dates. It might cost some money but of course we can change the reservations.”
“We should just go. Take the hell off.”
“You mean it?” Stasia sat on the wall in Annie’s spot. “I really want to get out of here. Your little town is sweet and all. Mostly.” She laughed. “But I love walking through the countryside. I didn’t think I’d love it but I do. It makes me feel like a kid, walking to school on trails through the woods, looking at the flowers, watching the birds. It’s kinda magical.”
Merle took her hand. “It is. Let’s do it.”
Stasia frowned. “You think it’s okay to leave Tristan with those cows?”
“I think he’s safe. Why? Did he say something?”
“I just don’t like Gillian. She’s such a—a beeatch, as my kids say.”
“Do you know anything about her background?” Stasia shook her head. “Forget about her. She’s not going to ruin our vacation. We won’t let her.” Merle put her arm around her shoulders, feeling the tension there. Odd, and so right, to be reassuring her older sisters.
Stasia relaxed. “Where’s Pascal? He’s coming to dinner, isn’t he? And if I haven’t said it already, what a hottie. I totally get your little thing last summer.”
“He’ll be over soon. Try not to drool.” Merle squeezed her sister’s shoulder and looked at her watch. “Come on. Time to change.”
 


 
At six everything was peaceful in the garden. Merle had changed into a skirt and tank top, using the lavender pashmina she’d brought for the plane as a shawl as she read her novel. Annie was still getting ready after collapsing for a short nap. Stasia sat across the green metal table in her sun hat. She loved the countryside but was deathly afraid of wrinkles. “TBB” is what Elise called her: tall, blonde, and bossy. But right now, she sipped her Pinot Gris and stared wistfully at the sky.
Tristan poked his head out the back door. “Mom, Pascal’s here. And guess who he brought with him?”
She swiveled to see Pascal in a black dress shirt and jeans, his hair damp, talking over his shoulder to someone. She set down her book, pulling the shawl tight. What was this? She barely had time to think and there he was.
James.
“Oh, crap,” Stasia whispered. “I forgot about Jimmy Jay.”
Pascal clapped the other man on the shoulder in a friendly way. Merle felt whiplashed. How did—? Why was—? James carried a small red backpack and wore wrinkled khakis and a blue polo shirt with heavy underarm stains. He was six inches shorter than Pascal, rosy from the heat and a little fleshy. Mostly bald, in wire-rim glasses, he was laughing at something Pascal was telling him when he stopped in his tracks, gazing at the garden the way everyone did the first time.
“Well, I’ll be a monkey’s patootie. Look at this marvelous place.”
James—Jimmy Jay to her sisters—retained his South Carolina drawl even after twenty years in New York. He worked at one of the white shoe law firms Merle solicited for Legal Aid. His firm had been very generous to the pro bono program. They’d been dating, if that was still the word for middle-aged people who went to dinner and the theater together, for three months.
Merle kicked herself into action. “James. How good to see you.” She gave him a quick hug, blinking at his body odor. “I thought you were coming on the 25th.”
“I know. But here I am in all my James Jeremy Silvers the Third-ness!” He lifted both arms wide as if estimating the size of a very large fish.
Pascal stared at him, dumbstruck. Stasia snickered behind her hand. This was one of James’s favorite lines, a way to introduce his proud name and lineage. He always laughed afterward, like he was awkwardly doing now, as if it were a joke. He seemed so childlike, an undersized backpack dangling on his finger.
“Here you are,” Merle said.
“I found him wandering in the streets,” Pascal explained. “No French so no one would help him.”
“Such a friendly little village,” Stasia said.
“I rescued him from the clutches of the new gendarme who either knows no English or pretends.”
As they poured wine all around, James explained that he messed up his ticket dates. His ex-wife used to make all the travel arrangements and now that he was on his own, the Internet had tricked him. “I know I put in the right dates but—” He shrugged. “Oh well!”
“You can come hiking with us tomorrow, James,” Stasia suggested. “We’re off to the east to see the River Lot.”
“Hiking?” He laughed nervously.
Merle shot Stasia a look. She only smiled. “Merle is going. First thing in the morning.”
“You’re leaving?” James looked actually frightened. His travel ordeal must have involved more screw-ups than ticket dates and getting lost in Malcouziac. Merle had an impulse to fling him over the back wall.
“We’ll see. We weren’t expecting you, James.”
“And we have plans. Reservations,” Stasia added.
“Oh, don’t change what y’all are doin’ for me,” he said, still with the scared rabbit look.
Pascal, a step behind him, gave Merle a mischievous smile. “I don’t want you to leave either,” he said. He moved closer to her, draping his arm around her shoulders. His voice was low and full of heat. “We have so much to catch up on, blackbird.”
Merle was reaching behind his back to pinch him when Annie arrived in the garden.
“Oh, Laws. It’s James.” Around James she spoke with a low-country accent she’d gotten from some Nicholas Sparks movie. He didn’t seem to notice. Her sisters mocked James mercilessly behind his back and to his face. Merle had brought him to a Mother’s Day brunch. Her mother thought he was just grand. Love those southern manners, she had cooed.
Annie threw her arms around him and welcomed him to the village. “What a surprise.”
“I’m early,” James squeaked. He seemed smaller, deflated from his grand “here I am.” He eyed the Bennett girls with new skepticism. Maybe it had dawned on him that they were teasing him. He was so far out of his league.
He ran his hand over his lips. “Can a thirsty traveler get another drink?”
They were a large group at dinner, sitting in sections. The younger girls sat at the far end of the table from the older ones, placing the men between them as a buffer. Just as well, Merle thought, she wasn’t done being mad at Francie and Gillian. Pascal sat next to Tristan, Albert next to James. On Albert’s other side was another newcomer, a young priest in his roman collar who was visiting Malcouziac, tall and a bit scrawny. Father Cyril was a former student of Albert’s who now did a circuit of villages without their own priests. He seemed to be charming Francie and Elise.
Everyone had something made from black Perigord truffles, the delicacy of the area. Truffles shaved onto pasta, omelets with truffles, an enormous single ravioli stuffed with truffles and mushrooms, some sort of mashed celery root with truffles and a poached egg, almost anything imaginable. Très cher, bien sûr. Merle didn’t have it in her, none of them did, to think about the cost tonight. Despite all their squabbling, everyone looked happy, even Gillian. Maybe they were wrong about her. Maybe she just needed a good French meal.
The two priests got up when Albert saw someone across the room. He introduced Father Cyril to several people before they rejoined them at the table for coffee and dessert.
James drooped closer and closer to his plate through dinner, his eyelids heavy. Pascal offered to walk him back to his hotel. James struggled to his feet and waved. He didn’t bother speaking to or kissing anyone. The mood lightened, the younger girls laughing at something. No doubt at the expense of ol’ Jimmy Jay.
Merle didn’t care. She liked James. He was kind and thoughtful, like a sweet uncle who gives you presents. She laughed into her napkin at that thought and sipped more wine. She was a little buzzed. Annie said something about jet lag, “that despicable Yankee invention” in her low-country accent; Merle almost spit out her wine.
“So, Merdle,” Stasia said, leaning close so that only Annie and Merle could hear. “How is Jimmy Jay in the sack? We’re all dying to know.”
Merle swatted her. “None of your beeswax.”
“Come on, spill. We’ve got bets on the size of his—what do they call it in the South?”
“His pecker,” Annie offered. “I’ve got ten bucks on three inches.” She looked at Merle thoughtfully. “You haven’t done it, have you? I don’t blame you. He’s a pathetic little turd with no doubt a tiny little johnson.”
“Annie!” Merle swatted her too.
“You haven’t? Really?” Stasia threw up her hands. “My bad.”
Annie said, “What is he doing here anyway? He got his dates mixed up? I’ve never heard such a crock of shit. His hotel too? I don’t think so.”
Merle felt her face burn. They were right of course. James was polite. He gave her cheek kisses and held her hand to help her out a taxi. And that’s all. She didn’t think of him that way. What was she thinking, all these months, that suddenly she’d be attracted to him and everything would be fabulous? What the hell was she going to do with him here in France?
“Look what you’ve done,” Stasia whispered. “She’s going to cry.”
Annie set her hand on Merle’s arm. “It’s okay, honey. We’ll get rid of Jimmy Jay.”
Did she want to get rid of him? Or did she just want to get rid of all of them and have some peace and quiet? She smiled at her two favorite sisters. That wasn’t it.
“It’s not James. It’s all this bickering,” she said. “And I’m not going to cry. It takes more wine than this.” She held up her tiny wine glass and downed the last of a decent rosé.
“Then let’s get out of here,” Stasia said. “First thing in the morning, like you said. Leave Gillian and Francie and James and the fucking dog and hit the road.”
“I want to. But I can’t now.”
“Jimmy Jay,” Annie said.
Merle nodded. “But you guys go. Have fun. Take Gillian and Francie if you can.”
“That’s not likely,” Stasia said. “Are you sure? I hate to leave Gillian with you.”
“Are you kidding? Merle’s the only one who can handle her,” Annie said. Merle began to protest when she saw Annie smiling. “Pascal’s back.”
Stasia squeezed Merle’s hand. “There. Things aren’t as bleak as all that. You’ve still got the hottie.”
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You’ve been there, I know you have. The lawsuit that winds into a sticky gob of legal mumbo-jumbo, the negotiation that lasts seven days and seven nights while you exist on bad coffee and stale Twinkies, the simple case that peels like an onion into layers of misdeeds, lies, and malfeasance.
Yes, womyn, we can call it the Cluster Fuck. No ** required.
And so our little vacation in paradise-land has come to this: sister against sister, boyfriend against boyfriend, guest against host.
And I’m having a teensy meltdown. I warned you, didn’t I? But I didn’t see it coming until this morning. It was a late, boozy night after a crazy, boozy day. But we were rolling with it, most of us. After a long, delicious dinner, we went back to our host’s lovely abode. Her garden is the center of the universe as far as I’m concerned. It smells like heaven and actually glows in the moonlight. If you stay in it too long, sparkles fly out your ass.
Well, it would be fun to give it a try.
As I was saying, we gathered in the garden, sated and happy after a three-hour dinner. Two priests came with us. One is retired, a neighbor, the sweetest man in the world. The other is fortyish, hunched over with a bald spot, but warm and friendly in that weak-chinned way. The young padre had some of the sisters spinning with laughter. He was new to our circle but we welcomed him with all our platonic grrlish charm.
Another new man came along, one sister’s boyfriend, a local guy. I should say, one of her boyfriends, because a paramour from back home showed up today too. Yes, three new men in our Sisterhood Circle! This boyfriend back home, let’s call him Homer. He went to dinner with us but he left early. We thought he’d gone to bed, exhausted from his long trip. A collective sigh of relief. Two boyfriends at dinner is one too many as I’m sure you’re aware from your own adventures in romance-land.
Anyway, we’re hanging in the magical garden around midnight, and the boyfriend from back home suddenly re-appears. Homer is stumbling, unsteady from sleep or jet lag or wine, who knows how he found the house in the dark. He lurches over to my sister and puts his arms around her, smacks her hard on the lips, and declares, “I need you. I want you. Come back to the hotel with me. I don’t know what I’ll do without you.”
Then he starts to cry.
My sister stands there frozen with embarrassment and shock. She obviously doesn’t want to go back to his room. Not only is he acting weird, he’s an ass-hat. (Also a lawyer—redundant?) Local beau stiffens up as if to fight for her honor. She says she’ll handle it while trying to pry Homer off her neck.
Homer babbles like a four-year-old idiot. Somebody asks if he’s sleepwalking, he’s that crazy-talking. Plus he is wearing pajamas. Blue stripes. And grandpa slippers.
I may have looked away for a second in embarrassment because the next thing I know, the young padre has jumped into the fray. He’s trying to pull Homer off my sister. Homer spins, takes a swing, punches the nice young priest in the nose. Blood flies. Padre windmills back, catching Homer under the chin and sending him flying.
It was all quite thrilling.
Until, of course, everyone had to be cleaned up, sent home, and given a talking-to.
And then the morning comes. As it always does, whether you’ve got too many boyfriends, gone to bed too late, had too much to drink, or want the world to go away.
I am going walking today. Snap decision. Some of the sisters want to stay behind, but this menagerie of boyfriends, priests, dogs, and sisters is over the line. I usually embrace chaos, you know? That’s why I’m a lawyrr. I love a hot mess. Then I can create order, put all to rights, find a speck of common sense in Crazy Land and build a case for rationality. But I went to bed last night and pulled the sheet over my head. I’ve had enough.
I don’t know what will happen here today, but I’ll be in the woods, pulling ticks off my scalp.
Sayonara, bitches.



 
 

 
Merle woke with the sun already streaming around the shutters, making golden stars on the peach walls of her bedroom. Annie was gone, her pillow cold. Merle looked at her watch. Eight o’clock already. She groaned, the headache that was yesterday pounding in her skull. Had James really thrown his arms around her and cried? Had he slugged that nice priest, Father Cyril? Today was going to be awkward. Maybe she’d just go back to sleep.
But duty called. Merle was nothing if not practical. Slipping into a cotton skirt and T-shirt, she pulled her dark hair into a band and pushed open the bedroom door. Stasia and Tristan were up. Their twin beds in the loft room lay rumpled. She went to the back window and looked down on the garden. Quiet for a change with the wisteria dropping purple petals in drifts. A wine glass sat abandoned in the dirt, stem snapped.
Merle tiptoed down the stairs. Tristan sat cross-legged on the floor by the dog basket, talking to his new best friend. What were they going to do with this dog? She slipped by him into the kitchen for coffee and fooled with the stovetop espresso maker, cursing herself for not getting the fancy electric one she’d coveted. While the water boiled, she poked her head out and asked Tristan where his aunts were.
“Next door, I think. They said they’d say good-bye before they took off.”
Merle poured her coffee into a demitasse cup, splashed in a little cream, sprinkled some cinnamon on top, and walked out the front door. Elise, Annie, and Stasia stood in front of Yves and Suzette’s charming house with its lace curtains and burgundy shutters. Their backpacks were on their backs, hiking boots laced, hats on heads.
A pang of regret, then anger, coursed through her. They were going without her. It sparked a childhood memory, an early hurt, when they all took their father to the train station without her. She was late, or sick, somehow left behind. They were a gang; she was the outsider, the tent pole to their tent, solid, dependable, and alone.
“Morning, sunshine,” Annie said brightly. She gave Merle a hug. “Don’t look so sad. We’ll be back in two days.”
“I wish I was going.”
“There’s still time,” Stasia said. “We can wait.”
Elise straightened her hat. “Francie’s not ready yet.”
“She’s going?” Merle looked from sister to sister. That meant she would have to deal with Gillian on her own. And James. And Pascal. And Father Cyril of the Broken Nose. The coffee churned in her stomach. She threw back the last sip. If the sun hadn’t been gleaming off the stone of the houses on rue de Poitiers, she would have sworn she’d felt the hand of doom.
“She changed her mind,” Annie said. “Something about a cluster fuck.”
“No idea what she’s talking about,” Stasia said with an eye roll.
“At least Gillian’s not coming,” Elise said. “So it should be fun for a change.”
Stasia frowned. “I thought you liked her. You said she was interesting.”
“I was just trying to be nice. Something you could take a lesson in, Stace.”
“Don’t start, Elise,” Annie warned. “Did you have coffee yet?”
“You said we’d get some at the bakery. Why, am I caffeine cranky?”
“Yes, you are,” Stasia said.
Francie burst out of the house. She wore zippered hiking pants and a bright blue shirt covered with pockets. Her auburn hair was tucked into girlish pigtails. She slung her backpack over her shoulders. “Whew. Sorry I’m late. Am I late?”
“You’re fine,” Annie said. “We better go.” She turned to Merle. “You and Tristan have some fun. See you day after tomorrow. You have your cell phone, right?”
“Right.” Merle tried to look cheerful. “Have a great time.”
They turned and walked away. Stasia held her touring map in its plastic sleeve, studying it. Francie laughed, a high, joyful sound. Elise skipped, a girlish hop. Merle watched until they got to the corner, arguing, pointing east then west. Just before they disappeared, Annie turned back and waved.
As Merle turned to go back inside, Gillian opened the burgundy door. She was dressed as she’d been for the walking tour: safari pants with voluminous pockets, khaki shirt, and Aussie hat. No backpack, just her fancy camera slung across her chest.
Merle nodded, unable to think of anything to say. Gillian had managed to alienate the entire Bennett clan, not a small feat. She returned the nod without a smile, adjusted the camera strap, and stepped into the cobblestone street.
“I’m off to do some shooting around the village.” She set her quick pace, arms swinging, marching down the street as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
Merle watched her turn the corner. “Knock yourself out, girlfriend.”
 


 
Pascal arrived while Merle and Tristan were watching the dog walk around the garden. She limped still but seemed more alert, eating a little leftover chicken. Merle was so glad for a friendly face she pulled Pascal to her in the kitchen. He responded as best he could, which is to say, he kissed her hard.
“Where is everyone?” he whispered, peering out the garden door.
“It’s just me and Tristan—and the dog.” An idea popped into her head. “What about last night? Wasn’t that crazy?”
“I have been to check on Father Cyril at Albert’s. His nose is as big as my fist.”
“I can’t believe James—” She shook her head. No James, not now. She smiled at Pascal and took his hand. “Do you have a couple minutes?”
They tiptoed upstairs and were naked in the time you can say “espresso.” It was comforting to realize she hadn’t forgotten the contours of his hips or the small scar on his neck. And he hadn’t forgotten how to make love to an ancient woman now fifty years old. They giggled and shushed each other and lay spent and happy in the shadows of the shutters that lined the snow white sheets.
“I am so glad your Charlie’s Angels have gone, blackbird,” he said, nuzzling her ear. “They scare me.”
She turned toward him and hugged his neck. He smelled like oranges and cigarettes. If only this could last. If only—
A knock on the door downstairs. She looked at Pascal with rounded eyes. It would be James of course, with his impeccable timing. She was so mad at him, for last night, for showing up in France at all, and early! What a—
“Mom?” Tristan, from downstairs.
She scrambled out of bed and stuck her head out the bedroom door. “Yes? Who is it?”
“It’s the police.”
“Madame.”
The gendarme stood in the parlor. He was new and very young. Blond and peach-faced, he looked stiff in his navy uniform, fingering his cap. He rattled off something in French. Merle caught only “questions.”
Pascal was tucking in his shirt when he arrived behind her. She checked her own buttons, having dressed in record time. “He has questions about last night. The priest.”
Merle invited the policeman inside. They stood holding the backs of the dining chairs. The gendarme had a strange accent and Merle had trouble following him. Thank god Pascal was there.
“He’d like your version of what happened.” Pascal then spoke to the gendarme, introducing himself as a Policier Nationale and also a witness to the incident.
“Ah, bon.” The gendarme then turned to Merle, waiting.
“Tell him my friend James Silvers came here and—” What could she say? He was acting strangely? “And he was distraught.”
Pascal translated. “He asks, was there an altercation?”
“Do you think Father Cyril has reported this already?” she asked Pascal. He nodded solemnly.
“It was an accident,” Merle explained. “James was, um, hugging me. Father Cyril thought I was in some sort of trouble. It was a misunderstanding.”
As she spoke Merle had second thoughts. James was hardly an innocent in this matter. What did he mean, coming around in his pajamas and making an ass of himself? As she listened to Pascal translate her words, she tried to find some explanation for James’s behavior. And failed.
The gendarme nodded for her to continue. “Well, Father Cyril pulled James away and James reacted. By striking out. Then the Father responded with a blow of his own.”
The gendarme asked another question. Pascal translated, “He asks, did James strike first?” then answered it himself. “Oui.” He continued, in French. “I believe the American had woken from a deep sleep and was confused. He was in his pajamas, walking the streets. Perhaps jet lag or wine was a factor. This was not his usual behavior. He is a lawyer from New York City, a civilized man.”
The gendarme straightened, defensive. He said he didn’t care what a man did at home; it was how he behaved in his village that counted. How he conducted himself on French soil.
“Ah,” Pascal said. “Votre ville.” Your village.
The cop squinted now, looking at Pascal from head to toe as if that would intimidate him. He thanked them for clarifying the event, and said he would return if he had more questions. He asked where James was staying. Merle replied, “Hotel Quimet.”
“Thank you,” Merle said to Pascal after the door closed. “For speaking up for James. I don’t know if I would have.”
“Have you seen him today?”
She shook her head. “I thought I better let him sleep.”
“The gendarme is probably headed straight to the hotel.”
“He’s a self-important little twatwaffle.”
Pascal let out a laugh. “C’est
typique. The uniform, the authority, it is everything to them. Still he is better than Redier.”
Jean-Pierre Redier was the corrupt local gendarme from last year. Merle had put the mess behind her but her eyes went involuntarily to the stairway where he’d locked his handcuffs to her wrists.
“I’m sorry,” Pascal said, reaching for her. “I shouldn’t bring up bad memories.”
“I never thanked you properly for fixing the bannister.”
He held her to his chest. “Yes, I believe you have, blackbird.”
They joined Tristan in the garden. The dog was walking carefully in the sunshine, lapping water from a bowl. Her son was beaming. “Look at her!”
“I’m afraid we will have to take her home,” Merle said to Pascal. “Is that difficult?”
He shrugged. “A crate, a plane ticket. No problem. He is in puppy love, is he not?” He crouched down and gave the dog a toss of the ears. “Skinny thing. Is she eating?”
“Better every day,” Tristan said.
“And what about you? Do you eat lunch these days?”
Tris grinned. “I’m a growing boy.”
“Then come with us. I am taking your mother to lunch.”
Her son frowned at the dog, reluctant to leave her. Pascal clapped his hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “Bring her basket outside. She will bask in the sunshine.”
They walked to a café off Place de la Victoire where on market day the stalls lined the ancient arched colonnades. It was Pascal’s favorite place, shaded from the afternoon sun, secluded from the hubbub on the plaza. Three or four restaurants served coffee and lunch outside in the summer months there, separated by only a jute rope. Over here you could eat in peace and still see most of what was coming on.
As they settled into their seats, Merle spotted Gillian striding across the ancient stones of the plaza. She stopped to take a photo of the soldier’s memorial then turned to look at the lunch crowd in the plaza cafés. She picked a restaurant and sat down at a table near the edge, setting her camera on the table.
Merle raised her menu, hoping Gillian didn’t spot her. After they ordered, she risked a glance around Tristan. Gillian had her camera to her eye, taking shots on either side of her.
Pascal observed all this. “She didn’t go with the Charlie’s Angels?”
“She said she was tired of walking.”
“She came over to see Tartuffe early this morning,” Tristan said after glancing over his shoulder. “She said she was sorry about yesterday. The stuff about who gives the dog her pills. I let her give the morning cheese pill.”
“You’re very nice to her, Tris,” Merle said.
“She’s not so bad, Mom. The aunties are pretty mean to her.”
“Are they?”
“The way Aunt Stasia was yelling? You know how bossy she can get—all, ‘Do this, do that?’ Yeah, they were really mean. I don’t blame her for not wanting to go walking with them.”
Merle looked over his shoulder again. Gillian had disappeared.
 


 
After lunch Merle decided she should check on James. Fortified with rosé, goat cheese salad, and two big, strong men at her side, she felt up to it finally.
Hotel Quimet was where she’d stayed when she first came to Malcouziac. It was a musty, provincial inn with yellow trim and dark interiors. But it was large enough to have a nice restaurant, one of James’s requirements. They took the stairs to the third floor. Pascal knew the room from the night before.
Merle knocked. “It’s me. Just checking on you, James.”
The door flew open. He stood there in Bermuda shorts and a golf shirt, his hair damp and glasses fogged. He looked stunned.
“Are you okay?” Merle asked.
“Ah. I don’t know.” He looked behind him. His room was a wreck, clothes everywhere, bedding rumpled. “I’d ask y’all in but—”
“Let’s go downstairs for coffee,” Pascal suggested.
James found his sandals and they trooped down the stairs with its worn carpet and cigarette burns. Their table near the window overlooked geraniums in boxes and a narrow street. They all ordered coffee except Tristan, who got a chocolate mousse.
“Have you eaten?” Merle asked. She sounded like his mother.
“I just woke up,” James said. He looked around the table. “I have this bruise here.” He tipped up his chin. “Did something—?”
Merle looked at Pascal. “You don’t remember?”
He shook his head. “And there’s this.” He showed them his skinned, swollen knuckles and looked at them anxiously. “Did I—? What happened?”
“You punched the priest in the nose,” Tristan said cheerfully. “Wham, bam, thank you, monsieur.”
Merle touched Tristan’s hand. James was speechless, a look of horror on his face. She asked, “You remember that Pascal walked you back here after dinner?”
James covered his eyes with a hand. The coffee and mousse arrived. He sipped his coffee. “You brought me back, right. Then I went to bed.”
“Did you have more to drink? Or take something?” Pascal asked.
James’s eyes flew around the room. “I remember I was lying in bed, worn slap out but too tired to sleep. I’d been up for thirty-six hours. I had this buzz in my ears.” He rubbed his eyes. “Then, yes, I took a sleeping pill. Christine gave me a couple of hers. My ex-wife.”
“Have you taken them before?” Merle asked.
“Never needed them. I thought I would need one on the flight but I just drank the free vodka in business class.” He sipped more coffee. “The pill, of course. That’s why I feel so groggy.”
Pascal fingered his cup. “And why you were in your pajamas in Merle’s garden?”
“I…” His mouth stopped working.
“And threw your arms around Mom’s neck and cried,” Tristan added.
“Oh God.” James blinked rapidly.
Pascal crossed his arms. “What do you remember?”
He didn’t recall it all but bits and pieces stuck in his mind. Wine at dinner, walking home, Merle’s garden, his arms on her neck. He was embarrassed—mortified. They told him Father Cyril’s nose was broken and that the police had been round. He turned white.
“Should I flee the country?” he asked Pascal.
Pascal’s lip twitched. He was enjoying this, Merle realized. Her boyfriend’s antics, highly entertaining to the old boyfriend. She looked at one, then the other. Pascal was not so old, maybe forty, she’d never asked. His black hair had two or three silver strands. James was two years older than she was. And the physical comparison between lean, tall, and handsome, to short, bald, and pudgy? Lopsided.
Pascal said, “I don’t think that will be necessary.”
“I’ve heard terrible stories about French prisons.”
“Croissants limited to three days a week. Yes, it’s a scandal. Don’t worry. We do not put the peculiar or unruly in prison in France. We save that privilege for the truly bad.”
James looked affronted. “Are you calling me unruly?”
“You wander the streets in your night clothes, enter a house uninvited, and strike a priest who is only trying to help the situation. What would you call it?”
Pascal glanced at Merle. She raised her eyebrows. He was pretty harsh to James who no doubt deserved it. He’d made an ass of himself last night, and her for that matter. But had Pascal gone too far? Time to apologize?
“What would I call it?” James repeated, sputtering.
The Frenchman looked at him evenly. “Peculiar?”
They ordered lunch to be sent up to James’s room and left him to his own devices. He was rattled by the revelations of last night. As anyone who sleepwalks should be. He vowed to never take a sleeping pill again.
As they walked home, Merle realized James hadn’t apologized. He had embarrassed her last night in front of her friends and relatives. He had suggested an intimacy that didn’t exist. He had slugged a priest. He had walked around in his pajamas, a fact that was probably all over the village by now, the butt of jokes in every restaurant. Everyone would know about the priest’s broken nose by Sunday mass.
Tristan said he was going ahead and ran off. Pascal took Merle’s hand as they turned toward rue de Poitiers, and stopped near the arched gate in the bastide wall.
“I came by this morning to say good-bye. I’m off to St. Remy-de-Provence again.”
She took his other hand. “It’s not really St. Remy, is it?”
He laughed, his face cracking into a grin. “You know me too well, blackbird.” He gave her a quick kiss.
Not nearly well enough. “Will you be back? I’m here for two more weeks.”
“I will try. You know these investigations take time.” Pascal investigated wine fraud, sometimes undercover as a roofer. A rooftop was a perfect vantage point to spy on vineyards.
“Will you call? I might need some virtual hand-holding.”
He pulled out his phone. She gave him her new French cell number and he immediately sent her a text. “There. Now you can call. And never come to France again without telling me, blackbird.”
He gave her a final hug and turned back toward the center of the village. She watched him stride across the cobbles, strong and purposeful. Would she see him again? Her heart rose in her throat. She had to hang onto that. Yes, she told herself. She would see him again, and more.
But first she had to deal with All This.



 
 

 
When Merle reached her house, Tristan was standing on top of the broken wall, looking out over the vineyards. Despite standing for centuries, defending the city against the English in the Hundred Years War and possibly the Cathars too, this section had surrendered to the vagaries of weather. Wind, rain, and cannonballs had dislodged the top of the wall. The big stones lay where they fell, littering the cobblestones, or were thrown over the side.
Her son had his hands on hips, surveying his kingdom. His cargo pants were dirty and worn, his T-shirt was stained. But he looked so happy.
He jumped down. “I couldn’t get in. You locked the door shutters.”
Merle frowned at her front door. The ill-fitting shutters, replaced last summer after the originals were ruined, were closed. Did she lock them? Maybe Pascal had done it. He was adamant about locking up.
She fiddled with her keys, looking for right one. But when she found it, she couldn’t quite reach through the crack to get to the padlock. “Did we leave through the back?”
“No. Wait—because of Tartuffe?”
They walked down the street and up the alley with its funky moss strip down the middle. Josephine lived behind this wall to the left, near the corner, a few houses down from Albert, a pretty vine covering her back wall. Merle didn’t know most of the neighbors. But as they approached their garden gate, Albert opened his and threw a plastic trash bag into the alley. He saw them and paused, a grim smile on his face.
“You have come to see Cyril?” Merle looked at Tristan and gave him a signal to go along. They stepped into his garden. Albert’s plum tree was heavy with ripening fruit. On his patio table sat a coffee cup, a spoon, and crumbs.
“How is he?” Merle asked. They should have come earlier. So many “should have’s” today. She’d been too busy having her way with Pascal.
Albert shook his head. “He did not sleep. Now finally he has relief from the pills and he rests.”
“I am so sorry about all this, Albert. We’ve just been to see Mr. Silvers. He took a sleeping pill last night and it made him walk in his sleep. Not that it’s any excuse.”
The old man listened, nodding. “I see.”
He was really upset with James, and by association, all of them. “Is there anything I can do for Father Cyril? For you? Please, tell me.”
“The damage is done, I’m afraid. We must accept and move on.”
Merle glanced at Tristan, imploring him for help. “James is really sorry, Albert,” he said.
“Is he?” Albert sighed.
“He’ll be here soon, Albert,” Merle promised. They made their excuses and turned to leave, closing his gate carefully.
“He’s pissed, isn’t he?” Tristan whispered.
“I guess I would be too. Cyril was just trying to help and all he got for it was a broken nose.”
“That hurts. I know.” Tristan had his share of fights after his father died. “Do you think he’ll forgive James? Albert, I mean. Father Cyril too. Aren’t priests supposed to be all kind and forgiving?”
“We’ll see.” Merle unlocked their gate and handed the key to Tristan. “Lock up, then open the front shutters.”
The garden had its normal air of safety and calm. Sunshine streamed down on the pear tree, lighting up the still-green fruit. Merle opened the spigot on the cistern and filled the watering can. She was pouring water on the roots of the pear tree when Tristan burst back outside.
“She’s gone. Mom! Tartuffe is gone!”
Merle helped him look through the house in every cupboard and cranny. They pulled up the floor trap and went into the musty cellar just for good measure. No dog to be found. Her basket lay in the garden in the shade of the pissoir (which she really should start calling something more refined). Her water dish was gone.
Tristan was frantic, running through the house, up the stairs, back down. “Where could she be?”
“Calm down.” Merle felt her own heart rate rising. “She can’t have gone far with that leg. We’ll find her.”
“But how did she get out?”
“Maybe the aunties came back.”
“Then where are they? Is there a note?”
Another round of panicked searching for a note. Nothing. They unlocked the garden gate again and went down the alley, knocking on each alley entrance. No one answered. They went around to the front of the houses and repeated the knocking. A few old ladies were home but no one had seen a dog. Josephine tried to get them to come in for cake and tea but they declined.
Reluctantly Merle knocked on Albert’s front door. He made no attempt to look happy to see her. “Sorry to bother you again. We’re looking for the dog. She seems to have escaped.”
He hadn’t seen her. He wished them luck, a glimmer of sympathy in his eyes. Tristan groaned in frustration and announced he was going to run around the village. He took off, skidding around the corner, arms flailing. Merle walked back to the house. She stepped inside, trying to think what could have happened to the dog.
Then she remembered Gillian. She’d probably taken the dog over to Yves and Suzette’s. A surge of hope. Merle went back outside and tried the deep red front door. She knocked hard and called to Gillian. Pounded again. She ran back inside her house and upstairs, leaning out her bedroom window that overlooked her neighbor’s garden. A small tree blocked most of the view.
She called again, “Gillian?”
Back downstairs she checked the cupboard, locating Yves’s house key. Did Gillian have one? Merle knocked again at the burgundy door then unlocked it.
“Hello? Gillian, are you here?”
The house was quiet. Again Merle was struck with how chic and comfortable it was in its warm grays and jewel tones. When all this was done, next year maybe, she would ask Suzette to help her with her house.
Concentrate. Where was the dog? Tristan was going to be crushed if she was lost. She called out again, and again no answer.
Out the back door into the garden. Merle was sure she’d find them there. But the garden was empty too, a minimalist Parisian sort of mini-Tuilleries with gravel and trimmed shrubs. No flowers, no grapevines, no dog.
She squeezed her eyes shut. Her pulse pounded in her ears. If the dog was here, where could she be? Just to be thorough—and because she couldn’t think of anything else to do—she went upstairs, looked under the beds, in the bathroom, in the closet. Maybe Tristan had found her wandering the plaza. Downstairs again, she headed back through the sitting room. On the glass dining table a small sheet of yellow paper flipped up and floated to the floor.
Merle & all:
I’ve taken the dog somewhere safe. Don’t worry about her. She’s fine with me. I’ve got her medications and her favorite gruyère. She’s happy and walking well. Don’t try to find us. It’s best you leave this to me.
Gillian
PS: Had to take the car.



 
 

 
Merle sat at the scratched wooden table in the café, watching Tristan shove pepperoni pizza into his mouth. She’d brought him here to cheer him up, but it didn’t seem to be working. The seesaw of teen emotions was stuck in the down position. He had been over the moon about the dog. The plans he’d made for her, the bed in his room, the yard. And now that she was gone, he was inconsolable. He didn’t cry. He’d figured out the priorities for tears this year.
So many losses, so many surprises. School had been a mixed bag academically, possibly because he knew he was going to leave his prep school and move home. He knew some kids who attended Country Day: his cousins and some neighbors. But it would be a difficult transition at sixteen. They both knew it. It would be wonderful to have him living at home again, but he’d been thirteen when he left. But she couldn’t fool herself into thinking it would be easy.
He wiped his mouth and polished off his Coke. He looked marginally better, making eye contact at last.
“How could she do that? What gives her the right?” He’d asked this about ten times already. He got his weakness for righteous indignation naturally.
“I guess she thought she had as much right to the dog as you did.”
“Well, she didn’t. She didn’t take care of her like I did.”
“No, she didn’t.”
“And I was the only one who was nice to her. Let me see the note again.”
Merle extracted it from her purse. They’d read it, cursed it, and read it again. But one more time wouldn’t hurt. Tristan smoothed it with his large palm. He leaned close, moving his lips as he read.
“What does she mean here? ‘I’ve taken her somewhere safe.’ Did something happen?”
“I don’t know.”
“The shutters were locked from the inside.” Tristan frowned at her. “You didn’t lock them.”
“She might have done that out of courtesy.” Not that “courtesy” and “Gillian” ever popped up together in her mind.
He hunched over the note again, ignoring the waitress even though she was young and pretty and giving him the eye.
Her boy was all grown up, tall with muscles from dunking the basketball and running cross-country, smart too, entering the science fair with complicated experiments she couldn’t understand. Things that Harry was missing. It still made her sad, and she’d come to think it always would. No point in trying to erase what had happened. Harry’s heart attack, alone at his desk, was nobody’s fault. And maybe he wasn’t the world’s best husband. But he would be proud of Tristan today, just as she was. So she would be doubly proud for both of them. That was easy.
“Do you think Pascal can find her?” Tris asked. “Where is Pascal? We need him to get on this.” He stood up, ready for action, and charged into the street.
After paying for dinner, she followed him outside. He asked her again, “Where is Pascal anyhow?”
“He had to go work on some police business.”
“This is police business. She stole our car and our dog.”
“Technically, she borrowed the car.”
“Not really. And she didn’t borrow the dog. She never said she was coming back. It’s not like she asked permission. When you don’t ask first, that’s stealing, Mom.” He handed Merle the note. “You should turn her in to the cops.”
She had thought about that. Maybe tomorrow or the next day. Give Gillian a little latitude to return the car. Maybe she’d turn it in somewhere—anywhere—and it wouldn’t be an issue.
“She’ll probably wreck it and you’ll have to pay for it,” Tristan said as they walked home. The sky turned to flame, orange and pink, above the city walls. Couples, locals, and tourists walked arm-in-arm through the plaza, smiling. Merle wondered what it would be like to come here on vacation and enjoy peaceful evenings and sunlit days and have absolutely no drama.
“Mom! Are you listening to me?”
“Sorry. I was thinking about having a glass of wine when we get home and wondering if we have any of that Côte du Rhône left.”
“You should be thinking about Gillian. And Tartuffe! And that stupid Renault. That’s the problem here.” He turned to her, frustration darkening his handsome young face. “Jeez, Mom, really? Wine?” He picked up his pace, leaving her behind with a huff of disgust.
 


 
Later that evening Merle took her glass of wine (the last of the Côte du Rhône) outside into the garden, along with her phone. Tristan was reading upstairs. He’d forgiven her for her wine but was still all for turning in Gillian to the authorities. Merle debated calling her sisters. They were having a wonderful time, she was sure, walking through the hills and woods and vineyards, and eating exotic meals at elegant restaurants. She didn’t want to put a crimp in their fun. But Annie would be upset if she didn’t call. Besides she needed advice about the car.
But Annie didn’t answer. They were probably still out eating a late dinner, enjoying themselves with cognac and crème brulée. She sent a quick text saying Gillian had scampered.
Just after midnight a reply came from Annie.
 
Tris must be upset. I’ll call tomorrow. All good here.
Francie got drunk! Stasia got a blister! Elise got a sunburn!
 
When James showed up about 1 a.m., Merle was still dressed, puttering around the kitchen. She peeked through the crack in the door shutters, making sure he was also dressed—in street clothes—and unlocked the padlock.
“Sorry. I know it’s late,” he said, rubbing a hand over his scalp. “My sleep’s all messed up. I saw your light was on and thought maybe you were still up.”
“Come in.” She waved him through the door. “Do you want something? A glass of wine?”
“Oh no. I guess I better not.” He looked around. “Are your sisters around?”
“They went on the walking tour. They’ll be back day after tomorrow.”
“You didn’t go.” He nodded, relaxing a little. That made Merle nervous. She could still feel those clammy hands on her neck. She didn’t really think he’d do that again. But was it some clue to his psyche? His deepest desires? Ugh.
She led him out into the garden. It was still warm enough and the stars were bright. And the window to Tristan’s room overlooked it. The light cast a square of yellow on the stones of the back wall. Merle pulled her shawl around her shoulders and sat under the acacia. James settled uneasily on the edge of a metal chair.
“Look, I—I want to apologize. For—whatever it was. It’s sorta come back to me and I am awfully embarrassed. I don’t know how it happened. I mean I do, but—sorry. It must have seemed pretty ridiculous for you too.”
“It was,” she said, not feeling particularly forgiving. “But the person you need to apologize to is Father Cyril.”
“I know.” He hung his head. “He didn’t deserve that. He did swat me a good one in return though.” He pointed to his chin. “Did I show you that?”
“Yeah, you did.” In the mayhem about the lost dog, Merle had forgotten about James. She was a terrible host. “Did you eat dinner?”
“Oh, yeah, the food here is incredible. Everything they say is true.” He smiled, bruises forgotten. “I went back to that truffle place. I had the duck and mushrooms, to die for. I wanted to swoon. No wine though.” He laughed as if his antics were as simple as over-indulging in the grape.
She watched him. They didn’t know each other. She’d never met his children or gone to his apartment. His accent seemed so strong now, foreign. What they had was superficial. Business. Why had he come to France? She’d never invited him and couldn’t honestly say she wanted him here. She stood up and hugged her arms, feeling a chill.
“Have some fun while you’re here, James. See some sights. I’m sorry I can’t be much of a tour guide for you. It’s not a good time. There’s a bunch of stuff going on, my sisters, my son.” And Pascal, she thought. She looked at James, huddled there, a stranger in her garden. She was exhausted and completely done with him for today.
“It’s late. We’ll talk tomorrow.”
 


 
Texts between Annie Bennett and her father Jack
 
Annie: Anything new on Gillian? She’s disappeared with our rental car & pet dog and upset Merle & Tris
 
Jack: Ward & Baillee contact faxed her law diploma. Gillian Elaine Sargent, CU, ‘98. Nothing else. Still debating background chk?
 
Annie: No more debate. Do it, full-on, & pronto



 
 

 
They slept late the next morning. Tristan hid his head under his pillow, just like Harry used to do, keeping the world at bay. Merle saw him as she emerged around nine. Her bedroom had started its climb to furnace temperature. The thick walls and ancient shutters couldn’t keep out that Mediterranean sunshine. By noon it would be ninety in there.
She decided to go out for coffee and a run. She hadn’t really had a moment alone since she left home. Pulling on shorts, a tank top, and running shoes, she stuck her cell phone down her sports bra, and the house key into a pocket. She would get coffee first, she thought. But when she walked around the corner, she spied the gate in the bastide wall beckoning her into the countryside. With the day promising to be a scorcher, she turned right and took off.
Just like last year, she thought with a flash of déjà vu. Last summer when she jogged the roads to the top of any hill that would take her. When she reinvented herself as a single mother, a single woman, a fundraising lawyer, a winer-and-diner. When she made peace with her dead.
Maybe a hard run would help her make peace with the living. She’d tossed and turned over James last night. She didn’t like to hurt people. She liked him; he was kind, attentive. But the last two days had done her in. She didn’t even respect him. Panting and grunting and slapping her feet on the old country roads helped her realize that she should wait until they were both back home to tell him. He should have his vacation. It would be unkind to ruin that.
She was covered with healthy sweat when she turned back in through the arched gateway and slowed to a walk, hands on hips. The sky was gray this morning, but sun breaks were popping through. The humidity was already up. Her cell phone rang as she turned onto rue de Poitiers. She pulled it out of her cleavage.
“Merle? It’s James Jeremy—James.” He was whispering, his voice squeaky and anxious.
“What is it?” She stopped, staring at her shoes.
“The police are here. At the hotel. I’m in the bathroom. They weren’t going to let me call anyone.”
“What do they want?”
“Want?! They want to fuckin-a arrest me! That priest has pressed charges.” Now he was worked up, trying not to raise his voice and failing.
Oh shit.
“I am going to end up in a French prison. Just like I told Pascal.” He pronounced the name like it rhymed with “rascal,” which made a chuckle escape from Merle.
“They’re at the gall-durned door, Merle. This isn’t funny.”
She bit her lip. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do.”
“Do you know a lawyer?”
“Um, yes.” Last summer had acquainted her with more than one French attorney. “But not here in town.”
“Well, get them here! I can’t even talk to these frogs. They don’t speak English! It’s the global business language, for pity sake.”
“This is rural France, James.” She sighed, rubbing her forehead. “I’ll find somebody. Hang in there.”
“Easy for you—” A crash, then shuffling. “Get your hands off me!”
And the phone went dead.
 


 
An hour later Merle stood in the small entry of the gendarmerie, the police station, a utilitarian cement block addition at the rear of the Hotel de Ville, the city hall. She’d showered and put on a skirt and blouse. As she’d predicted the day had warmed dangerously and she dabbed her face with a handkerchief as she pressed the buzzer and waited for someone to appear.
Finally the young, sour-faced policeman opened the door. He stepped up to the long, gray counter as Merle’s cell phone rang. She let it go.
“Monsieur le gendarme, bonjour,” she said, remembering how Albert’s token of respect had gone over so well. He nodded. She continued in French. “I have come to report that my rental car was stolen.” Don’t beat around the bush. Gillian stole it, as Tristan said. “One of my houseguests took the keys and left without permission. I have no way to find her and she doesn’t seem to be coming back. I will have to file a report with Avis.” She dreaded that. The Avis clerks would not be impressed.
He pulled a form from under the counter and even gave her a pen. Before he turned to go, she added, “Pardon, monsieur. You have a friend of mine here, I think. Monsieur Silvers, the American?”
This was the real reason she was here. The rental car could wait. But she wasn’t sure how long James would tolerate lock-up, croissants or not. His screech rang in her ears.
“We are in process of charging him, madame,” the policeman said.
“Can I see him?”
He squinted at her like she had some nefarious plan to spring James. “He can see a lawyer when we are finished with the charging.”
“But as a friend.” She put a hand to her chest and batted her eyelashes, taking a few lessons from Valerie. “S’il vous plait, monsieur. He is a stranger here and very afraid.”
The gendarme curled his lip in disgust. To show fear was cause for shame, or maybe James had acted badly. His yelling and squealing, no doubt. The gendarme shook his head and retreated, disappearing into the back. She knew that space, the interrogation room, the smoke of a thousand Gauloises. It wasn’t pretty but it wasn’t terrible either. James would live.
She set her mind to translating the directions on the form and carefully filling out the report of the stolen car. She’d left the paperwork in the glove compartment. But the second key had the plate number, Avis identification, and relevant details on the plastic ring. Halfway down the long report, she was stumped and had to call Avis.
They asked her if she’d purchased travel insurance, something she rarely bothered with. But on this trip with unknowns like Gillian, James, trains, planes, and automobiles, she’d gone for it. And now she was glad. It would still be a lot of paperwork of course; this was France. But it allowed her to get a replacement, even though she’d been so careless with the first.
Another call to travel insurance. Complicated but ultimately successful.
Finally, she was done. She pressed the buzzer again. Another fifteen minutes passed then the gendarme came through, his face stoic.
“Madame.”
“Can you look this over and make sure I’ve gotten everything?” She pushed the report across.
He glanced at it then spun it back, his finger pointing at a line. “Initial here.” She did as he said. “And sign here. Then I need a copy of your passport.”
Finally, he was satisfied and told her it would go to the regional office of the Policier Nationale. “You don’t expect to see the auto again?”
“It’s a rental,” she reminded him. “They’re giving me another.”
That was mildly disgusting.
“Can I see Monsieur Silvers now?”
“Non, madame.”
“What about a lawyer? Is there an attorney in town? For Mr. Silvers’s sort of misunderstanding?”
He opened a drawer and pulled out a business card. “Voilà, madame.” He slapped the card on the counter with more force than necessary and quick-stepped it out the back.
Merle smiled, pleased with herself for getting under the gendarme’s skin. That was always fun. She spun the card around.
 
Michel Redier
§
ADVOCAT
Criminel Immoblier Famille
 
Michel Redier. His haughty visage popped into her mind, the cold blue eyes, the nose like a hatchet blade. The former mayor, having lost his powerful position with only a slap on the hand, was back in business as a criminal lawyer, and the person she must ask for help.
Just perfect.
On the way back to the house, Merle detoured into the Petit Casino, a convenience store near the Place de la Victoire. She didn’t usually get supplies here. It was touristy and overpriced. But she didn’t care today, wanting only orange juice, lettuce, and, of course, cheese.
The aisles were crowded, stacked with crates of beer, beans, and mustard. She turned sideways to get to the refrigerated case and agonized over the highway robbery of orange juice. Maybe just get fresh oranges? Oh, fuck it, don’t be so tight, Merle.
On her way past the beer and wine, which made up half the shop, an old woman with a cart made her press back into an alcove by the service entrance. It smelled of rancid produce but she smiled at the woman, trying to look friendly. To her left was a bulletin board full of local notices: babysitting, houses to let, brocantes selling antiques, dates of markets, services of plumbers. And a large, fresh white sheet stapled on the top with a photo of a dog.
She stepped closer. Photocopied and blurry, the photo showed a curly-haired mutt, ears blowing in the wind. It was hard to tell exactly what the dog looked like. The profile view was not great. A tuft of hair on the top of the head. She tore the paper off the bulletin board and, folding it into her purse, paid for her groceries and walked home.
As she slipped the carton of orange juice into the refrigerator, Tristan skipped down the stairs. If his skipping was any indication, a good night’s sleep had helped his funk. She turned, making sure she was smiling.
“Where’ve you been?” he asked.
“Good morning to you too. Orange juice? I just got some.” There were pleasantries for a moment while she fixed him breakfast. It was nearly noon but what the hell. The summer was here. As he sat chewing on a croissant, Merle drew the sheet from her bag. She took a breath and set it next to him.
He stopped eating. “Where’d you get this?”
“Posted in the store.”
He picked up the sheet, smoothing it like he’d done Gillian’s note with his large hand. “This says—”
“Reward. Stolen dog. ‘Aurore.’ That’s her name.”
Tristan looked up at her. “Aurore?”
“I can’t tell for sure if that’s your dog.”
He studied the sheet for a moment. “It must be. It’s Tartuffe. Who is, I guess, Aurore? The vet said she was stolen.” He looked closer at the sheet. “Ten-thousand euros? That’s the reward? Isn’t that a lot for a dog?”
“She must be special in some way. To the owners.”
“You mean they’re rich?”
“Or something.”
He stood up abruptly. “I need to get on the Internet. Find out why she’s so expensive. Did she look expensive to you?”
“She just looked like a dog.”
Merle wasn’t sure she wanted Tristan to go down this path. She’d brought the reward poster home though, so what did she expect? He couldn’t mope forever; he deserved some closure.
“I’ll take the iPad to Albert’s.” He paused. “Is he still mad?”
And then she had to tell him about James’s arrest. Not much choice. They were a team now, a team of two. Tristan rolled his head around, disgusted with adults. No argument there. Then he said he’d go down to the school.
“Poachable Wi-Fi,” he said, smiling at last, a mission to accomplish.



 


BLOG—Paradisio Perdu
Tagged Blissed out, Missed out
Posted June 22
 
The walking vacation (sounds suspiciously walking pneumonia...) is down to four of us sisters, and I have to say, it’s an improvement. The two oldest sisters are close in age, and the two youngest. Between us is the middle sister, who often, she tells us, feels the odd man out. I feel for her. But on this walking tour, it’s nice to be an even number and only sibs. Kinda peaceful actually. Feeling a weird giddiness take over. Could this be what they mean by “chillaxing?”
We even talked/grumbled/moaned/exclaimed about Law as we trekked along. Youngest sister is only a year out of school and suffering the adjustment period. You know, when you realize nothing they told you in law school is remotely realistic? When your personal life is sucked so dry you can feel the sandpaper down in your panties?
Only one of us four is married. I’ve been there, done that, got the financial distress and emotional scars to prove it. Oldest sister is, I thought, confirmed in her feminist solo-hood. Then she reveals she’s been dating this guy for eight months, keeping it a secret. Because he’s—wait for it—fourteen years younger. She showed us a photo of him and he’s srrrsly hot, Scottish, and rich. Jayzus H. She has all the luck.
So we’re getting all close and bond-y—she even tells us he wants to get married but she isn’t sure!—then she changes the plan. We are to march back to home base instead of going on to lovely tourist town with fabulous outdoor markets and Michelin-rated restaurants. All because of That Girl.
Damn that sister who brought her friend along. (This is probably where I should admit it was me. But just between us grrls.)



 
 

 
The house was quiet, empty. Tristan was off poaching the Internet. The dog who had brightened their lives for an instant was gone. Her sisters were off making merry. Merle stood, arms folded, listening to a moth somewhere between the windowpanes. She couldn’t stand it, this dim and dingy house. She had to fix it up soon or live outside permanently like the previous tenant. She stared at the trap door in the living room floor. Did the dormouse—le petit loir—still live down there? Right now she might welcome the company.
She took her cheese and Perrier into the garden and sat with her back to the sun, feeling it warm her shoulders and leach out the anxiety. At least she’d had that run. At this rate she’d probably not get another one.
She closed her eyes and made a list in her mind as she’d done as long as she could remember.
Things to do. Things to keep life on the rails. Things to make everyone happy. Things to make Merle calm.
 
Call Michel Redier again after lunch.
Visit with, twist arm of, cajole, and ply with wine, Redier the bastard.
Do not call people “bastard.”
Do not dwell on the past.
Call dog owner on poster and verify identification.
Let go of dream of Tristan + dog.
Plan apology dinner for Albert & Father Cyril.
Buy seriously good wine for apology dinner.
Do not lament lack of last year’s fabulous wine.
Do not make Gillian voodoo doll and stick with pins.
Take Tristan out to new winery/restaurant for dinner
Do not obsess on Pascal’s butt.
Do not make James voodoo doll and stick with pins.
Call Annie back.
 
She went inside and got her phone. Annie answered immediately. It sounded like they were walking: shuffling, laughter, trees in the wind, the brush of fabric, the clomp of boots.
“Where are you?”
“We’re headed back. We’re near—where are we, Stace?”
“Between Castelnaud and the middle of nowhere.”
“On top of a flat ridge. It’s gorgeous,” Annie said. “Keeping up a good pace. We should be there by six.”
“You don’t have to come back,” Merle protested. “Don’t change your plans. There’s nothing you can do.”
“It didn’t feel right leaving you with the Gillian mess. It’s Francie’s problem. She should deal with it.”
Francie, in the background, let loose a round of lighthearted cursing.
“Okay. I appreciate it.”
“We couldn’t enjoy ourselves with you having all this junk. Wait, Stace wants to talk to you.”
“Hey, Merdle, guess what we found out? Annie has a serious boyfriend and she’s probably getting married!”
“To Callum?” Annie had told Merle about him in the spring.
“She told you?” Stasia said something to the others, muffled by her hand or the wind.
Annie came back on. “We’ll see you soon, honey.”
 


 
Merle arrived on the doorstep of the French attorney at precisely three. She took a deep, calming breath. Her fluency worried her. Redier wouldn’t speak English out of pride and spite. She remembered how her own attorney had been disgusted with him last summer, how the mayor had asked for a bribe, stonewalled her plans, and conspired against her.
He’s a bastard. Accept reality. Do not fight it. But
do not dwell on the past.
She smoothed her hair for the tenth time.
Tristan had returned a half hour before with news. Aurore, formerly Tartuffe, was a famous truffle dog that had been written up in newspapers last winter. She belonged to an old man about twenty miles away. Someone must have seen the article and stolen her.
“But she’s smart,” Tristan told her. “She got away from those dirt bags.”
What did Gillian know? She must have seen the flyer and wanted the reward. That was the only explanation that made sense. A bit callous, but not outside the bounds of what they knew about her. Yet, why did she say in her note that she was taking the dog somewhere safe? Was someone else after the dog? With a reward of that size? Of course they were.
Tristan had accepted the loss of his new best friend. He was still bitter at Gillian, but knew if he still had the dog, she would have to go home to the owner, reward or no reward. He’d moved on to his next goal: getting out of the village and back to the “real world” where dogs are just dogs as soon as possible.
The lawyer’s office was an elegant maison de ville, a three-story limestone townhouse with fancy lintels on the windows, deep hunter green shutters, and a carved arch over the glossy black door. A small plaque in polished brass announced the man’s name and profession. Merle had never thought of him as anything but the mayor of Malcouziac. By the looks of his digs, he’d been an attorney for years.
She pushed open the door and stepped into an empty reception area with an oriental rug, chrome-and-leather chairs, and vases of roses. The tinkle of a bell attached to the door echoed briefly then a slender older woman appeared, dressed in a navy dress and high heels. Merle had spoken with her earlier.
The woman whisked her into the back and opened the door to a bright, book-lined office where Redier sat, rimless glasses perched on his nose, behind a large oak desk. A legal office anywhere in the world, she thought as he rose, removing the glasses and shaking her hand.
“Madame Bennett, assayez-vous, s’il vous plait.” He gestured to a gray velvet chair and she sat down.
In halting French she explained she was there for a friend who had been detained by the gendarmes. She wasn’t sure of the charges as they wouldn’t let her speak to him. Redier appeared sympathetic, nodding and bobbing his white eyebrows. He was thinner than she remembered, gaunt and bird-like, still with that haughty demeanor. But what choice did she have—what choice did James have? He needed a lawyer. And a lawyer who knew the local gendarme couldn’t hurt.
When she finished explaining the situation, how James had taken a sleeping pill and didn’t remember much, how Father Cyril tried to help, how James reacted blindly, after all that, she sat back and looked at him, trying to figure out how to establish a connection. Asking for help from an enemy was dicey.
“This won’t be awkward,” she asked as he rolled a Mont Blanc pen in his long fingers. “Entre nous. Between us, because of the past.”
He froze for a second, as if she’d touched a nerve. Then the curtain of propriety and his eyelids descended again. “Non, non, madame. It is all forgotten.”
She doubted that but nodded. “You’ll see him this afternoon then?”
He promised to do so and to call her with a report on the charges and how to proceed. They shook hands again and said good day.
As she walked home, she felt she’d handled things well with Redier. Like professionals, lawyer to lawyer. James would be out of jail this evening or in the morning. After that he could deal with his own defense. There was no point trying to see him again, not with that gendarme in charge. Jimmy Jay would just have to wait. Not an easy thing, waiting for French bureaucracy to grind its way through.
Feeling efficient, she tackled another item on her list. With her sisters returning, she changed the reservation at the winery restaurant to six people, then stepped through the alley to knock on Albert’s garden gate. Inside, she heard the groan of a metal chair and crunching of footsteps on gravel. The old man opened the gate, wearing his blue coveralls that pulled tight across his bulging midsection. He stepped back, sucking in his teeth.
“How are you today? And Father Cyril?”
“He’s better.” Albert relaxed a little. “Come in, come in.”
They settled onto the metal chairs. Merle felt sad, wondering if this was the way it would be between them now: tense, hurt, careful. He had been such a good friend.
He cleared his throat. “An awful mess. I told him not to go to the police but he wouldn’t listen. I said, these are my friends. No matter what you think of them, we don’t do this. But—”
“It’s all right, Albert. We can’t control our friends.” She smiled ruefully. “I’d like to have you both to dinner, tomorrow if that suits you. My sisters will be back.”
Albert tipped his head. “Will he be there?”
“Oh, no, no, no.” What was she going to do with James? She’d been shutting him out of her mind. “This is to apologize. Bring Madame Azamar. Will Father Cyril come?”
“I will ask him.” Albert leaned forward and patted her arm. “Thank you. You are a good person. You are right, friends do what they do. We love them but we can’t be responsible for every action.” Her shame about James’s behavior eased along with the tension between her and Albert. “What became of the dog? Did you find her?”
“It’s a long story. But no, we didn’t find her.”
Merle excused herself, slipping back into her garden and hanging the key on the nail set in the stones of the outhouse. Albert seemed to have forgiven her. A weight lifted off her heart. He’d been there for her so solidly last year when they barely knew each other. He’d taken Tristan under his wing, taught him fencing, given his home over to him and Valerie. She couldn’t imagine the village without her friend.
She checked her watch as she stepped into the kitchen. There was barely time for a small glass of rosé before Annie, Stasia, Elise, and Francie descended on the house, all talking at once, haranguing her for keeping Callum a secret, describing sunsets, demanding to see Gillian’s note, showing her photos, cursing Gillian, popping corks, drinking wine, spilling wine, asking about Jimmy Jay, cursing Father Cyril and James, and asking when dinner was.
So good to have them back.



 
 

 
Dinner at the Chateau de Martinac winery that evening was amazing: six courses, wine pairings, three desserts, hundreds of cheeses. White tablecloths were scraped for crumbs by young maidens, the silver was exchanged dozens of times, and candlelight twinkled in cut-glass bowls.
Merle was quiet, absorbing the joys of her family together again, listening to their laughter and squabbles. The bickering seemed lighter now that Gillian was gone, more the playful ribbing they’d always done instead of mean-spirited digs from the walk. She was glad they’d had these two days. They seemed so relaxed and happy. And this dinner was a perfect way to cap the tour.
As they sipped coffee, Annie nudged her with her elbow. “What about Jimmy Jay? Are you worried?”
“They’re not going to do anything to him. They just like to make foreigners sweat.”
“And then what? You and him.” Merle just shook her head. Annie said, “I wish he’d never come. Where’s Pascal?”
“Gone off somewhere to work.”
Annie drummed her fingers on the table. “This Gillian stuff is making me nuts.”
“I’ve reported the car stolen. She left me no choice.”
“Where do you think she went? Where is her ‘someplace safe?’”
“No idea.” Merle looked at her. “Did Francie say anything about her?”
Annie leaned closer. “No, but I asked Daddy to get a background check on her.”
“And?”
“Gillian Sargent didn’t exist before 1995. That was the year she entered law school. Before that, there’s nothing.”
Merle glanced at her sister to make sure she was serious. Annie wiggled her eyebrows. Intriguing but not very helpful.
“Was there anything else in the report?”
“Just a speeding ticket in Denver. Get this. She doesn’t show up on the CU graduation rolls. If you look at the lists, she’s not there. But if you ask specifically for her transcript or graduation record, she pops up.”
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know. But I’m going to find out.”
 


 
The next day Merle focused on getting the dinner together, assigning dishes to sisters, cleaning to Tristan, flowers to Elise, who wasn’t allowed to cook for good reasons. Stasia was a big help, her Martha Stewart nature in the forefront. Merle sent Tristan to find out if Josephine and Father Cyril were coming. With them, it made dinner for nine. It was market day in the village. Merle, Elise, and Francie went out with their baskets and bought masses of vegetables: lettuce, carrots, peppers, potatoes, onions, leeks, garlic, herbs. And two plump chickens. Merle asked the poultry man to cut them up for her and by late afternoon the coq au vin was bubbling in the oven.
At five she sat down for a break outside with a cold glass of Perrier and checked her phone. No news from James or Michel Redier. What if James was released and showed up during dinner? He had to be warned.
He didn’t answer his cell phone. Maybe he left it behind in his hotel room. He might come straight over without warning. Merle whipped off her apron and ran upstairs to change her shirt. When she came back downstairs the table was set, flowers in place, napkins just so. Everyone was off somewhere, escaping the afternoon heat. She poked her head into the garden. Tristan was curled into the shade under the cistern, reading. She told him she had to run an errand.
“Can I come?” he asked, crawling out.
In the plaza the market was winding down. Tristan saw some boys he knew from fencing club and stopped to talk. Merle told him to be back by six-thirty and headed for Hotel Quimet as heat radiated from the stone buildings.
The hotel lobby was warm and smelled of rancid grease as she approached the reception desk. The clerk from last summer was on duty, a tall, forty-ish man. The plaque reminded her: Guy Framboise, Manager. He smiled uncertainly.
“Bonjour, madame.”
“Bonjour. Do you remember me? Madame Bennett, from last summer.”
He exclaimed and shook her hand. “Yes, yes, your friend is staying with us. I am so grateful for your confidence after that little business last year.” He frowned then turned it into a smile like a contortionist.
Do not dwell on the past: that one was coming in handy.
“Is my friend here? Mr. Silvers.”
“Allow me to call upstairs.” The manager dialed and waited while it rang. He held it out so she could hear the endless ringing. “I am sorry.”
“Can you check his messages? He might have left something for me.” Maybe a note saying I’m outa here. Going home. Her fondest hope.
The boxes for the rooms lined the wall behind the reception desk as they had done for centuries. Little cubbies for each room, a place to leave your key when you went out so that thieves had no trouble entering your room. James’s key sat in the box for Room 314. The manager extracted a small note and stood reading it.
He looked up, dismay on his face. “There has been some trouble?” He pushed the note across. An official crest in navy ink at the top said Ville de Malcouziac. The rest was written in that perfect schoolhouse script the French used. “Request for belongings of James Silvers. Deliver to Gendarmerie.” Dated today at 9 a.m.
“What shall I do, Madame Bennett? Shall I hold his room?”
“Has his luggage been taken over there?”
He pointed to tiny scratchings on the bottom. “The maid has packed them. They were delivered immediately.” The manager wrung his hands. “A most unusual way to check out.” He muttered something about James’s American Express card as Merle turned to go.
The police station was cool inside thanks to a window air conditioner and thick block walls. She pressed the buzzer and fanned herself. Eventually the gendarme appeared, his step stuttering as he spied her.
They exchanged bonjours before the business at hand. “I’ve come to see Monsieur Silvers.”
The gendarme smiled. “Ah, but he is no longer with us. He has been transferred to Bergerac according to the wishes of his attorney.”
Merle startled. “Monsieur Redier requested the transfer?”
Oh, yes, the policeman said, pulling up to full height. The attorney was here this morning, first thing, to arrange everything.
“And what are the charges?”
“Coups et blessures: assault and battery. En état d'ivresse sur la voie publique: disorderly conduct, under the influence, resisting arrest. And several more.” He crossed his arms and lowered his eyebrows. “He is a dangerous man, madame.”
As she walked home, Merle tried to reach Redier. He didn’t answer. She felt relieved that she wouldn’t have to deal with James tonight during the dinner party and guilty for feeling relieved. He was locked up and alone in a foreign country where he couldn’t understand what was happening. But he did have a lawyer, she told herself. Redier would look after James’s rights. Last year she’d been suspected of murder and they’d only kept her locked up overnight. All James did was punch someone.
Why hadn’t Redier called? Was he doing all he could? She checked her watch and hurried across the cobblestones to dinner.
Albert, Josephine, and Father Cyril made the long trek around to the front door just after seven. Elise greeted them, shaking hands and showing them through to the garden. Merle was in the kitchen working on a risotto with cèpes, the local mushroom. She wiped her hands and gave Albert and Josephine kisses on the cheeks. Father Cyril paused, hand extended. His light brown hair was combed forward and pasted to his forehead. He wore his all-black uniform, with the roman collar, jacket, and all in the heat of summer.
But his face, his poor, poor face. He looked like he’d been run over by a tractor. His entire face was one big bruise with nasty red lines running out from his nose to his cheekbones and down to his mouth. It was hard to remember what he looked like normally. He’d sat at the far end of the table that night then in the garden it was dark.
Merle felt her breath catch. She blinked, tried to smile. “Oh, Father. I am so sorry.” He shook her hand solemnly. It probably hurt to smile. Both eyes were blackened, one just puffy but the other swollen nearly shut.
“Merci beaucoup, madame,” he mumbled, “de votre invitation.”
Albert and Josephine had stepped outside, following Elise. Merle put down the wooden spoon and took the priest’s arm. “Please, come outside and have some wine.”
On the way to the table where the glasses were set out, Merle touched Stasia’s arm and asked her to go stir the risotto. It was time to make amends with the priest. She told him she’d found a nice Sancerre and he didn’t look displeased. She handed him a glass of the buttery white wine and poured herself one.
“Santé,” she said. To your health, wildly appropriate. He merely nodded, clinked her glass with his, and took a careful sip. “Good?” He looked at her blankly. “Pardon. Parlez-vous anglais?”
“Of course,” he said stiffly. “I studied theology at the Sorbonne.”
She tried to look impressed. “I’m sorry. How are you feeling? Have you seen a doctor about the, um, injuries?”
He touched the end of his nose gingerly. “It will require surgery. I cannot breathe properly.”
Merle murmured words of sympathy, as many as she could think of, and took a gulp of wine. What could she say about James or his arrest? Nothing helpful came to mind. She looked around the garden for someone to take the priest off her hands. Tristan was on the iPad. Elise was talking to Josephine, Francie to Albert. She tried to get Annie’s attention by scratching her head but she was busy slathering goat cheese on a cracker.
“I hope, Father, this doesn’t sour you toward all Americans.”
His blue eyes, bloodshot and swollen, fixed on her. “It is unfortunate.”
“My friend is very, very sorry. He will tell you in person as soon as he can. He’s embarrassed and ashamed about his behavior.”
The priest was silent, sipping his wine. The sunset hit the neighbor’s windows, bouncing orange flares of sunlight into the garden. One of them lit up the priest’s shoulder and ear. His ruined face seemed to glow, the purple catching the light. Still, not a crack in his bitterness. What had become of forgiveness? Merle set her wine down on the table.
“Excuse me, I must see to dinner.”
Everyone loved the coq au vin. Exclamations all around. The meal was pleasant enough, wine flowed and was praised, many toasts to health and France, but the evening never rose above a state dinner between enemy nations. Tristan was quiet, shoveling food into his mouth and drinking too much wine. Annie tried to keep things merry but even she gave up after dessert. It was a relief when the neighbors said good night.
The sisters cleaned up the dishes, washing in shifts, and finally, hands dried, went back into the garden with a last sip of Armagnac. Albert had brought a bottle as a gift. Josephine had brought a basket of bread. Father Cyril, contrary to custom, had come empty-handed.
“Can I have some?” Tristan asked.
“I think you had enough at dinner,” Merle told him. He shrugged and went back to the iPad, playing some game with guns and zombies.
The sisters settled into seats. Merle was exhausted. The brandy was smooth and good though, and the evening stars shone down on them. It was too perfect to abandon for bed.
“That went well,” Stasia said.
Somebody harrumphed.
“Except for Cyril’s face,” Francie said.
“He must have a glass nose,” Elise said. “I’ve heard of that. People who just shatter on impact.”
“Or Jimmy Jay gave the boy a wallop,” Annie said. General agreement: a wallop.
Merle took a breath. “James got transferred to Bergerac, to another facility. He may not be out of jail for a while.” That was the only conclusion she could come to: James was not a quick turnaround.
Annie swore. “Really? For one punch in the maw?”
“Assault and battery, public intoxication, resisting arrest. And so on.” Merle rubbed her face. “But he has a lawyer.”
“Who?” Annie asked.
“The mayor. Remember him?”
“Tall, butter-won’t-melt-in-my-mouth dude? Doesn’t he hate you or something?”
“I didn’t have a choice,” Merle said, defensive now. “He seemed reasonable. I talked to him. He said all was forgotten.”
“And you believed him?”
I wanted to. Merle downed her brandy, feeling it burn her throat and work its way to her fingertips. She hoped she hadn’t made a mistake with Redier.
Francie cleared her throat. “I finally got hold of the secretary at Ward and Baillee. She’s looking for some relatives of Gillian’s, somebody we can call.”
“To report her missing?” Stasia asked.
“Or give her a piece of my mind.”
“As if she cares,” Elise said.
“Well, I care,” Francie said, getting worked up. “She’s stolen the car for one thing. She’s upset the entire vacation.”
“She’s not alone on that one,” Annie added. “But I agree. We can’t just leave her twisting in the wind. Who knows, maybe she was kidnapped or something.”
“You don’t think that,” Stasia said. “She wrote a note.”
“It’s unlikely. But maybe she was coerced.”
Elise laughed. “Can you imagine anybody getting Gillian to do something against her will?”
Annie said, “Francie, you’re staying until when?”
“Saturday. I was going to go to Paris for a few days, but now I’ll stay here and help look for Gillian. When do you leave?”
“We take the train to Paris tomorrow. Stasia and me,” Annie said.
“I’ll help you, Francie,” Elise said. “We fly back together, right?”
“Can I go with you, Aunt Annie?” Tristan asked. “Valerie’s parents said I could visit for a few days in Paris before I go home. Can I, Mom?”
Merle was too tired to think about travel logistics. “We’ll talk about it in the morning.”
“Mom, look at this.”
Tristan stood beside her with the iPad. A photo filled the screen, glowing in the darkness. Father Cyril’s multi-colored face stared back at her, the black eyes and the nose like a plump apple. Tristan had added a funhouse mirror effect that made the priest’s face look twisted and grotesque, his swollen eyes huge, his nose jack-knifed.
“Cool, huh?”



 
 

 
Merle drove the old Deux Chevaux up to the train station in Bergerac with a half-hour to spare. She’d borrowed Albert’s old car, a classic Citroën with eyeball headlights, fold-down windows, and a canvas roof. Annie, Stasia, and Tristan had crammed themselves and their luggage into it early this morning. When Merle got up, Tristan was packed and ready to go. He had Valerie’s parents on the telephone before she could say “no.”
Tristan and Annie stood in line to get him a ticket while Merle parked. By the time she returned, the departure and arrival board said the train was just five minutes out. They found their places on the platform—train travel was very organized in France. You were expected to immediately get into the proper car, find your seat, haul your luggage, and behave yourself. Tristan by this time was an old pro, lining them up at the assigned post.
“Did they say they’d get you to the airport on Friday?” Merle asked, suddenly aware she hadn’t planned every detail of her son’s new itinerary.
“Valerie’s older brother is going to be there. He’ll drive me.” Tristan wrapped his arms around her. “He’s twenty. Don’t worry, Mom. I made it home last year all by myself, remember?”
She squeezed him tight. “Stay away from gypsies.” A family joke. As a child Tristan was fascinated with street people.
“What if they want to give me their baby?”
“No gypsy babies.” She gave him a pinch. She would miss him but he had computer camp next week and a basketball camp the week after. Stasia would make sure he toed the line.
“You can go to the Louvre with me and Annie tomorrow,” Stasia told him as the train pulled around the corner, screeching into the station.
Tristan nodded to his aunt, rolled his eyes to his mother, and in a flurry of last-minute hugs, they boarded the train and were gone. Merle felt the lump in her throat she always felt when he left but tried to smile and wave in case they were watching.
Inside the station she spent a confusing hour at the Avis desk, explaining the stolen vehicle and arranging a replacement. She wanted it delivered to Malcouziac, something the clerk declared “absolutely impossible.” Merle refused to take no for an answer. In the end they agreed. Her car would arrive tomorrow. It cost her but it was worth it.
Back in the little Citroën, Merle took a moment to regroup. She was here in Bergerac; she should check on James. She called Michel Redier’s office.
“Bonjour, monsieur. I heard you got Monsieur Silvers transferred to Bergerac.”
“Oui, madame. It was necessary because of the charges. My hands were tied.”
“Why are there so many charges? It seems excessive.”
He clucked. “It is the way it is done.”
So very French. A convenient excuse for not trying very hard is what it sounded like.
“I’m in Bergerac. I’d like to see James. Can you make that happen?”
He stammered a little as if shocked then said he would try. He gave her the address of the Police Municipale. “I do not guarantee you can see him,” the lawyer warned her. “It is, ah, an unusual situation.”
“Why is that?”
“Madame, he could not stay in the gendarmerie. They are not equipped for that. I will call the Municipale for you. Wait one hour.”
An hour? Merle started up the little beast of a car and muscled it into gear. She would do some shopping then. She found a large supermarket and parked where she wouldn’t have to put the 2CV into reverse. Her arms were already tired.
An hour later she stepped into the utilitarian, blocky building that housed the Police Municipale. Bergerac was not large, it just seemed that way compared to the tiny Malcouziac where the population had been on a downhill slide for over a hundred years and now numbered about 300 souls. By comparison Bergerac was a metropolis. Posters in the lobby of the station announced new security measures and surveillance cameras, as well as youth fairs with events like “skate, rap, danse, graff.” Trying to engage their rowdy youth, it seemed.
The young receptionist with black hair and very red lips frowned at her accent and kept saying, “Quoi?” Merle repeated everything three times. Finally, she took a slip of note paper from the desk and wrote, “James Jeremy Silvers III, American. Je demande une visite.”
I request a visit: that was civil enough. The woman’s kohl-rimmed eyes widened with comprehension. She took the note through a door, leaving Merle in the lobby with a nervous couple whispering to themselves. Ten minutes passed slowly then a uniformed officer appeared.
He was a large man, broad in the shoulder, wearing a crisp, militaristic navy uniform with patches and medals. His hair was gray at the temples, dark and slicked back on top. He carried the note and nodded solemnly to her.
“Parlez-vous français, madame?” She nodded. He continued in slow French, which she appreciated. “The American arrived here last night. We kept him one night only then transferred him to the Provincial Guard in Périgueux. The court is there, madame. We are only a municipal service for Bergerac.”
Merle listened hard and frowned. “Why is he being held on these charges? It was one blow, a very small fight, really just a misunderstanding.”
The officer glared down his nose. “That is not our business, madame. We only transported the prisoner.” He handed her the slip of paper and dismissed himself.
Back in the car Merle got out her map. Why was the French state taking such a hard line on James? Was it something he’d done back home? She didn’t know much about his past, except his divorce. She couldn’t imagine he’d ever gotten into trouble, then wondered about the sleeping pill defense. Maybe he was prone to angry outbursts. She’d make sure he was well-rested when she told him they were finished.
Périgueux was almost due north, some twenty-five kilometers. Not far in a modern auto. She’d never been to the capital of the Dordogne. It was the opposite direction from Malcouziac. In the back seat, her groceries began a fragrant decline. She pictured James in a chic French prison jumpsuit, eating croissants. Was he angry? Frightened? She would give Redier a piece of her mind.
She wrangled the ungainly map back into shape then put the car in gear and headed home.
 


 
On rue de Poitiers, Francie and Elise had moved out of Yves and Suzette’s house and into the loft room upstairs in Chez Merle. They had stripped the sheets on Tristan and Stasia’s beds, washed them in the tub outside and hung them to dry on the line in the garden. When Merle returned with the groceries, they both pitched in, hauling in bags, putting things away. They seemed diligent and serious, and it made Merle suspicious.
“The cleaner came next door,” Francie said. “About eleven. We were out already.”
“And we’ve been to the edge of the schoolyard to get Wi-Fi,” Elise added.
“Any news from home?” Merle said, cutting into a new block of sheep cheese. Francie plucked a piece and moaned with pleasure. They waited for her cheesegasm to subside.
Francie licked her lips. “Not from home. That cop came over, the blond, unpleasant one. He said—I think, my French is not great, as you know—that the rental car has been found in a parking lot by a train station on the outskirts of Toulouse.”
Merle frowned. “She got on the train?”
“Or got another rental car.”
Elise said, “Why can’t they just run her name on the rental car agencies?”
“They who?” Merle asked. “Nobody’s looking for her.”
“Do people take dogs on trains here?” Francie asked.
“Service dogs mostly. Do you think she’d pretend to be blind?”
Francie laughed. “What a picture.”
“We didn’t see any dogs coming down from Paris. Not even little frou-frou ones,” Elise said. “She would stick out with a dog on the train. She’s on the run. My bet is she rented another car.”
“To go where?” Merle asked. “We need to find out more about her. Maybe she has friends in France. Did you get any info from the law firm?”
“I talked to Sandy, the secretary. She talked to Gillian’s assistant, Jonathan. He said her family was all dead and she was secretive about her friends. He thought she had a boyfriend, or maybe a girlfriend, but he didn’t know who they were.”
“Girlfriend like friend or like girlfriend?” Elise asked.
Francie shrugged. “Does it matter? We just want to find somebody she might reach out to while she’s running around France.”
“Call Jonathan and see if he’ll snoop in her office,” Merle said, handing Francie her cell phone. “It’s for her own good. She could be in serious trouble for stealing a car.”
“It’s too early there. Speaking of trouble, did you see Jimmy Jay?”
“He’s been transferred to Périgueux, to the Provincial jail or something. He’d already been shipped north.”
Merle put together a late lunch for them and they sat in the shade of the acacia tree, sipping Perrier and eating salads. Elise complained that she had thought she would lose weight doing all this walking around. Francie pointed to the cheese as the culprit.
“When will you get such a fabulous variety of cheese again?” she declared. She pulled out her iPad and began typing. Keeping a record of cheeses, she explained.
When lunch was finished, Francie called Jonathan at Ward and Baillee. Elise took the sheets off the line, folding as she listened. Merle carried the dishes into the kitchen, put away the cheese and bottled water. She stared at the bottle of Sancerre in the refrigerator and pulled it out, pouring herself what she considered a very small glass of wine. Strictly medicinal, as her father would say. Tristan was gone, her favorite sisters had left, James was who knows where, his lawyer was inept or conniving, Pascal had quit her bed, and their houseguest was on the lam with a stolen dog. And the day was still young.
Francie was talking loudly in the garden. Taking her wine outside, Merle settled into her spot on the low wall and listened.
“I know she’s a private person, Jonathan. You’re not telling me anything new. She went on this trip with me, didn’t she? I thought she was my friend. Now she’s disappeared. I’m worried about her.” Francie rolled her lovely blue eyes at Merle. “Think about this, Jonathan. She may never come back. Yes, I do mean it. She is going to be charged with grand theft auto in France if we don’t help her. We had to report the car stolen. It was a rental and it was gone. We didn’t have a choice. The only way we can help her is to find her.”
Francie began pacing around the table, gesturing like she was trying to convince a jury, or strangle someone. “Right. It’s for her own good. You understand that. Excellent.” She flashed a smile. “If we don’t help her, who will? Well, I’d like to find that out. Does she have a sister or brother somewhere? A cousin? Aunt or uncle?”
Another round in the gravel. “You have her email password? Why didn’t you say so? No, no, I won’t tell Mr. Baillee. This is just between us.”
Francie made typing gestures with her free hand. “Go to her inbox. Tell me what you see in the last week or so.” She shook her head. “Go farther back. Look for anybody named Sargent.”
“Contacts,” Merle said.
“Look in her contacts.” Francie waited. “Nobody named Sargent?” She shook her head. “Okay, check her mail, in and out. Anything that isn’t firm business.” She listened then spoke to Merle and Elise. “She ordered a European cell phone.” To Jonathan she said, “Did she get it? Did she leave you a number?” Francie went back to her iPad on the metal table, tapping in numbers. She read them back to the assistant.
“Have you called her? Did she call you? No, we never saw her use a phone here. She didn’t give us the number.” Merle shook her head. Francie threw one hand up to the heavens. “That is super helpful, Jonathan. Now, can you forward any personal stuff in her email to me? Go back as far as you can. Anybody who emailed her, or vice versa, anybody who seems like a social connection, friend or relative. Great. My Ward & Baillee address is fine. I can access it here. You’re a trooper, Jonathan. Thanks a million.”
Elise stood with a pile of folded white sheets in her arms, frowning. “She had a phone all this time?”
“Apparently.” Francie set the phone on the table. “He said she ordered it back in April.”
“Was she planning something back then?” Merle said. “And why didn’t she use it while she was here?”
“Maybe she did,” Elise said. “Maybe she was making phone calls on the sly.”
“How would we know?” Francie agreed.
“Call her,” Merle said.
Francie picked up the phone again and consulted her iPad for the number. She wasn’t on long. “Clicked off after half a ring. No voicemail.”
“She’s got it turned off,” Merle said. “So the cops can’t track her.”
“Are the cops after her? You said nobody was looking for her,” Elise said. “That cop seemed more concerned about the rental car.”
“With the property returned, they aren’t going to mount a man-hunt.”
“But she’s still got stolen property,” Francie said. “A very expensive dog. Probably worth more than that Renault.”
Merle hadn’t called the dog’s owner. She went in the house and found the reward poster on a side table in the living room, splashed with red wine. Back in the garden she punched the number into her phone.
It rang three times then a weak woman’s voice answered. “Allo?”
“Allo.” She spoke in her slow French. “I am calling about the dog. You posted a reward?”
A rustling, a clunk as the phone was set or thrown down. Voices, hushed, rising, down again. Merle waited. “Allo? Quelqu’un est là?”
More voices, a squeak from—a woman? Then a low, raspy voice in response, pleading? Finally someone picked up the phone.
“Allo. Who is this?” A younger man, odd accent.
“I am calling about the stolen dog. Are you the owner?”
“Oui. You have the dog?”
Something was off. She had expected relief, excitement, even tears, and had been worried that she couldn’t tell them where the dog was. But this she hadn’t expected, a hard voice, uncaring. He didn’t call the dog by her name.
“No, I’m sorry. We saw her. We found her on the edge of the road while we were out walking.”
“Where?”
“Near Loiverre. But that was several days ago. We took her to the veterinarian. She was very sick.”
“The veterinarian. Where was that?”
She hesitated. So many questions. “Can I speak to the owner please?”
“I am the owner! I told you!” He was shouting. “Who are you? Have you stolen my dog?”
“I told you,” she said, worried where this was going. This was not the owner; she was sure of that. Possibly a relative or someone helping the owner. “We found her by the side of a road. But now she’s gone. I just wanted to tell you that we think we saw her and she was okay.”
“Where has she gone? She ran away?”
Or something. Merle looked at the top of the tree. “Yes.”
“When?”
“Three days ago. We didn’t see the poster until after she disappeared. I’m sorry.”
“Where do you live? By your accent, you are an American?”
“We’re, ah.” She paused. They probably just wanted to know where to look. “We’re in Malcouziac.”
“And the dog was with you before she so expertly slipped away?”
This was getting seriously weird. “I’m sorry. I hope you find her. Good-bye.”
Francie and Elise were standing there, watching her.
Merle set the phone down. “Well, that was strange.”
“What’s going on?” Francie asked.
“The article Tristan found about the truffle dog said that an old man near here owned her. That he was in his eighties.”
“So?”
“That wasn’t an eighty-year-old on the phone. He spoke French with a strange accent. And he was very suspicious. Lots of questions.” Merle looked at them, a sinking feeling settling hard in her stomach. “Like he was out looking for the dog or somebody who took her.”
“Maybe it was his son. They’re probably scouring the countryside,” Elise said. “They don’t want to pay that huge reward. They just want the dog back.”
“You look worried,” Francie said to Merle. “Do you think they’re going to come over here and shake us down? We don’t have the stupid dog and you told them everything.”
“Not about Gillian.”
“We need to find her before they do,” Elise said.
“They don’t even know she has the dog,” Francie said. “They don’t know she exists. Let’s just find Gillian so she can avoid getting thrown into the Bastille.”
As they went back into the house, Elise said, “At least we know one good thing about Gillian. She didn’t take the dog to get the reward. She just loves her. She really does want her to be safe. If she was after the reward, she would have turned the dog in by now, right?”
Francie sighed. “Then what the hell is she doing with the thing?”



 
 

 
Hector and Milo got tired of stealing eggs. Milo quickly bored with early morning raids on Jean Poutou’s hen house, and Hector grew weary of cooking them on the tiny camp stove. It was a relief the morning the old man confronted them in the barn and they were given no choice but to give up their hay berths for soft beds in the farmhouse, strong-arming the old man and confiscating his shotgun.
The old woman was a problem. She didn’t want to cook for them and Milo was worried she would poison them. But food was food, as long as it wasn’t eggs. The truffle business had given the old couple a comfortable living, it appeared, a full larder and overflowing freezer, and Hector felt it was his right to have a part of it.
But not the reward. They’d given up that idea when Signora Dellapiane had called them and offered the same amount, the ten-thousand euros. But locating the dog was proving difficult. In the end, waiting for someone else to turn in the dog for the reward seemed the best plan.
The signora hadn’t been all generosity. There was anger in her voice, and if he wasn’t mistaken, desperation. She needed this dog. And if they didn’t bring it to her, she threatened to call the authorities in Italy and France and tell them that Hector and Milo stole the dog, that she’d heard them planning it. Give up their identities. Make them live on the run at best, or in jail at worst.
And no money. That was what Hector thought the most about. He had decided he would give some to his sister. Her little Angelina was so sick. Something the local doctors could not cure. They needed money to go to Rome for hospitals. Without his share of the signora’s payment, Angelina might die. He thought of the little girl at night before sleep. He had no wife. No children. Angelina was all he had.
Hector enjoyed the Poutou’s modern bathroom and took long baths, stretched in the clawfoot tub. He strutted through the Poutou farmhouse, picking up china trinkets to get a rise out of the old woman. He demanded she wash their clothes after she turned up her nose at their odor. She was plump and hysterical, making her face turn red with anger was amusing. It broke the boredom of waiting for a call.
And finally, just as hope slipped away, a call. He slammed down the ancient telephone receiver. The old woman (he couldn’t be bothered to remember her name) trembled in her apron, shrinking into a worn armchair covered with flowered fabric. Her gray hair had come loose from its pins, floating around her fat face. Milo was outside with the old man while he did his chores. Feeding the chickens, watering the vegetables: such an exciting life.
“Never answer the telephone. Did I not tell you?” Hector stood over the woman menacingly. He raised his hand to slap her. Mostly to make her quake in fear. “If you answer it again, I kill your old man. Do you hear me?”
She bobbed her head, chin quivering.
“Go finish the dinner. And remember you will taste it before you serve it.”
She scuttled into the kitchen. Hector tried to think. He pulled out his map book, fingered through to the Dordogne. Where was Loiverre? Had the American lied about that? At least at the start she believed he was the owner. He hadn’t played it well. He should have squeezed out a few tears.
He and Milo had been in Malcouziac just a few days ago. All the villages ran together in his mind, a mishmash of half-timbers, cobbles, and stone. He was sure they had been there, the bastide town with the broken wall on one side. Asking around about the dog, trying not to attract attention. Listening to other diners at cafés. Reading lost and found posters. It hadn’t been much, but it was all they had. To think they had been so close.
He wanted to leave. But what about the farmer and his fat missus? Would they call the police? Thinking was his specialty as he told Milo often. But now the facts seem to leak out his ears. What would they say? That they were forced to cook for guests? Held captive by olive pickers? Would the cops laugh at the old people or hunt them down like dogs?
He would have to take that chance. This lead, this phone call, was the first thing in days. He had been worried the dog had been stolen by truffle hunters who recognized her from the newspaper. But now it appeared she was just on the loose, running around the countryside. They must find her, and fast before someone else recognized her from the reward poster.
The old woman was in the kitchen. Hector stepped up beside her at the stove and looked into the pot of boiling chicken. The herbs were fragrant. He would miss the old woman’s cooking, he had to say. He opened the refrigerator and stuffed cheese into the pockets of his jacket. She was watching him. He squinted at her, daring her to speak. She turned back to her pot.
Two apples from the bowl on the table went in with the cheese. Hector stuck the book of maps in his back pocket. He would look up these tiny villages later. He went to the front window and looked for Milo. He trailed after the old man coming out of the barn. Poutou limped along, not so fat as his wife, but with one bad leg and terrible eyesight. His thick glasses glinted in the sunshine.
Hector picked up the shotgun and a box of shells from the table by the door. He could hear the old woman in the kitchen, the clink of plates and silver. Time to go. His fingers twitched on the gunstock.
At last the latch lifted and Poutou and Milo stepped into the front parlor, bringing in a gust of wind full of fresh-cut hay and chicken guano. Milo turned to shut the door and saw Hector standing there. Hector shook his head. Quiet, you filthy son of a bitch. Poutou didn’t notice him, pausing by the pegs to struggle out of his jacket.
Hector took his chance, stepping up behind Poutou, raising the stock of the shotgun above his head. Bringing it down hard on the skull with a thunk. The recoil of the blow surprised Hector and he stumbled backward into a tray of cut glass dishes, sending them crashing to the floor.
The old woman rushed into the room. When she saw Poutou lying there, bleeding, out cold—not dead, Hector hoped—she rattled off some patois neither of the Italians understood. Hector regained his footing, the shotgun half-hidden behind his leg.
“He must have lost his balance. Fallen into the table,” he said, pointing to the broken glass and upturned tray. “I will get my truck. We can take him to the doctor, madame.”
She continued to make a fuss on her knees by the old man. Blood reddened her hands, making her squeak like a pig. Hector motioned Milo out the door. On the threshold Hector spoke in a kindly voice to the old woman: “Be patient, madame. I will return.”
Hector shut the door behind them and turned to Milo. He pointed with the shotgun. “Run.”



 


BLOG—Cherchez la femme
Tagged Some Serious Shit
Posted June 25
 
Drama ensues, lawyrr grrls. That Girl has flown the coop. And I wouldn’t really care, except that I brought her on this adventure and she is my law colleague. She’s as close to a friend as I have at the firm. I’m not sure she has any other friends. Can I just go home without trying to figure out why she took off with a rather expensive mutt in tow? Not in good conscience, which is something I’m trying to improve in myself. Lawyrrs need a good conscience, even when—especially when—things get hinky.
So I’ve spent the morning working my plan. How to find, track, cherchez this here femme. The last we heard, she was in Toulouse, so that’s where I pick up the trail. I have to take my baby sister along because her French is much better than mine, and God knows we’re going to be dealing with people who won’t speak English if their lives depended on it. Oops. I just told you where I am, didn’t I? Yes, in la belle France.
I’ve found out two things about my disappearing colleague: 1) she has a European cell phone that she never told us about, and 2) she called in to the firm two days ago and cleared her calendar for an extra week, telling them she was having a wonderful time and wanted to extend her vacation. No one thought much of it. It’s coming up on fourth of July holidays; everyone who can is taking time off. I’ll be back next week, of course, picking up everyone’s slack. As is my joy in life.
I’m going through her correspondence, trying to figure out where she’d go. A diligent lass, she rarely used her work email for anything else. But my source inside the firm discovered a hidden digital folder inside the mail server (I told you not to ask) that includes cryptic messages from accounts with names like XK3#% and 99b@*Z= — obviously not their real names. The messages themselves seem coded, and fascinating as hell: “The bottles on the lake twinkle in the moonlight” and “Once a barfly, always a marigold.”
But I don’t have time for coded messages. I have to find That Girl and help her clear her name (another don’t ask moment) so we can all go home and resume our thrilling Lawyrr Grrl Lives. We may be whiners, but we get the job done.
As baby sister says: we will be sleuths!



 
 

 
Merle waited all morning for a call from James or his lawyer. The house was empty again, and too quiet. Francie had snatched the keys to the new rental car as soon as it was delivered early in the morning. She and Elise packed their bags and took off on the trail of Gillian. They headed south toward Toulouse, they said, where she’d last been spotted.
Standing in the living room gloom, Merle made an addition to her to-do list: Scrub the wax off the wood floor. She pushed the table against the fireplace, stacked the chairs on top of it, and wedged the little sofa under it. The small tables and lamps she took upstairs, then filled her bucket with soapy water, found the big brush, and set to work.
An hour later it was clear elbow grease and dish soap weren’t going to cut it. She traipsed over to the hardware store to ask about a wax removal product. They sold her something, who knows what, plus pink rubber gloves. The product was smelly and she dug out her bandanna to cover her nose and mouth like a bandit.
At noon there was still no word from Redier. Stretching her back in the garden, she stripped off her gloves and called him. The receptionist said he had gone to Périgueux. Yes, to see about Monsieur Silvers. No, she didn’t give out his mobile number, that was not done. But she would mention that Merle had called.
The scrubbing was therapeutic. Her shoulders burned, back and forth, in and out. It was like walking: repetitive, slightly boring, but meditative and progress was made. Hard work at times, easier at others. Concentration on the work at hand. Merle had never really been one of those women who clean when they’re anxious. But she could see how it worked, the fixing of the immediate when the other was out of control. She switched hands, worked on, tied towels around her knees for pads, then switched hands again.
Still, she couldn’t get Gillian out of her mind.
Where would she go? Who was she keeping the dog safe from? Was she in danger herself since she had the dog? Francie thought so. The red-head was prone to the fanciful, that was true. She should have been an actress. Merle smiled, picturing Francie pace in the garden as she charmed information out of Gillian’s assistant. Francie was good. She could talk a turnip into soup as their mother used to say. But her French was bad. Despite being named Francine, she had taken Spanish in school. Elise’s was decent but she hadn’t practiced it much on the tour, letting her older sisters do the talking. Merle hoped they didn’t get into any trouble. The new rental, a Peugeot, was spotless and had less than 200 kilometers on it. At least that would be functional.
Stop worrying, Merle told herself, attacking the wax with renewed force. Francie and Elise would poke around Toulouse for a couple days, eat some great French food, and come back. They’d take the train to Paris on Saturday and fly out on Sunday as planned.
She sat back on her heels, feeling the ache in her arms. The voice of the man on the phone, the one who said he was the owner of the dog, played in her head. Where do you live? Your accent. American? Why had she told him about Malcouziac? But the dog was gone. She couldn’t help him now.
At three o’clock Michel Redier called, finally. He had miraculously recovered his English fluency. “I have seen your friend, Monsieur Silvers, madame. He is well and sends his regards.”
His regards? “Tell me how he is doing, really.” Merle walked into the sunshine and pulled the bandanna away from her chin. “Is he in good spirits? Is he being treated well? Is the food okay?”
“Yes, yes, madame. Be assured we treat everyone fairly in this country. With human decency, no torture.”
“Okay.” It was hard being American sometimes. “What’s going on with his case?”
“He will be presented with his charges in court tomorrow afternoon. Then we will see what happens next.”
“What do you think will happen next?”
“He may have to stand trial, madame. The charges are very serious. The judge in his case has seen many futbol riots. He does not tolerate hooliganism. But these are things that are yet to be decided. There is no point speculating. The facts will speak for themselves.”
He rang off, excusing himself as he was driving. Merle stared at the phone. Would Father Cyril be in court with his messed up face? Unbelievable. James might actually be headed for a French prison for throwing a single punch. And what could she do about it? She had no standing in France. She wasn’t his relative or his lawyer. Should she call his ex-wife? His children? His parents? She didn’t know any of them or their telephone numbers. Who else? Father Albert? Cyril was his pupil, his fellow priest, his friend. The American consulate? They were in Nice, hundreds of miles away.
She sat under the acacia tree and pulled off her other rubber glove, throwing them both on the ground. She could think of only one person who could help. It was time.
 


 
It was seven before Pascal returned the call. Merle had stripped three-quarters of the living room floor. The stairs were looking bad now. They were next. But first a quiet evening in the garden, goat cheese salad, wine, and a little freaking out over her wayward American friends.
“You sound worried, blackbird,” Pascal purred.
“James is going to be arraigned in court tomorrow. Should I go?”
A pause then, “Are you serious? On what charges?”
“Assault and battery, resisting arrest, public intoxication. I wonder if Redier even mentioned that he’d taken a sleeping pill.”
“Michel Redier? Le Maire?”
“The very one. He might be the only lawyer in town. The gendarme gave me his card. Believe me, if there had been anyone else.” She sighed. “What should I do? Can we get him out of this?”
“Where is this arraignment then?”
“Périgueux. They transferred him there. I haven’t seen him since he was arrested.”
“What time is the court?”
“Afternoon. That’s all I know.”
“I will meet you there. Text me as soon as you know the time.”
Merle let out a long breath as she rang off. She looked at the sky, the blue fading into twilight. She wasn’t alone. Pascal would be there.
Then she remembered she didn’t have a car—again. She could borrow the Deux Chevaux from Albert again. But she’d borrowed it so often and it was unfair to presume that it would always be available.
She dialed Michel Redier’s office. It was late but possibly he would be there. It rang and rang; he was gone. But he had called her from his car. She scrolled back through the call log, hoping he didn’t block his cell number. There it was: the three o’clock call.
“Oui. Allo.” He sounded gruff, annoyed.
“Monsieur Redier, it’s Merle Bennett. I’m calling to find out the time for Mr. Silvers’ arraignment tomorrow.”
“Sixteen, uh, four o’clock.” It sounded like he was at dinner. She better make this quick.
“And you’ll be going to court, I assume?”
“Oui. Bien sûr.” Of course.
“If you don’t mind, I’d like to ride along with you. To Périgueux.”
“It will be very brief, madame. A matter of minutes.”
“I understand. But I’d still like to go.”
Voices in the background, chatter, forks, laughter. Then a terse “If you wish. I will leave at eleven.”
Merle put out her navy dress for court and tried on the only dressy shoes she’d brought, red ballet flats. Without hose they were sticky and uncomfortable, but she didn’t have anything else. If she had time in the morning she would check out the women’s shop in the village. Most of the clothing fit only tiny French women.
She stood at her upstairs window watching the garden in the moonlight, feeling a slight movement of air, too light to be called a breeze, flowing up from the vineyards below. The rows of grapevines hugged the hillsides, undulating like a snake. What had this land been like before wine? Grass? Rock? There were still some hills like that, untouched pastures full of piles of native stone thrown around like giants’ toys. Despite James, or maybe because of him, she felt the incredible chance events that led her here. She was grateful to have lived this long, to have had these moments. Fifty years, she thought with a shiver. What would the rest bring? Would there be someone to love, grandchildren, a man in her bed and in her heart?
Stop now. She heard Annie’s voice. Right here, right now. Merle closed her eyes to listen to the village going to sleep, the yip of a dog, the snap of a rug, the flat pop of a door slam. Far away, a cow complained. Closer, a car door thunked. It was like an incantation, a spell that put the village to bed each night, softly, willingly.
The night air blew a little more, ruffling the lace curtain. She was trying to decide if she would leave the window open despite the occasional bat that flew in when the knocking came from downstairs. She startled, the magic of the evening gone. Were Francie and Elise back already?
Tiptoeing down the stairs, Merle edged around the pile of furniture. The shutters on the front window and door were both closed and locked. Being here alone she wasn’t taking any chances. Moonlight shone through the side window. Her shadow stretched across the stripped planks. She stepped quietly up to the side of the glass-paned door.
Someone was out there, pounding.
Merle leaned in front of the door to see through the inch-wide crack between the ill-fitting shutters. By the size, a man.
“Madame? Madame! Êtes-vous là?”
Definitely a man, one who didn’t know her name. Not her sisters, someone they sent, or even the gendarme.
There was whispering, low and conspiratorial. Two men. Merle moved over to the window. But the shutters were the originals there with a tight fit.
“Madame?” He continued in odd, unsophisticated French. “We spoke on the phone earlier. About the dog. My Aurore. I am so worried. Please, madame. Can we talk please?”
Merle froze. He had found her. She pressed her back into the wall, a chill down her arms. They had tracked her from her information and her accent. Easy enough since she was the only American woman who lived in Malcouziac.
“You know about the reward, madame. It is very large. Ten-thousand euros, a small fortune for some. I can give it to you if you tell me where the dog is.” A pause, more pounding. “I know you are there, madame,” he said menacingly. “I can see you.” Then the hissing of the other person, an argument, words jumbled and strange.
Then, finally, “Zut alors, it is late. I will come back in the morning, madame, and we can talk. Bon soir!”



 
 

 
Michel Redier slipped his silver Mercedes neatly into a parking slot behind the Greek Revival courthouse in Périgueux, the Palais de Justice. The sedan was big and powerful, taking the winding back roads through the Dordogne with ease. Redier obviously enjoyed his car. Or he enjoyed making Merle cling to the door handle.
But you wouldn’t know that by looking at him. He had the face of an ice block hardened by many winters. No smiles as his vehicle hugged the turns. The only expression he made was clenching his teeth as he powered along at high speed.
He gathered his briefcase and files from the back seat and looked over the roof of the Mercedes at Merle. He wore a black suit with a dark green tie and a white shirt, all very severe. “I will see you at four then.”
He’d barely spoken after ushering her into his beloved car. He explained he needed quiet to think while he drove. She respected that, the trial preparation mode. But she now had no idea what was to take place at the arraignment, what defense he was preparing for James, or what charges carried what penalties.
And she was tired. She’d barely slept last night, hearing bumps in the dark, startling her awake. The house on rue de Poitiers was meant for company. She didn’t like staying there alone. She’d slipped out through the garden gate before nine, before the men returned to pound on her shutters again. What would they attempt in daylight? She didn’t want to speculate. She’d made sure the house was locked tight, plus the garden gate. She couldn’t do more. With two hours to kill before meeting the lawyer, she sat in the bakery with a croissant and a café au lait, reading the International Herald Tribune she’d bought at the tabac. She wrote a postcard to her parents and another to her friend Betsy, in which everything was golden and lovely, and fixed the postage. She was getting to be quite the accomplished liar. Her coffee was almost done, the paper perused front to back, when Father Cyril entered the patisserie.
His face looked better. Both eyes looked usable now, though still discolored. The swelling of his nose had gone down and his upper lip appeared normal. His right hand was wrapped in a bandage, something she didn’t notice the other day. He wore the usual all black with the roman collar, and his mousy brown hair was brushed forward. It gave the impression of a gladiator after tangling with the lions.
Cyril and his companion, a stoop-shouldered young man with spiked hair bleached platinum, ordered coffees then turned to sit down in the bakery. Father Cyril saw Merle and nodded, then as if suddenly remembering who she was, stiffened.
She stood up and offered her hand. “Father Cyril, good morning.”
He shook her hand with his left, unbandaged one. “Madame, I am sorry. I have forgotten your name.”
“Bennett,” she said. “Merle Bennett.”
“Yes. The friend of Monsieur Silvers.”
Was that a sneer? Difficult to tell with all the bruising. “How are you feeling, Father?”
“Somewhat better, thank you. The surgery will take place soon.” He glanced back at his friend who was sipping his espresso. “In the meantime I have services to perform here and in several other villages. I am very busy.” He nodded and almost clicked his heels together. “Good day, madame.”
So he wasn’t attending the arraignment, it appeared. That would be a plus for James. Now, abandoned by Redier in the midday sun in Périgueux, she took out her phone and texted Pascal.
 
Arrived Pgx with Redier. Need ride home. Call when you get here
 
Then she wove through the parking lot and around to the front of the elegant building, through a square with a statue of Montaigne in search of the tourist office and a restaurant recommendation. It was after noon. All the stores were closed anyway, might as well do as the French do and eat lunch.
Map in hand, she followed the directions to a restaurant called Hercule Poireau. It made her smile. Whose Agatha Christie joke was that? Her phone pinged.
 
Give me an hour, blackbird
 
Her rossini de canard had just arrived at the table when she spotted him coming through the door. He wore a sports jacket, blue shirt, and a tie of all things. Still in black jeans though. He wove his way through the red checked tablecloths and slipped into the chair opposite, next to the window. Before he sat down he leaned in and kissed both her cheeks.
“What is that lovely aroma?”
“Duck with foie gras in a truffle sauce. It smells heavenly, doesn’t it? I wasn’t even hungry.”
With quick work Pascal ordered a rossini de canard for himself, plus wine and coffee. He looked at his watch. “We don’t have much time. No leisure for me.”
“The arraignment isn’t until four.” They had nearly two hours.
“I’ve been to the Palais de Justice. Two cases were dismissed in the morning. The judge comes back from lunch in one-half hour and he will move things up.”
Merle dug into her food, wishing she had more time to enjoy it. Her nerves suddenly buzzed. What was Redier’s plan?
“Did you see the mayor over there?”
“Going to lunch with the judge.”
She swallowed some foie gras and set down her fork. “What?”
Pascal nodded. “He is not to be trusted, blackbird.”
They arrived in the ornate nineteenth-century courtroom forty-five minutes later as James was being led through a doorway and into his seat. Wood panels lined the walls halfway up to the soaring ceiling where ornate chandeliers hung. Wooden pews stretched across the gallery like a church. A platform rose in the front of the room, where a long desk with three microphones waited for judges. Only one appeared, a balding man in his sixties who looked like he enjoyed a good meal. His frameless glasses sat on a bulbous red nose. He wore a black robe with a large white cravat, sweeping up his skirts as he sat behind the middle microphone.
Pascal and Merle slid into the second row behind James. He wasn’t handcuffed and wore one of his own suits, gray with pinstripes, a bit rumpled. He glanced at Merle nervously then turned away.
Michel Redier and James sat at one side of the courtroom while the government prosecutors occupied a place of honor near the middle. There were two of them wearing plain black suits, one short, one tall, their backs to the gallery, standing before the judge.
“Is that him?” Merle asked, looking at the judge. Pascal nodded. Then the proceedings began at a pace she couldn’t follow. She wondered what James thought, sitting so still, hunched over in his chair as to make himself a smaller target.
Pascal seemed to be following just fine but there was no opportunity to ask what was happening. Merle pulled a notebook and pen from her purse and wrote “?”
He scribbled on it and passed it back. “Making case for juge d’instruction. Unusual.” He listened some more as the prosecutors continued their argument. Then Merle wrote, “Why is Redier not speaking?” Pascal returned: “Juge d’instruction usually limited to major crimes. Murder, rape.”
Merle turned the page. “Can you say something?” He shook his head. Merle felt her blood pressure rise. James had no idea what was going on. They weren’t translating for him, and his attorney appeared to be taking a nap.
She scribbled, “Translator?” Pascal raised a finger and nodded. The droning of legal voices went on, and then finally there was a pause. Pascal rose and buttoned his coat.
He cleared his throat and begged the pardon of the judge. In a clear voice, to a rather startled row of attorneys, he said he was a friend of the defendant and wanted the court to be aware that Monsieur Silvers was an American and had no French. He understood nothing that was being said in the proceedings and thus could not participate in his own defense.
The judge, clearly put out by the interruption, asked Pascal for his name. “Pascal d’Onson, Capitain, Police Nationale, Monsieur.” He added that he was also a witness in the case so had grounds for the interest of justice.
The judge wavered between glowering at Pascal and at James. And back to Redier. “Monsieur Redier? C’est vrai? Il ne parle pas français?”
The former mayor stood slowly, half bowing as he nodded in deep respect. He said, yes, it was true. James spoke no French. He would, of course, appreciate a translator if the court saw fit.
A general commotion then, as orders to find a translator were given to a bailiff-type person and the judge announced a short break. He stood, saying they would reconvene in half an hour. Pascal and Merle stayed in the courtroom, as did James and his lawyer. The judge and prosecutors disappeared.
“What’s going on?” Merle whispered. “What is juge d’instruction?”
“It means examining judge. He can do his own investigation.” Pascal shook his head. “It is not done in these minor crimes. I don’t know what the prosecutors are thinking. Maybe the judge is about to retire and wants to go out in a blaze of glory.”
“Do you think the judge and Redier concocted some plan over lunch?”
“I cannot imagine what.” Pascal glanced at her. “I think Redier has not forgotten the past.”
Merle felt a chill. “Will they let me speak?”
“Possibly. It is not so formal at this point.”
A translator was rustled up, a blonde woman in a navy suit, glasses, and sensible shoes. The prosecutors then the judge returned. The translator sat next to James and, as soon as they reconvened, began whispering in his ear. Merle wished she could listen in.
As best she could figure, evidence began to be presented. Photographs of Father Cyril’s face. Medical records. Other documents, testimony from police officers. Merle heard Albert’s name.
Merle scribbled on the pad. “Why didn’t they get statements from you or me?” Pascal shrugged. “Tell me when to speak. I’m getting up,” she wrote.
Another half hour went by, slowly, with long pauses for reading documents, looking at photographs. Pascal put his hand on Merle’s knee: not yet. Then, after Redier stood and made some sort of statement and he was sitting down, Pascal waved her up.
“Excusez-moi, Monsieur le juge. Je voudrais de mettre une déclaration. Je demande le traducteur.”
The judge huffed, annoyed again. This time a female was asking to make a statement, how rude. He waved the translator over to the center of the room. The young woman started with the judge’s question. “Please speak in English. Your name is?”
“Merle Bennett. The incident in question was at my home. I was a witness. I talked to the gendarme but no one asked me for my statement, so in the pursuit of truth and justice, I came here today.”
The judge listened to the translation, pursed his lips, and told her to proceed.
“James Silvers is my friend and has been a guest in my home,” she said, speaking slowly, pausing for translating. “He is a lawyer in the U.S. and a father of three children. He had just arrived from a long day of travel from New York City and was very tired the night of the incident. He may have been walking in his sleep. He acted strangely, yes, but no one was in any danger. I did not feel threatened. None of my other guests felt they were in danger from Mr. Silvers.
“Then Father Cyril, who I had only met that night, jumped into the situation. He didn’t know any of the Americans. He was under the misconception that I needed his help. I did not. Mr. Silvers reacted rashly, but it wasn’t personal. It was a misunderstanding. I beg the court to have pity on Mr. Silvers as he is not the sort of man who hits people. He is kind and gentle.”
After the translation she turned to Pascal. “Agent d’Onscon was also a witness to the events and he can corroborate my statement.”
The judge listened to the translator then cocked an eyebrow at Pascal. “C’est vrai?” Is that true? Pascal rose and said, yes, it was true. He added that Monsieur Silvers may have been affected by a sleeping pill he took that night.
The judge waved to the translator. She resumed her seat by James. Pascal sat down, staring straight ahead. Merle also sat, unable to tell if she had made any dent in the proceedings.
The prosecutor made another statement; the translation was whispered to James. The judge said something to Redier who nodded, then the hearing was over. The prosecutors and Redier rose as the judge swished out in his black satin.
Merle sat stunned. “What happened?”
Pascal turned to her. “I’m sorry, Merle. James will stand trial in two weeks. But they are letting him out until then under Michel Redier’s supervision.”



 
 

 
They waited in the courthouse lobby for over an hour for James and his attorney to appear. Merle and Pascal sat on a hard bench, paced, used a drinking fountain, worked their phones. The marble floors caught every whisper, sending them bouncing to the soaring roof. Better to keep to oneself here.
Courtrooms didn’t scare Merle anymore. Starting when she was seven, she went with her father to court, watching from the last row in the balcony, playing with her shoestrings and occasionally thrilled by her father’s oration. By the time she got through law school, the magic of the courtroom had dimmed. Stuffy, formal, and care-worn, it was a place of business like any other. Business that decided people’s fates, their futures, their fortunes, yes. But to look at it with any sort of mystery would be a mistake. Only go in with the “knowns,” the professors said. Never with the “unknowns.” There were no Perry Masons in real life.
French court was an alien world. She couldn’t understand what was going on. Procedure was a blur. The conventions and rituals were superficially similar but underneath lay philosophies, tradition, and values she didn’t know. She made a note to herself to study French law and its foundations. Some fun winter reading.
Finally James appeared through a side door, blinking in the sunshine streaming through high windows. He was pale, shaken. He carried his suitcase in one hand and his briefcase in the other. Redier followed him, giving a uniformed officer some paperwork as they departed.
“James.” Merle walked up to him, uncertain if she should give him a hug. He looked like he needed one though so she made it quick. “How are you?”
“Been better,” he wheezed, glancing up at Redier who stood almost a foot taller. “At least you got me a lawyer.”
She turned to Redier. “I don’t understand why you couldn’t plea bargain. Drop some of the charges for a guilty plea. Get James out of this.”
Redier looked down his long nose. “That is not done in France, madame. The charges stand.”
“But why go to trial for one punch? Isn’t that a waste of everyone’s time?”
Pascal said, “Unless the whole thing is dropped, they go to trial, Merle.”
“This is not America, madame,” Redier said haughtily.
“So I’ve noticed,” James said. “I have to go home with him.” He nodded toward his lawyer.
“Is he to be your houseguest?” Merle smiled, hoping Redier would be whipping up cappuccinos for James.
“His room at the Hotel Quimet waits for him,” Redier said. “He will be safe there and check in with me twice a day.”
“He’s got my passport, my driver’s license, my credit cards and my phone,” James said. “Are you giving me back my phone? I need to call my wife.”
“Ex-wife,” Pascal corrected. James squinted at him then turned to his lawyer.
“Under supervision,” Redier said. James rolled his eyes. “We must go. Come, Monsieur Silvers.”
Merle and Pascal walked outside with them, down the wide steps to the street. The afternoon heat lay thick on the stone, radiating through the soles of their shoes. It was only as Redier, with James tagging along, disappeared around the corner that Merle remembered she needed a ride home. She turned to Pascal. “Are you driving me back?”
“The car’s this way.” He led her into the square. A bench under a tree was dirty with bird droppings but he brushed it off and they sat on one end. They were quiet for a moment then Pascal said, “You need to go home then? There are chores waiting for you there? Things on your endless, poorly written list of choses à faire?”
Merle smiled. “What do you have in mind?”
“Same as always.” He slid a hand around her waist and pulled her close. “I hear of a hotel near here with a river and a lovely restaurant. Very secluded, very romantic. We could pretend we were at the beach again.”
“And this hotel, they have a room?”
“By chance, oui. A delightful room, chérie, with a big soft bed and no view at all.”
 


 
The drive north to Brantôme from Périgueux wound along riverbanks and cliffs, by Renaissance turrets and wooded hills. Merle sat back in the car, watching the countryside and Pascal. He owned an old green BMW sedan with tan leather seats, and he drove fast like Michel Redier. He had to slow as they reached the village as it was built on an island surrounded by a canal.
“Les moulins,” he explained. Old mills with water wheels and many canals made Brantôme the Venice of Perigord. It was beautiful—all this water, cascading here and there, the bridges, the orange tile roofs, the square towers. They wound through the town, around the pedestrian center, and out of town toward the north.
“Just a bit more.” He turned into an unassuming drive with a large house with a green mansard roof. Pink roses climbed the front walls. It didn’t look large enough to be a hotel. Pascal parked by the front door and told her to wait.
Merle sat back on the warm leather seat and smiled to herself. For a second she thought of James and his predicament then banished him from her mind. She’d gone into a small store in Périgueux and bought a toothbrush, a hairbrush, and some moisturizer. Otherwise she had no luggage. She looked into the back seat and saw Pascal had a small overnight bag. He’d planned ahead, the scamp.
Within minutes they were ushered into a room at the top of the property to a separate building connected to the main house by winding gravel paths. A large water wheel plied the stream, cascading cups of water as it made its lazy rounds. The stream itself was fairly wide, some ten feet, with two arched bridges over it. The mill the water wheel serviced was an ancient stone building that now housed the dining room, the young man showing them their room told them. He gave Pascal a knowing smile as he bowed out.
Merle stood at the windows that overlooked the stream, bridges, and water wheel. Roses bloomed on both sides of the stream, and other flowers, foxglove, daisies, and lavender. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, sparkling on the water. It was like a fairy tale, this view. An old painting. A dream. Then some very real arms circled her from behind and a convincing set of lips touched her neck. She turned away from the landscape. If this is dreaming, let’s sleep awhile.
As they kissed she slipped her hand down the back of his pants. That caused a whole series of clothes-rending events, bouncing-on-bed situations, and thrashing-on-sheets scenarios.
She’d never been so comfortable with a man. He made her laugh and made her wet at the same time, something she once thought impossible. She used to be so serious. Everything was proper and planned. Her sexual experience wasn’t extensive, being married for twenty years to a man who had other interests. Before her marriage she had three or four boyfriends, none very serious and at least two whose technique in the bedroom failed to impress. Pascal, in contrast, had numerous tricks up his sleeves—or would if he were wearing anything.
His tongue explored her breasts, down her stomach, and between her legs with enthusiasm. He stretched her arms above her head and held them there with one hand while he rocked her gently under him, slowly bring her to climax. Only then did he move hard and fast for his own enjoyment.
They lay on the scented sheets, examining the glazed ceiling, watching the play of light reflecting off the water skip across the plaster. A clock ticked in the bathroom and she tried to block the sound. How she had needed this, needed him, a man who saw her only as a woman. No games, no intrigues. Last summer there were moments when he had tricked her, led her on, yes, even lied to her. But this summer, all was forgiven. She had learned to take Annie’s advice and be right here, right now. The past didn’t matter; neither did the future.
She took his large hand in hers and examined his palm. The scars on his fingertips, the thick calluses of hard work, the muscled wrist, the curls of black hair, it all fascinated her. He was a wunderbeast, strong, fierce, full of secrets. If only she could read palms, find out if his lifeline intersected hers for more than a few nights, a few summers. But that wasn’t very “right now,” was it? She let a long, satisfied breath escape her mouth. She wasn’t the Calendar Girl, obsessed with time anymore. She would let it have its way with her.
No more lifelines and to-do lists, no more rigid Merle. She laid his hand on her stomach, spreading his fingers wide. This is what she wanted, what she craved. A life full of love and acceptance, warmth and . . . maybe some wine.
Pascal rolled toward her and nuzzled her ear. “This is mine,” he whispered, moving his hand lower, roaming over her hipbones, hair, thighs, claiming it all.
He was ready for another go. Oh to be young. She pulled her fingers through his hair and kissed him long and hard. The afternoon sun lit up the windows, languid and golden, bright with promise. There was nowhere else to be, nothing else to do.
She could hear her sisters now. Carpe diem, Merdle.
 


 
After a late, leisurely dinner where Merle was too blissed out to eat (the only explanation for picking at truffled pasta), she and Pascal strolled back to the room, pausing on the bridge to gaze at the water. The moon wasn’t up yet. The stars were bright, leading the way. She was just about to point out Cassiopeia when a shooting star blazed across the sky.
“Make a wish,” she said.
Pascal squinted. “Got it.”
“What did you wish? You can tell me.”
He took her hand and led her over to the gravel path and the steps. “Then it won’t come true. The best secrets are those kept in your heart.”
“Next to me? Am I there in your heart?”
“Bien sûr, chérie.”
As he turned on lights in the room, Merle closed the drapes. She heard a beeping. In her sex-and-wine haze, it took a second to recognize it as her cell phone.
 
Francie: Elise took off. Put her on a plane in Toulouse. I’m back to Malcouz tomorrow. No joy re Gillian.
 
Merle: No problems for Elise, I hope?
 
Francie: New case she wanted in on. Work, honestly!
Hope you’re not too lonely. See you in the a.m.
 
She debated telling Francie she wasn’t actually at home, wasn’t missing her sisters, and wasn’t the least bit lonely. But wasn’t that the beauty of the cell phone? You could pretend to be anywhere, in church or court or on the moon, when you were actually rolling in the lavender with your French amour. Let them think she was pining away. There was a crazy sort of satisfaction in being underestimated.
Pascal called her name. He was stretched out on the bed, naked, sheets thrown in a pile. He patted the empty spot on the bed next to him.
“Come sing to me, blackbird.”



 


BLOG—Cherchez my French ass
Tagged Cheese, Brie, Fromage, diet, Camembert, Delices de France, weight loss, Chevre, French Kiss, and more cheese
Posted June 28
 
Remember that scene in French Kiss when Meg Ryan pigs out on cheese on the train and then realizes she has lactose intolerance? Well, that, my friend, is me—except for the gas. Just the piggie part. Oh lord, c’est totally moi. One of these days I will turn into a big old wheel of cheddar and be rolled away to the Mold People’s Home.
But enough about my addiction. The Sisterhood of the Traveling France winds down. We’re three down, two to go, it’s the fourth quarter or ninth inning or something. No sixth wheel found, no dog recovered.
That Girl is officially on her own. I have no idea where she went, why she left, or what she’s thinking. She may have relatives in Italy, according to a sleuth back home but time’s up. Without more to go on, I have to throw in the towel.
Come home, girlfriend! We need you to second on the Morrison lawsuit!
Ta ta.



 
 

 
It was well past noon by the time Pascal pulled his BMW up to the bastide stones at the dead end of rue de Poitiers. He parked behind the new rental car, the gray Peugeot. The drive home was bittersweet for Merle. It felt in a way like an end and a beginning, holding hands in the car like teenagers. He had to go south again for his work at some undisclosed gorgeous location. And she would go home soon too, although she might have to extend her vacation to attend James’s trial. Maybe some relatives will come over for support, Pascal said. Work on that, he recommended.
Pascal was jealous, she realized with a smile. She could hardly ignore his comment about claiming her nether regions as his property. And today at breakfast he had made more disparaging comments about James’s behavior. Merle could only agree. Slugging a priest on your first day in a foreign country? Not the best entrée into a society that prided itself on civility. And that was, despite several revolutions and beheadings of monarchs, mostly Catholic.
“Pranking the Pope would have been better,” Pascal said. “Cyril is a holy man, a Frenchman. That will not go down well in court.”
Pascal called James “your little friend” or “King James the Third.” Merle knew she should tell Pascal that she and James were finished. That she was going to break it off, whatever “it” was, as soon as they got back to the U.S. But she should tell James first. It was only fair. And what if she was wrong? What if Pascal wasn’t jealous of James and was only helping her and, well, fucking her for old times’ sake?
As Pascal opened the car door for her and walked her to the house, she felt a little lost. “When will I see you again?”
“Very soon, chérie. Very soon.”
He gave her a quick kiss and turned back to his car. She stood there stupidly, holding her keys and her heart in her hands, until he roared down the street and was gone. For a second she tried to will him to turn around, to come back to her. Then she came to her senses—stop it, Merdle. Be practical. You live an ocean apart—and unlocked the door.
Her sister’s roller bag sat inside the door with her briefcase on the edge of the table. “Francie? I’m back.” The house was quiet as a dormouse.
Merle unlocked the back door and poked her head into the garden, calling again. Then she went upstairs, a knot of worry in her gut. Her sister was at the market, that was it, or running some errand in the village. On one of the beds in the loft lay Francie’s purse and her iPad. Would she go out without her purse? Maybe she just stuck some money in her pocket.
Merle tried to relax, slipping out of her dress and the stupid red shoes and into shorts and a T-shirt. Maybe she’d go on a run while Francie was out. Maybe Francie was on a run. Who was she kidding? Francie didn’t exercise, that was clear to everyone on the walking tour.
Back downstairs, Merle got the cheese plate out of the fridge. Francie must have been cheese shopping because there were some new and different ones. Merle cut off a wedge of Delices de Pommard and washed it down with Perrier. She located her running shoes with the socks still stuck inside and pulled them on. After locking the back door, she pocketed her key and opened the front door. A slip of paper lay on the threshold. She’d missed it somehow on her way in.
Francie left a note. “Good girl,” Merle whispered.
It was a cheap sheet of lined notebook paper, written in French. But Francie didn’t know French and why would she—? Merle read the words, covering her mouth with her hand.
 
We have the American. If you want to see her again, give up the dog. We will contact you tonight.
 
Frozen in place, Merle tried to comprehend what had happened. The night before she left, those men, pounding on the door, asking about the dog. Had they come back? Why would they take Francie? Who were they?
This had to lead back to her call to the dog owner. Where was that phone number? She spun around, searching the room, still a mess from her scrubbing. She ran into the kitchen, frantic. Where was the reward poster? Then she remembered the number would be on her phone.
In the living room, she dug her phone out of her purse. She wound back through the calls, trying to remember when she’d contacted the dog’s owner. She tried one. Michel Redier answered. She hung up.
She tried another. It rang a long time then finally a man answered in a gruff voice.
“Allo, bonjour, monsieur,” she began in French. “I am looking for the owner of the dog, Aurore. I spoke to him several days ago.”
“He is indisposed. Who is calling?”
“I talked to someone there about finding the dog and taking it to the veterinarian.”
“You have the dog?”
“No, I’m sorry. She ran away again. May I ask who this is?”
“Claude LaFleur, Gendarmerie. The owner of the dog has been attacked, madame. He is in the hospital. We are investigating. If you can help, if you know anything about the situation, we would appreciate it.”
She tried not to gasp, to control her emotions. The thought of Francie with such men made her throat catch. “I—I talked with a younger man. I don’t know who he was. He seemed a little suspicious. I told him we found the dog, that we took her to an animal clinic, then helped her heal for a few days before she ran away again. I told him I lived in Malcouziac. He showed up here night before last, very late. I heard them outside but I didn’t let them in.”
“What happened, madame? Continuez, s’il vous plait.”
Merle shut her eyes. “It’s my sister. I-I got a note. She’s been kidnapped. They want the dog in exchange for her.”
The gendarme was very calm and made her repeat what happened when the men came to the door, everything that was said on the phone.
“Are these the same men who attacked the dog’s owner?” she asked, her heart pounding. Just saying the word kidnapped was too much. And attacked. It was unreal. Breathe, Merle.
“Possibly. It appears the owner and his wife were held captive in their home by two criminals who wanted the dog. The reward is very high. It attracted attention.”
“I saw the poster. But what should I do? My sister, she—” Merle gulped, trying to slow her breathing, to remember Annie’s advice for not hyperventilating in court. Hold your breath, let it out slowly. “She’s with them. And I don’t have the dog to exchange.”
LaFleur took down all her information and said someone would be by the house to talk to her shortly. The local gendarme, she expected. What help could they expect from him? She had to call Pascal. He would know who to bring in. Someone experienced.
Oh my god. Poor Francie. Was she hurt? Afraid? Merle bent over, a visceral pain in her gut from imagining her sister in distress, tied up, bleeding. No. She couldn’t believe it. Francie was strong and smart and beautiful. She would talk her way out of it. Wouldn’t she?
How could this have happened? If only Merle had come home last night instead of letting Pascal lick her from head to toe. It was her fault. She should have been here. But last night couldn’t have been a mistake, could it? It was too flat-out wonderful. She didn’t know what was happening here last night. So whose fault was it? Was that important? She wasn’t above putting blame on Gillian. If she hadn’t run off with that stupid dog, none of this would have happened. If she hadn’t stopped to pick up the dog by the side of the road and hadn’t insisted on rescuing her from the vet.
Where the hell are you, Gillian?
The dog. Merle pictured the little thing, sweet and timid, limping around the garden. If she could find the dog and give it to these miscreants, then Francie would be safe.
The dog was the ticket. She had to find the dog.



 
 

 
Annie wasn’t answering her cell phone. Merle tried to remember her schedule, where she was today. Annie worked in Pittsburgh for a non-profit environmental group. She was often on the road, lobbying or arm-twisting or filing briefs in various courts. She’d flown home several days before. Merle frowned; she’d forgotten what day it was. Saturday. Right. Maybe it was today Annie flew home? Merle was losing her internal calendar just when she needed it, and it freaked her out for a second.
She paced in the garden, mentally listing all the things she could do to find Gillian and the dog. Calling Pascal was on the list, on the top actually. But she balked at involving him without getting her head around what was going on here, getting a strategic plan in place. She’d just asked him for a favor, and he’d come through with flying colors. And she’d repaid that favor, she thought, smiling to herself. But no. Must not think about Pascal’s butt. Must find the dog. To find Aurore she had to find Gillian. To find Gillian—
What did Francie know about her? She’d talked to Gillian’s assistant in the law firm. The emails. Merle rushed inside, up the stairs. There was Francie’s purse and iPad on the bed. Merle turned the tablet on. A blogging site popped up, a control dashboard for a blog called Lawyrr Grrls. Merle stared at it. Did Francie write this blog? Without telling us?
An internet connection box popped up. Francie had cell service on her iPad and never told them, making them run around town to poach Wi-Fi. Merle tapped on the latest blog post at the top of the list and read it quickly. Yes, Francie was writing this, about their trip, about Gillian. Merle went back to the list of posts and read each one, back to the beginning of the tour.
Initially pissed off because Francie was baring family details, Merle had to smile at her sister’s style. She was funny and sarcastic and right on about practicing law. And she concealed enough details that it would be hard to make an identification. Merle re-read the last few posts about Gillian’s disappearance, and a draft that Francie had saved but not posted. It chronicled her time in Toulouse with Elise. Merle skimmed it, looking for Gillian details. They had tried to investigate at the train station and came away empty-handed. They asked at Avis and EuropCar rental agencies and were turned away. They used a photo of Gillian to show around. Merle pawed through Francie’s purse and found a wrinkled 8-by-11 sheet, printed with a photo from the trip, Gillian holding Aurore, on the square in Loiverre the day they found her.
Setting aside the tablet, Merle went methodically through Francie’s purse. Her wallet, camera, pens, tickets, receipts, gum, mints, granola bar, a tourist brochure of Toulouse, a pamphlet of a cathedral. Merle set them all out on the bed, then picked up the camera and turned it on. She flicked through the photos. Francie had taken hundreds on the trip; at least fifty in Toulouse. There was Elise by a fountain, pigeons on a lawn, a bridge and river, a church steeple, a sunset, lots of food on plates, wine bottles, sexy men. Then, one of the train station from the outside, from inside the lobby, a woman behind glass at a ticket window, a sour-faced Avis agent with her mouth open, a man at EuropCar with his hand up, shielding his face from the photographer. Making friends near and far, that was the Bennett girls.
Merle clicked forward through the photos. She stopped on one she couldn’t see very well, a white rectangle of something. Taking the camera into her bedroom, Merle downloaded all Francie’s photos to her laptop then searched through them. There, on a table with a fork.
A wine list. Merle’s shoulders sagged. Two wines were underlined, a Sancerre and a Provence rosé, presumably what they’d drunk that evening.
How was she going to find the dog? The trail was cold now. Gillian could be anywhere. All they knew was that she’d left the rental car at the Toulouse rail station. And that her assistant said, according to Francie’s latest blog post, she possibly had relatives in Italy.
Merle returned to Francie’s iPad. A notice popped up: new mail. Merle found her mail box (password saved thank goodness) and opened it.
The first email was from Elise, a short note asking about her arrival time. Elise was apparently picking up Francie at the airport tomorrow. Merle closed her eyes, thinking hard what to say to Elise, to their parents, about Francie’s kidnapping.
She could imagine the outcry and distress the information would cause. Somebody would fly over at great expense just to hold Merle’s hand—because there was little else to do. Somebody would call the authorities. Merle had already decided to delay that while she tried her own tactics. She’d told that gendarme at Aurore’s house so her duty was done. The police were not her friends these days, not in France. Somebody at home would make a stink in the newspapers or on Twitter or something. It would make things worse. No, she had to try to keep the cops out of it for a few days. Try to make some headway.
Merle opened her eyes and re-read Elise’s email. There were two ways to go: pretend to be Francie or write as herself. She chose the second option and tapped out a note. “Merle here. Francie decided to stay on for a few more days. Will let you know her ETA as soon as possible.”
Why Francie wouldn’t write herself went unanswered. Merle opened the next email. It was from Gillian’s assistant, Jonathan Greil.
 
I stayed late at the office last night to dig around. I’m really worried that Gillian isn’t answering my emails. But she did return one phone call yesterday, cryptically as usual. It was on voicemail when I got into the office in the morning. She said she was staying in Europe for a few more weeks and that she would call Mr. Ward directly to explain. That everything was fine.
When I ran into Mr. Ward in the break room, he asked me if I’d talked to Gillian, and I said no, just the voicemail. He frowned like he was angry. Later in the day he made a point to come up to me in the hall all smiles, clapped me on the back, to tell me everything was fine with Gillian, that he’d talked to her and her position would be waiting when she got back. I asked when that would be, on account of being her assistant. He said he wasn’t sure but if I wanted to take some vacation that would be fine. Can you believe that? He basically told me to get lost for a couple weeks, all paid. I don’t know what to think. Old Ward never takes a day off unless somebody dies. I’m going to work next week but then, what the hell. Off to the Hamptons. Jonathan.
 
No real news there, except that Gillian was staying in Europe for a while. The next email was also from inside the law firm. But before she could open it, Merle heard someone knocking downstairs. She’d wondered how long it would be until James made himself known. She’d been dreading seeing him again, especially now with much bigger problems than his.
But it wasn’t James. The blue jumpsuit tugged across Albert’s ample girth as he waved at her through the glass. She unlocked the door. “Bonjour, Albert.”
He wasn’t smiling as he stepped inside. “You are all right, Merle?” He looked her up and down as if checking for injuries. “You are back and everything is fine?”
“Yes.” She frowned. “Why do you ask?”
He wiped his brow, visibly relieved. “I found this letter under my door.” He pulled a sheet of notebook paper from a pocket of his jumpsuit and handed it to her. “I came right over. I was so worried.”
Merle recognized the handwriting immediately.
 
We have the American woman. You will cooperate or we will kill her. Say nothing to les flics or you will be next. More tonight.
 
Merle stared at the words in French, uncomprehending for a moment: Nous allons tuer. This was harsher than her note. She extracted it from her back pocket, smoothing them side by side on the table.
“Does it say, we will kill her?” Her voice broke.
“But it is all fine, Merle. You are home, you are safe.”
She wondered what she should tell him, looking at his kind, blue eyes. Why had the kidnappers sent him a note? Albert followed her glance toward Francie’s suitcase. He blinked nervously. “And your sisters? They are fine too?”
Merle couldn’t lie to him. After she told him what had happened and they exclaimed and hugged and worried aloud, she poured them both a medicinal glass of wine. They sat in the darkened parlor on the lumpy horsehair settee and stared at the floor.
Albert downed the last drops in his glass. “I heard two men were in town, asking about Americans. The girl at the tabac, the one with the fancy eyebrows, she tells me this yesterday. They asked about American women.”
Merle struggled to process this. “Did you meet them?”
He shook his head. “I forgot about it until this morning when this note showed up at my door.”
The kidnappers must have thought she lived alone, in which case no one would get the ransom note left in her door. Albert’s note was to get the ball rolling, get somebody to look for the dog. “Did she say what they looked like?”
“Let’s go ask her.”
Aude of the fancy eyebrows would be called a Goth in the States. She had several pierced rings in both dark eyebrows and wore heavy black eyeliner with lipstick the color of dusk. Merle had wondered why she lived in this small, conventional village, how she put up with some of them, but was afraid to ask. It didn’t pay to be nosy, even with French Goth girls.
Aude and Albert were old friends. She smiled at him and immediately turned for a newspaper. He shook his head, explaining they had some questions. He introduced Merle.
“Bien sûr. I know madame.” Her English was good.
“These two men who came in, the out-of-towners,” Merle began.
“Les inconnus,” Albert said.
“Yes? What about them?” Aude asked, snapping her gum. She wore all black, down to her fingernails.
“Can you describe them?” Merle asked.
“One tall, one short. Only one talked. The other I keep an eye on for the stealing. He may have slipped some cigarettes into his pocket.”
“How were they dressed?”
She shrugged. “Normal. Dirty.”
“What did they look like, their hair, noses, scars, anything?”
“Brown hair. Or black. Unshaven. Ugly. They talk a little funny. An accent.”
“What kind of accent?”
“I don’t know. Funny.”
Merle squinted at her. “Have you seen them since?”
“No. Just the one time. I tell them don’t come back.”
“What exactly did you say?”
“They ask if I know an American woman who lives here. I say no. Pardon, madame, I did not want to give them your information. You never know.”
“Thank you, Aude, I appreciate that. What did you tell them about Albert?”
“I say, somebody who lives at his address might know an American. No names, Père.”
“Merci,” Albert mumbled, looking a bit rattled.
“Why would you do that?” Merle asked, crossing her own arms.
“They would not leave the tabac. They stay and talk, push away the customers, read the magazines, never buying. They smell bad. Finally, I tell them your address, Père, just so they will go.”
They thanked the clerk and stepped back into the small plaza. The metal tables and chairs outside the tabac were deserted. Here was where Merle first met Albert, where he took her under his wing, became her friend. Here he was, helping her again.
“I wish she hadn’t done that. I think you should leave town for a while, Albert. Go visit that brother of yours in the Languedoc. Work on your tan.”
The old priest was startled, then shook his head. “No, no, no. I will stay with you in case they come back.”
“Visit your brother, Albert. See how his grandchildren have grown.”
“I could not leave. I would not enjoy myself.” He took her arm, leading her through the streets. “I will stay with you tonight. We will face whatever comes together.”



 
 

 
Merle bought two jambon sandwiches at the boulangerie and she and Albert walked back to her house. They ate their very late lunch tensely in the garden. Merle thought about last summer when Albert had been badly injured because of her. She couldn’t allow him to get hurt again, no matter what happened to Francie. She had to talk him into leaving the village. Maybe after tonight. Because she felt marginally better having him with her.
Albert had a fencing class in the early evening. He went home to prepare. Merle retrieved Francie’s iPad from upstairs and sat in the shade of the acacia tree, reading the last email. It was from Gillian’s assistant, Jonathan, again.
 
Ms. Bennett. Is everything okay over there? I haven’t heard from you in awhile. I’ve been looking through G’s emails because I don’t have much else to do. Take a look at the one from May 8 marked ‘Legal,’ and again, more recent, June 25. These are not law-related as far as I can tell. J.
 
Merle went back to the file marked “Gillian mail” and scrolled through to May 8. The email was from someplace called Net Buddy.
 
Ms. Sergeant,
Once you are done with the paperwork for the lawsuit can we meet at the usual place.
S.
 
Not much to go on. Her name was misspelled. Why had he thought that was not law-related?
Merle found the email from June 25. It had a subject line of “when” with “xxx” in the “from” box and was from another Internet café, this one called Webi.
 
‘Buono. Saturday. Pastis.’
 
Italian, English, French. What did it mean? An assignation for Saturday? Where? And who was she meeting? Merle went back through the emails. None of Gillian’s outgoing emails since she left for France were saved at the firm. Either she wasn’t using that email address or she wasn’t sending emails. This lone email from the 25th was important, cryptic as it was. It had slipped through the cracks, maybe sent by mistake to the law firm.
Merle went back into the house and poured water into a glass. If only she knew more about computers, about the Internet, about how to trace an email. Pascal would know or know who to ask. She paused, staring again at the iPad. She opened her phone, scanned her contacts. She’d sent him email before but not from her phone. She sent him a text asking for his email address to send him something.
Then a short note to Jonathan. This time she did pretend to be Francie; it was just easier. She told him she was fine, staying in Europe for a few extra days. And to please continue to send anything fishy on Gillian’s account.
Then another email to Francie’s boss, Mr. Baillee, asking his forbearance for another week of vacation, that she’d caught a bug and didn’t want to spread it to the entire East Coast and didn’t she have some sick days coming? Merle tried not to beg too much; it was so un-Francine.
As she clicked “send,” a knock on the front door rattled through to the kitchen. Merle poked her head out and saw it was James. Gulping down the water, she straightened, girding her loins for manfriend drama.
“You’re back,” he said, stepping inside. “I came by last night but no one was here.”
Merle waved him back into the garden. “I decided to stay over up there.”
He nodded, too preoccupied with his own problems to get the message. “I hit the sack early. Didn’t get much rest in the slammer.”
She folded her arms and feigned concern. “What does Redier say?”
“Not much. He didn’t do much in court, did he? I’d get another lawyer if I could. Do you think I should? What happened to you last summer? Wasn’t there somebody else involved, a real lawyer?”
Merle bit her lip. She had told James all about last summer, several times, and didn’t want to do it again. “I can give you a name. If you aren’t satisfied with Redier.”
“How would I know? The whole justice system is completely different over here. No plea deals? What the hell is that about?” He was wound up, jittery.
“Can I get you something? Water? Wine?”
He agreed to a glass of white wine. She poured two glasses of wine and put some of Francie’s cheese on a plate with some grapes. Semblance of normality. Francie should be eating her special cheese.
Merle set the tray down on the green metal table. James waited to be served, biting his nails in the shade of the west wall. Merle handed him a glass.
“You have the guy’s name? The other lawyer?” James gulped wine. “Where’s he located? Nearby? Somebody in that town, what is it, Peri-goo?”
“He’s in Bordeaux.”
“Is that close?”
“Not particularly. But it’s the capital of this region. You want me to get it right now?”
“The sooner the better. This Redier is jerking me around. I have vibes about people. You know that about me, Merle. I get a bad one off that frog.”
Back in the house Merle did a search on Francie’s iPad for her criminal attorney from last summer, scribbled down his information on the back of an envelope, and once back outside, handed it over.
James stared at the number. “He’s good, you say? He got you off?”
“It didn’t come to that.”
He had finished his wine. “Can you—?” He held out his glass. Merle bit down on her molars. For somebody who loved French wine, he sure hated France.
Refill in hand, he started up again like a machine wound too tight. She’d seldom glimpsed this aspect of James Jeremy the Third, the steel-trap mind of the lawyer, the questions shotgunned out without a pause for answers. He questioned Redier’s record, his cronyism with the judge and various people in court, on and on. He circled back to Father Cyril.
“What does he hope to gain from filing charges? Is his job in danger? Is he a pedophile? Will his face heal faster? Will he regain his dignity?”
“He did look pretty bad.”
“Like somebody who fell down the stairs? Worse than a fist to the schnozz? Right. Looked pretty suspish to me. Maybe he did a little extra work to make it look worse? Do you think after the criminal case he files civil charges against me? Tries to get some money? Is that his angle?”
“Maybe. I don’t know how that works in France.”
The questions rolled on. Could Cyril claim loss of wages? Medical bills if he has socialized medicine? Loss of dignity? Loss of complexion? Did he lose eyesight? Where was he from? Why was he here?
“Did you bring a laptop with you?” Merle asked.
“Of course. Plenty of correspondence to keep up on, especially with them holding me over.”
“Does your family know?”
He sagged, his manic energy flagging. “I had to tell the ex. My youngest was expecting me back for her birthday party. That’s not happening, at least for old pops. The ex gets all up in arms, says she’s coming over to help lead the cavalry. I told her, help with what, buying shoes? ‘Because that’s all you’re good for.’ Not true, not true, I didn’t say that. But she’s bleeding me dry with child support.”
“Is she coming over?”
“Tuesday. Is that tomorrow? What’s today? Whenever Tuesday is. Couldn’t stop her. Never could. So I’ll have that hot mess on top of my other troubles.”
Merle felt herself smile. His ex would keep him busy and distracted. “Why don’t you try to find something out about Father Cyril? Google him.”
James whipped his head toward her. “They have Google here?”
“They do. It’ll be in French, but you can tell it to translate for you.”
He stood up suddenly, poured the rest of his wine down his throat. “God love Goo—” Rapping on the front door. James froze. “You expecting somebody?”
Merle stood slowly, trying to stay calm. “Maybe.” She looked at her watch. Could it be Albert returning? Or was it the men who had Francie? She turned toward the kitchen door.
James took her arm roughly. “Wait. Don’t answer it. It could be for me.” He pulled up his pant leg and showed her his electronic ankle bracelet, glowing green. “They made me wear this. Can you believe it? Bastards.”
“But you’re allowed to roam around the village, aren’t you?”
“They didn’t say exactly. Or I didn’t understand it.”
They walked on tiptoe over the crunchy gravel and up to the side of the kitchen door. From there you could see straight through to the front door. The shutters were open. She peeked around the edge of the doorframe.
“It’s the gendarme,” she whispered, feeling strangely like a child playing cops and robbers.
“He’s a double bastard.” James took her arm, holding her against the house. The leaves from the pear tree poked at her neck. “Stay here. He’ll go away.”
More knocking. They waited a few minutes until it stopped for a good stretch. Merle chanced another look. “He’s gone.”
“He’ll be back.”
Was the gendarme there about Francie or James? She hadn’t told him Francie was missing. She didn’t want to tell him. Not because it sounded so awful, though it did, but because James was really only capable of one full-blown incident at a time. He had his hands full with himself.
“You should go,” she whispered. “Slip out the back.”
Merle watched him skip sideways down the alley, trying to make himself small against the back walls of her neighbor’s gardens. In his cargo pants and Jets T-shirt, he wasn’t exactly inconspicuous but he’d probably get back to the hotel all right. He paused at the street, gave her a thumbs-up, and darted out.
Albert should be back from fencing practice soon. She knocked on his back gate but there was no answer. Retreating into her own yard, she locked the garden gate, hung the key inside the kitchen, and sat down at the table to worry.
After five minutes she got annoyed with herself. Francie was out there somewhere, scared, vulnerable, maybe hurt. Something had to be done.



 
 

 
Pascal had sent a text with his official police email address. Merle turned on Francie’s iPad and forwarded the two strange emails on to Pascal with a note asking if he could trace them. She poured herself another glass of wine and found his reply when she got back.
“What’s this about, blackbird? Your boyfriend’s business?” She texted instead.
 
MBennett:
Can you talk?
 
He replied to the affirmative and she dialed. His voice warmed her. “What are we drinking, chérie? Is this—what do they call it—the drunk dial?”
Merle set down her wine glass. “No. This is serious, Pascal.”
“King James the Third?”
“No, it’s Francie. My sister. The one with the—” Big tits.
“Red hair. I remember, blackbird.”
“Someone left a note under the door. She’s been kidnapped by the men who want the dog.” Merle gulped a breath, then a slug of wine.
“Slow down, chérie.”
“They were here Thursday night. I didn’t tell you. I didn’t open the door, but the lights were on. They knew I was in here. They wanted to know about the dog. Then when you dropped me off, all of Francie’s stuff was here but no Francie.”
“She didn’t just go for a walk?”
“It’s been hours. Everything is here, Pascal. Her purse, her camera, her suitcase, everything. The only thing I can figure is they thought she was me.”
“What does the note say?”
She read it to him, the words no more enlightening the tenth time than the first. Francie was gone, captive by thugs.
“And have you called the police?”
“I called the dog’s owner. To find out who they were. I talked to them on the phone before, that’s how they found me. I told them I lived in Malcouziac. Anyway, a cop was there. He said the owner had been held by two men, then attacked. They wanted the dog.”
“They were waiting for someone to call with information for the reward,” Pascal said. “And you did.”
“But I told them I didn’t have the dog! Why would they take Francie?”
“The criminal mind isn’t logical, chérie. So they will come back tonight?”
“I guess. Albert is going to stay with me. They gave him a note too, with even stronger language. Now he’s in danger because he’s my friend. Just like Francie, because of me.”
“Keep things locked tight. I will send the gendarme over to keep an eye on you.” He paused. “What are these emails you send me?”
“Sent to Gillian. I have to find her. She has the dog.”
He told her he would call later and make sure she was all right. She wanted to ask him where he was, was he close enough to come here, but she bit her tongue. She would have to make it through the night with only an old priest at her side.
An hour later, as purple light crept over the bastide wall, Albert arrived at the front door, a bottle of wine and a baguette in hand. He wore khaki trousers and a white shirt, part of his fencing uniform. Giving her bisous on both cheeks, he set the food on the table. Merle locked the shutters behind him, double-checking the padlock.
The evening stretched out in front of them. Albert had brought a book and settled in to read on the horsehair settee. Merle went through Gillian’s emails, searching for something, anything, to lead them to her. Night fell and she locked the kitchen door. Albert dozed, his book slipping to his round belly. Merle looked at the sky out the window in the kitchen, the stars shining in the velvet night. Shadows crept across the garden.
Pascal called at eleven. Assured that everything was calm, he told her the two emails had been sent from different places. Net Buddy was in Florida, outside of Tampa. There were several on the Gulf coast. That was the email in May with the “meet at the usual place” message.
The other address was more intriguing, from inside France, a village near the Italian border, north of Nice. It was remote up there, full of hermits and smugglers. The Internet café was a single terminal in the back of a convenience store, known to authorities as a useful spot for criminal activity.
“What about the message itself? Any ideas?” she asked.
“Pastis? The drink of course but also the name of bistros, hotels, and cafés.”
“Is there one near there?”
“In fact, in Nice there are three. Café Pastis, Bistro Pastis, and outside, in an old chateau in the hillside, Hotel Pastis.”
“So they met in Nice. Maybe.”
“Could be. But not much of a trail there.”
“If Gillian is in Nice. . .”
“Maybe. For one day. Could have been a week ago.”
Merle sighed. “I have to find her, Pascal.”
“Does she use a credit card?”
“Maybe. But I—wait, I have her cell number.” She searched through her phone and found Gillian’s number that Francie had called. “She didn’t answer and it sounded like she may have it turned off.”
“We will track her. She will turn it on.” His voice lowered. “I don’t like you there alone, blackbird.”
“Albert is here.”
“Very comforting. He can poke them with his epée.” He sighed. “I cannot leave here now. Maybe in one day, or two. Come to me, chérie. You should not be alone.”
“I’m all right, Pascal. I saw the gendarme on the street earlier.”
“And your boyfriend? Is he with you?”
“No. He has an ankle bracelet so he doesn’t wander.”
“Perfect. Come to me and he cannot follow.”
She promised to think about it. She couldn’t really plan anything, could she? Not with Francie’s fate in the balance. She set down her phone and watched Albert snore. When the knock came on the door, she almost jumped out of the chair. Albert woke with a start, his book dropping to the floor.
“Quoi? Qui est là?”
Merle put a finger to her lips. Another knock. Then the scratch of wood. She saw the paper being pushed through the crack in the shutters. Merle realized they could see her easily in the light, though she couldn’t see them. She ran up the stairs, opening the window over the door. As she eased the shutters open, she saw the top of a head, a man in a dark cap. His face was hidden by the brim. He stood at the shutters, peering inside, then looked around, dried his palms on his pants, and ran down rue de Poitiers into the darkness. No sign of the gendarme in any direction.
Downstairs, Albert stood unsteadily in front of the settee, his glasses askew. Merle went to the door. She scooped up the note and relocked the door. Under the floor lamp by the settee, she smoothed the paper against the cushion.
“What does it say? Is your sister all right?” Albert whispered.
 
Bring the dog to Montpellier in two days.
We will tell you where tomorrow.
 
“Montpellier?” Merle repeated.
“It is to the south some ways. On the Mediterranean.”
“Yes, I—Where is Francie?” She wrapped her arms around her sides, tightening against her ribs. She felt in danger of flying into pieces. “Why haven’t they said anything about her?”
“We should talk to Monsieur le Gendarme. He will know what to do.” Albert had more faith in gendarmes than anyone.
Merle grabbed her phone. “I’ll call Pascal.” She stopped. “Wait. Did they leave you a note?” They hurried out through the garden, the alley, both gates. Inside Albert’s yard the sweet smell of ripening plums was thick on the night air. He opened his back door and led her through to the front, where he’d found the other note.
Unlike hers, his door shutters fit perfectly together with no cracks. “It wasn’t until I unlocked the shutters that I found it on the street.” He fiddled with his padlock and there it was, wedged by a hinge.
“Lock up,” Merle reminded him. They walked back to his kitchen table and examined the note under the light.
“It’s the same,” Merle said. At least they didn’t mention killing anyone.
“They must know we don’t have the dog,” Albert said, frowning at the scribbles.
“They’re counting on us to find her.” She turned to the priest. “And we will.”
Albert let Merle out his back gate, watching the alley as she went through into her garden. “Bon soir, Albert,” she called over the wall.
“Bon soir, Merle.” His gentle voice floated on the breeze. She locked the doors tight and stood in the silent house. Again she thought she didn’t like being alone here. She wanted to go to Pascal. But Francie. Where were they holding her? Was it close by? They were here in Malcouziac. Why make the exchange in Montpellier?
Two men, the gendarme LaFleur had said, held the dog owner and his wife at their farmhouse. These guys must be scary in some way, threatening, violent. They had weapons or were cruel with their fists. By their notes though, not educated. Some kind of demands must be on them. Why else would they kidnap a woman just to get a dog? A very expensive dog but still, not worth a human life. Maybe that wasn’t the way they looked at it. The dog owner may recover or not.
Merle sat down at the table, stared at the cold fireplace, and tried to reason like the kidnappers. They want the reward money. They needed the dog. They go to the owner’s house, hold him against his will, waiting for a call about the dog’s whereabouts—so they can return the dog to the owner for the reward? That made no sense. They are burned at the owner now. He knows who they are. Unless they got a third party to return the dog, get the reward, and give it to them. Would the third party be Francie?
There had to be something simpler than this. Was money not their object at all? If they didn’t want the reward, they must be selling the dog to someone. Maybe Aurore was worth much more to a truffle hunter.
Merle sighed, glancing at her watch. It was nearly one but Pascal answered. “They were here. One guy, with a note. Same note at my house and at Albert’s. The gendarme disappeared.”
“Did you get a look at him?”
“It was too dark.”
“Read it to me.”
She read the short sentences. “Why Montpellier?”
“It is a city. Easier to approach unseen in a crowd. Maybe they plan an escape by sea.” He paused. “I am near there. Come, blackbird.”
“I have to wait for instructions. I have to be here tomorrow night.”
“Albert will get a note. He will call you. Chérie, these are criminals. Stupid, dumb dog thieves perhaps, but without a conscience or they wouldn’t have beaten that old man and taken your sister. I have called the gendarmerie in St. Paul, where the dog owner lives. The old man is still unconscious. But the wife has given them good descriptions and an artist is working on sketches.”
“And then what?”
“Then the heat comes down on them. The sketches go out to every village, every city. All the gendarmes in the area will be watching for them. Police will be looking for them. And they become much more desperate.”
“Jesus Mary,” Merle whispered.
“Come here, blackbird. Pack your suitcase right now and get in the car.”
Merle sank to a chair, her head in her hands. “It’s so late, Pascal.”
“You are right, you need a clear head. Get up with the birds. I will text you directions. Promise me, blackbird. Promise you will come in the morning.”



 
 

 
The route Pascal had chosen through the hills of southwest France, stony and barren and sometimes impenetrable, could best be described as “scenic.” Avoiding Toulouse and the highways, he’d mapped a back roads trail. Across into the Quercy and through many Cahors roundabouts, it wound along the Lot River. Slow going, with tiny villages, but picturesque with arched bridges and crumbling yellow stone and mossy tile. From there, she plunged away from civilization into a Parc Naturel full of pine trees and a place for “Le Camping.” There was plenty of time to worry as the morning sun glinted off the lazy river and shot through the pines.
She slept for three hours. After Pascal hung up, Merle found Jonathan had sent Francie another email. No news to report, just a friendly missive. Something about it, about the Francie everyone liked, the one admired for her beauty and wit, almost broke Merle’s heart. She’d too often dismissed Francie because she was pretty and flaunted it. She was more than pretty, she was a knock-out. Was she jealous of Francie? She was much younger and always would be, and it was hard to hold her beauty against her. It was amazing she hadn’t remarried after the airline pilot fiasco. Men swarmed around her but no one was special enough to snag her. That model from last year, the pretty boy—she’d tossed him aside after a few months.
At two a.m., Merle realized she hadn’t found Francie’s cell phone. Did she still have it? Merle pawed frantically through her sister’s suitcase. The phone was tucked into a side pocket. Three new text messages: a general hello from their mother, one from the law firm okaying her for sick leave, and one from somebody named Jason: hey, babe, what’s shaking, sweet cheeks? Francie’s text from Toulouse was her last.
At three, Merle wrote Albert a note, explaining she was going to find her sister. She asked him to get help from the gendarme if he felt anxious and to please consider going to his brother’s house. Before she left, she would slip it into his door. Then she’d climbed the stairs and attempted sleep. She lay on the bed, watching the moonlight on the bedroom ceiling, every muscle tense, her head pounding. An owl in a faraway tree hooted.
What the hell was she doing here in France? This was supposed to be a fun sister trip. It was, for a while, before it all came crashing down.
She got up and called Annie again. Still no answer. She left a message this time. “Call me.”
Now, on the road, driving was at least action, forward movement. The landscape flattened out east of the pine forests heading into Rodez. Cow pastures, horses, and vineyards filled the fertile land between the hills. She stopped for gas and coffee in Rodez on Avenue de Montpellier, overlooking the river. She drove southeast through another forest, a park, then more hills. The Peugeot chugged along as she merged onto the toll road near Millau, the espresso keeping her awake.
She reached the outskirts of Montpellier and pulled over to call Pascal. She could hear the relief in his voice as he gave her directions to a hotel near the center of town.
The moist Mediterranean air warmed her face. Montpellier was a big city, almost as large as Toulouse but prettier with palm trees and the smell of the sea. She got lost inside the city twice then there was Pascal, waiting on the sidewalk.
“What does this dog look like?” Pascal asked as they settled in their chairs for lunch. The bistro was in the old part of Montpellier near a large, open plaza. Merle felt the coffee buzz drain away and munched on her third piece of bread. He said, “Maybe we can find a similar one.”
He hadn’t been able to get any more information about Gillian’s whereabouts or the kidnappers from the various agencies. The sketches hadn’t come in yet.
“A wavy coat like a poodle. Smallish, maybe eighteen or twenty inches. A little curly hair on the face and head. Brown and white,” Merle said.
“Have they seen it, these thieves?”
“The photograph in the newspaper and on the reward poster.”
Pascal sat back in his chair. “I wonder.”
“What?”
“Someone snatched the dog, right? Took it from its cage. Who do you suppose did that?”
She squinted, putting it together. “Same two?”
He shrugged and drank some wine. He wore an actual white dress shirt with his collar open, with black slacks, a black leather sports jacket, and cowboy boots. This was as dressed up as she’d seen him. He must have some high-level official business here. And yet he was at lunch, with her.
He twirled his fork. “I’m thinking they are clowns, right? But they manage to get the dog from the owner’s kennel. Put it in their car or whatever. Then, somehow, the dog escapes.”
“After they take out the ID chip. Did I tell you that? The vet thinks that’s what her injury was.”
“Okay. Then the dog runs off and they are in big trouble with whoever they are stealing the dog for. If that is right, they have seen this dog. They know the dog. It would be hard to fool them with another.”
“You think it was a contract thing?”
“Without a doubt. Some trufflier saw that article and needed a new dog. The truffle business is very—” He made a slashing motion across his neck.
“Cut-throat.” Merle shivered, thinking of Francie. Their lunch came, chicken with haricots verts for him and steak frites for her. Despite her nerves, Merle attacked her meal, ravenous. Even Pascal was impressed. “Poor starving American. It is good you have someone to buy you meals, penniless gypsy.”
He had to go to work. He gave her his hotel key, told her to make herself at home. It was a small family-run hotel on a narrow side street in the Vieux Ville. The old town was all walking streets, cobblestones wheeling out from the plaza. She carried her small bag from a community parking lot three blocks away and slipped up the stairs to the third floor of the hotel.
Pascal’s room was utilitarian and plain, a threadbare blue spread over the blankets on the small double bed, a cramped bathroom, and a table with one chair in the corner. Merle spread out her laptop, the iPad, and her notes on the table. She took out her phone and called Albert.
“Mon Dieu,
je suis
très inquiet!” His English was failing him, that’s how upset she’d made him. “I do not see the note until after I am at your house for long minutes, knocking, thinking you too have been taken by the bad men.”
“I’m sorry to worry you, Albert. I had to leave very early or I would have called. I’m safe, and I want you to be extra careful. Can you please consider going to visit your brother tomorrow?”
“I am just an old man. I know nothing about this business.”
“But these men don’t know that, so be careful. They should leave you another note tonight. Call me when you get it, all right?”
He agreed, calm now. He had fencing practice with his summer club again—all week. He couldn’t leave. She gave him the hotel’s phone number in case her cell phone didn’t work. He muttered a little, scolding her again for frightening him, and hung up.
Pascal had told her they would need to involve the Policier Nationale very soon. A kidnapping was serious business and they couldn’t handle it themselves. As an officer, he had some discretion but the time would probably come as soon as they found out the rendezvous point.
Merle stared at the cobweb in the corner of the ceiling. She didn’t want to involve the police. She couldn’t explain it really, just that her experiences in that department didn’t inspire confidence. The longer Francie was held, the less the chance they would find her, or find her in good shape. If the police got involved, everything would slow down. It just made sense to Merle: leave the cops out of it. One more day and they’d know where the exchange point was. Francie would be there and Merle would get her sister back. She had to.
In the meantime she would search for Gillian. She opened Francie’s email again. Jonathan had written again.
 
Ms. Bennett. I heard you’re sick. I hope it’s just that “French Flu” you hear about when people go to Paris and don’t want to come home. I found one more email. It was in Gillian’s spam folder.
 
Merle downloaded it. It was again from a strange IP address and in French.
 
‘Votre reservation est confirmée. Nous vous accueillerons le jeudi 27 Juin, pour deux nuits. Merci de votre visite.’
 
Gillian had made a reservation somewhere in France for two nights, last week. Merle read it over three times, wondering why the hotel name wasn’t listed. Had Gillian scrubbed it somehow? Had she meant to delete it and it ended up in spam? Merle forwarded it to Pascal, asking for another Internet Provider search.
This was the first solid lead since Gillian turned in the rental car in Toulouse. Someone had written to her from near Nice, but had she actually gone there? Merle did a Google search for “hotel pastis” and up came dozens of hits, chief among them the Peter Mayle novel and a ritzy joint in St. Tropez. She searched for “café pastis” and again, hundreds of mentions of the concoction on menus popped up.
Maybe it was a clue, not a place. Somewhere they’d met for a pastis, that foul-tasting anise drink, milky green and only palatable when watered down massively. Merle had one, and only one, years before. But the French loved them, especially in the south.
If it was a clue, it was useless to her. Merle stared at her notes then dialed the Hotel Pastis in St. Tropez. Putting on her best sweet-sounding voice, she tried to wrangle some information out of a clerk who sounded like she was born with a posh spoon up her ass. Client visits are “utterly” confidential.
Merle kept at it, searching the Internet and Gillian’s emails until exhaustion and the sun in the west window warming the room caught up with her and she curled into a dead sleep on the bed.
Dinner was late at an inexpensive bistro. Merle insisted on paying, she told Pascal upfront. He was offended, she could tell. But she wasn’t a penniless gypsy or a kept woman. She squeezed his knee between courses, making him forget to be angry. She kept her phone on the table until Pascal recommended putting it in her pocket. The waiter was disapproving. But Albert didn’t call before they walked back to the hotel through narrow streets in the glow of streetlights.
In the room she turned to Pascal. “I’m sorry this isn’t Périgueux again,” she said. “Not as much fun.”
He kissed her and said, “We will always have Périgueux.”
She smiled. “Such a romantic.”
“I am French. We invented it.”
He was back in his uniform, black T-shirt, jeans, and motorcycle jacket. She buried her nose in the leather of the collar, smelling him, memorizing it for the long winter ahead. She didn’t want to think about winter or home. But she was practical. It would come; she would go home. With Francie. Definitely with Francie.
They were standing there, arms around each other, nuzzling and making wishes, when the call came. Merle jumped, pulled her phone from her pocket. “Albert?”
“Oui, c’est moi. I am okay.” His voice was shaky.
“Did something happen?”
“I must tell you, c’est vrai?
D’accord. I am walking home from dinner with Father Cyril. He has a room in the back of the church now.” There was the sound of a cork popping and the glug of liquid being poured.
“Albert? What happened?”
“Pardon. I need some wine to calm down. So, I am walking by your rue and a man runs around the corner and knocks me down. L’heurt.
Boom. He spins away, disappears down the street.”
“Oh my god. Are you all right?” Last year’s attack, the gash on his head, came flashing back.
“Oui, oui. I land on my derriere. Quite a large target. No harm done. Just the pride.”
“I’m glad you’re okay.” Merle raised her eyebrows at Pascal. “Did you find a note in your door?”
“I dust myself off and walk home. And voilà, in the crack of the shutters, the letter. I will read it to you. ‘Meet at the center of the Polygone, 1800 hours, tomorrow. Bring the dog.’”
“I need to get a pen, Albert.” Pascal handed her a pen as she grabbed her notebook on the table. “Can you read it again please? Slowly. And spell that place.”
She wrote it carefully, then read it back to him. She spelled back “Polygone,” pronounced like “polygon” but French: po-lee-gawn. Albert added, “I am now thinking it is a good idea to visit my brother, Jean-Paul.”
“Yes, Albert, please go. Fencing can wait. Be safe.” She thanked him and turned off the phone.
Pascal was frowning at her notebook. “The Polygone is a grand hall for shopping. What do you call them in America?”
“Shopping mall?”
“Yes. Very busy that time of day.”
“Where is it?”
“About five blocks from here in the center of town.” He looked very serious. “It is time, chérie. We must bring in the troops.”



 
 

 
From the first meeting early the next morning in the Police Nationale offices in a large, government complex on rue de la Vielle Poste, Merle felt a sense of foreboding. This would not end well. Pascal, a loner, was now a cog in a task force for major crimes. He had come here to investigate some huge winery in the Languedoc that was suspected of mixing cheap Chilean wine in its Vin du Pays d’Oc, the usual scam. Now he was reassigned temporarily to the task force but in an adjunct capacity, translating when necessary, a minion. A burly man in a navy uniform with a chest full of medals asked her for all the ransom notes, the details of the dog, her sisters’ information, Gillian’s information, her disappearance with the dog. Everything she had, which wasn’t that much.
There were sour faces all around the table in the lofty conference room when they realized that days had passed since the first ransom note. A curse, a brisk rebuke. She told them about the call to the gendarme at the dog owner’s home. This caused a riffle of excitement and indignation, running around, phone calls. It was a long day. By three in the afternoon, she was dismissed, told to stay in her hotel room. Grave and silent, Pascal found her a taxi. In the cab she texted him.
 
I will be at the Polygone when it goes down.
You don’t have to tell them but I will be there
 
She shut off her phone angrily. This was her sister. How dare they shuffle her off with a pat on the head? The cab let her off near the hotel. She found a café and ordered a coffee and a salad. Visions of a SWAT team and very large weapons swam in her head. How were they going to trick them? No one knew what the men looked like unless those sketches had finally arrived. Would a rough sketch be enough to recognize someone in a large, moving crowd? They could have changed their appearances, cut their hair, shaved mustaches. They could use a third party; who knew how many were in the gang. Pascal doubted they would bring Francie to the shopping mall. It was too risky. So how would they find her? He guessed there would be another note, directions to where she was hidden after they took off with the dog. They would get instructions when they passed off the dog.
But there was no dog. Merle’s stomach hurt. She had told the police that the thieves knew this dog, that no substitute would work. She ate quickly and went back to the hotel, staring at the ceiling from the bed, checking her watch. The limbo was excruciating. Being swept aside from her own sister’s fate made her feel helpless and sad. Where are you, Francie? Balling her fists against her eyes, trying to block the visions she kept seeing, she felt so frustrated. She lay there trying to force out a few tears for the entire situation.
But this wasn’t the time for crying.
The Polygone was huge, an American-style indoor mall, unlike any she’d seen in France. One end was modern, with an arched glass roof, not far from the Old Town. At five-thirty Merle watched people stream in and out then headed around the building to find another entrance. The opposite side was built with Greek touches, a pediment, arched windows, trailing vines, very dramatic.
The effect was a massive pagan temple for the worship of perfume and haute couture if a look inside the Galeries Lafayette was a clue. Bustling with clerks and shoppers, it smelled like a field of sweet flowers. Merle’s eyes burned a little as she wound through the sample counters of the huge department store to the mall entrance.
Where was the center of this monstrosity? A polygone had many sides, right? If this was one end then the center would be forward.
The mall had several levels of shops like any self-respecting suburban American mall. Lines of boutiques, some brands she recognized, others new to her, strung along the balconies as she peered up. Escalators connected the floors at intervals down the shiny hallways.
Merle checked her watch. She expected to see cops by now. She stopped at a jewelry store window to watch the traffic for single men. Most young men had their arms around women, or traveled in packs. Solitary men were rare. One passed with a small red shopping bag. Would the kidnappers use a bag like that to hand over the directions to Francie? He kept moving into the crowd. Another man dressed in a smart suit walked by, heels tapping on the marble floor. Too spiff to be a cop.
She continued down the ground level of the mall, pretending to window shop. At the far end, escalators brought shoppers down from the other entrance, the one with the glass roof. She dawdled down the opposite side. The grocery market was there, the Monoprix. It was stuffed with people, coming and going, with string bags full of dinner ingredients, wine, towels, plants, bread, shirts, cakes. She watched the action for a minute, fascinated, then pushed through the throng.
On the other side of the crowd she paused, trying to gauge where the center of the mall would be, when she saw Pascal on a top balcony with cell phone to his ear. She stepped out of his line of sight, behind a large potted tree.
This must be the center. Behind her was a clothing store for teenagers, bright colors, T-shirts. She eased into their doorway but immediately had to move to let a group of girls inside. She walked on to the next boutique, a men’s store full of ties and shirts. She looked back, trying to spot the police. Where were they? A man in a baseball cap leaned out from behind the escalator, talking on his phone: definitely a cop. In the corner of her eye she saw a women’s store directly across the hall. Turning on her heel, she made a beeline for it like a woman on a mission.
The windows of the shop were full of mannequins in various stages of undress, in panties and bras, slacks halfway down, breasts exposed. The reflection in the windows served as a mirror. Five minutes until six. Her pulse quickened. She pulled out her cell phone and checked for a message from Pascal. Nothing.
A yipping sound, a dog barking, came from somewhere behind her. She turned, looking for a dog. Just shoppers, feet shuffling, bags rubbing, laughter, far away music. She looked right, down the row of storefronts. Several stores down a woman stood alone. She wore a long blue skirt that hit her shins, a baggy, beige sweater, and red tennis shoes with anklets. Her hair was an unnatural shade of honey in a straight, blunt cut. She was thin, mousy, the kind of woman who didn’t want to attract attention, nervous, eyes darting around. She spotted Merle and looked away. Merle put her eyes forward, into the store. When she looked back, the woman was gone.
Merle followed two women into the store. They were chatting in French. She gave her standard “bonjour” to a clerk then positioned herself behind a rack of blouses where she had a good view of the central walkway.
Her phone rang. It was 5:59. She considered ignoring it, but a woman next to her smiled and said something. Merle pulled it from her pocket. It was James.
She hadn’t told him she was leaving town. If there was one thing she would change about this trip, it would be a toss-up between leaving Gillian or James at home. No, that couldn’t be true. No Gillian would mean Francie wouldn’t have been kidnapped. James was just a pest.
“James, how are you?”
The French woman’s eyebrows went up: Ah, American. Merle shrugged: sorry.
“Where are you, Merle? I’ve been over to your house twice.”
“Something came up. What’s going on?” The clerk gave her a dirty look. Merle stepped out into the hall, phone to her ear.
“I called that criminal attorney you recommended and he’s going to take my case.”
“Well, that’s good news. You can get rid of Redier.”
Something was happening under the escalators. Merle could see several sets of legs. But the center was still vacant, the occasional solitary shopper intent on getting home to dinner. A glow from the late afternoon sun hit the high windows, setting them aflame.
James was talking about his case, his prospects, his witnesses. Merle half-listened. “Uh-huh. Right.” Then, there was the dog yipping again. She whipped her head right, then left. “Can I call you later? Bye, James.” Where was that dog?
Out of the crowd the mousy woman in the long skirt strolled toward a metal bench in the center, a bundle now under her arm. Covered with a dark brown towel or blanket, it was roundish and oblong. Was this part of the game plan? In her other arm she held a large market basket which she set down on the bench. Gently she transferred her bundle into the basket and bent down to talk to it. She patted it. After a moment there was the barking again and the woman patted the bundle once more. She straightened and looked around, clutching a small purse strapped to her shoulder.
Minutes passed. The woman soothed her bundle multiple times, the barking came and went. If she had to guess, Merle would say it was a recording; it had a repetitive, mechanical sound—great if the kidnappers are idiots and they don’t actually check if that’s a real dog in there. Merle covered her mouth to keep from groaning. This was idiocy.
She wandered down the storefronts, feeling the weight of waiting. Awful thing, time. Why had she ever thought she could tame it? When things were going well, it went too fast, like when children were growing, or vacation days, nights with Pascal. She felt a visceral ache, a longing. Pascal. She took a breath and let it out. Not now. Francie was the one she was searching for, the one who was lost. The one she waited for in this temple of consumption.
Across from the Monoprix again, Merle decided to mingle in the crowds outside the big green doors. As she walked toward the doors, an older couple was exiting. He had the groceries, she had the dog, a little purse dog, white and fluffy. It wriggled in her arms and she was scolding it. “Tranquille, mon trésor!”
They were a good distraction. Merle turned and stepped in behind them. Over their shoulders she could see the woman with the bundle and beyond her the men under the escalators. She glanced up to see two other cops trying to act nonchalant one level up. She craned her neck, looking for Pascal and walked smack into the woman, startling everyone including the little dog, who started to yap wildly at her. The man with the bags began to shout at the woman and the dog, perhaps at Merle, obviously losing all patience. The woman, who had that fake orange hair the French love and wore an expensive cream-colored suit, tried to calm her pet. She succeeded in getting hysterical herself.
In the commotion the dog leapt from her arms, landing with a smack and a squeak on the marble, skittering with sharp nails as he got his footing. A blue rhinestone leash trailed as he barked madly, celebrating his freedom, heading south.
The woman began to squeal. The man, dressed in a suit and tie, threw down his groceries and took off after the beast. Merle stood there stunned, trying to think of something to say in French that would be helpful. Was this part of the police charade? If so it was spectacular. The man skidded as he turned and fell to his knees, cursing.
The little dog emerged on the opposite side of the center court, stopping to pant and look around, his little pink tongue hanging out. The bundle on the metal bench began to bark as if on cue. The white dog perked up his ears and took up the call, yapping as he scurried toward the bench. In a gymnastic leap into the air that caused the woman with the honey-colored hair to jump backward in fright, the dog pounced on the market basket. They rolled sideways off the bench onto the floor, the white dog on attack. Into the basket he went, pawing, snarling, biting at the bundle, barking like the little mad thing he was. He pulled the bundle out with his teeth, whipping it back and forth, then tossed it aside and went back into the basket for more.
Merle put a hand over her mouth. Laughing or crying, both were out of the question. She glanced under the escalator—empty. Likewise the balcony. The man arrived, red in the face, and pulled the dog out of the basket. It twisted and snapped as he handed the animal to his wife. On the floor by the basket lay an orange stuffed rabbit, some wiring and electronics, and a brown blanket. The woman had vanished.
Merle backed away from the scene, now circled by shoppers shaking their heads. She stepped behind the first row of onlookers, hoping the cops hadn’t seen her. Did she cause the exchange to fail by bumping into the old couple? Had the kidnappers even showed? Were they here right now? She looked at the shoppers frantically. They all seemed to be carrying bags of groceries or clothes or toiletries, smiling and congenial, enjoying the show.
Inside the Monoprix she tried to calm down. She bought a bottle of white wine, some goat cheese with a blue rind, the kind Francie liked, some hummus and raw carrots, and a baguette. Her hands shook as she got money out of her purse. She dropped some coins and said she was sorry once too often.
In the mall again, the crowd was gone, as was the basket and toy rabbit. Merle sighed. Don’t give up, Francie. Never give up



 
 

 
Gianluca Gribaudi had hoped it wouldn’t come to this. The Italian trufflier had made up his mind that day when Bettina refused to accept his help with the dog. He had been so kind, so generous, and she disrespected him yet again. She was an old woman; she had no business hanging onto her land and distribution connections. If she had been nicer to him, had told him the truth, he could have helped her. But now, it was all for his own famiglia.
One of his own workers had told him about Hector and Milo. There are no secrets in the Piedmont. At first Gianluca thought he might dispatch his son to bring the dog back, but the boy was busy in the city. The young people rarely wanted to help with the business any more. So off he went. It didn’t take long to find two idiot Italians looking for a dog, not with the reward posted everywhere.
But now, in the stone barn high in the hills overlooking Montpellier, he listened to Hector’s excuses and grew angrier by the minute. Milo came out of the back room once used for hay storage where the girl was confined. He had taken her some dinner: sausage and bread. And wine, Gianluca saw, frowning. The man made himself ridiculous, the way he fawned over the pretty American.
But now Hector was finishing his sorry tale. “The police were everywhere. I could see them, talking on their phones, all over the shopping center. They think I am stupid but I see them. I have a nose for polizia. The old man, that priest, must have called them. I told him no flics but he must have called.”
“And the dog? Was the dog there?”
“There was a dog all right. But not our dog. They tried to trick me. Then another dog ran up and upset the basket with the animal sounds. No, no truffle dog. No Aurore.” He sobered, seeing the scowl on Gianluca’s face. “I am sorry, signore.”
Gianluca’s temper was rising to a boil. He lashed out, smacking Hector hard across the face. “Idiot. You are worthless!” Hector took a step back and opened his mouth to speak but Gianluca slapped him again. “You will get the priest and bring him here. He has ruined everything for us. We will make him pay.”
“Sì, signore.” Hector fished the keys to the truck out of his pocket. His cheeks glowed.
Milo stood hunched in a corner, trying to be inconspicuous. Gianluca glared at him through slitted eyes. “Are you giving her a five course meal?”
“No, signore, only sausage and roll.” He still held the unlabeled wine bottle by the neck. “And a small sip of wine so she can sleep. She says she is awake all night on the straw mattress.”
“It will not kill her to stay awake,” Gianluca growled. Hector remained frozen in place. “What are you waiting for? Go get the priest.”
Hector shuffled out the door. They heard the truck’s engine turn over. Gianluca pulled out a wooden chair and sat down. He wore peasant clothes and they itched, the baggy pants now dirty. The woman called out and Milo straightened, at the ready. He glanced at Gianluca. “Go see what she wants.”
Taking the woman was a mistake, he saw that now. It seemed simple at first, based on Hector’s tale. He couldn’t put his finger on what went wrong except the American was not what he expected. She was pretty with large bosoms and a mouth that wouldn’t stop. His wife was the same way, talk, talk. Luckily, he couldn’t understand the American. If she would just be quiet, he could show her some of his special Italian hospitality. The thought was there but he wasn’t sure the will was. Slapping her was easier than fighting her with his cock. It would be nice to put her in her place, but he had bigger problems. He had to figure this out or lose his land. He didn’t need distractions like that.
Milo came out of the room with the empty plate, poured a glass of water, and went back. The woman was tied to the bed, she wasn’t going anywhere. It had been four days with her. Too long. Gianluca was tired and surrounded by stupidos.
He went to the doorway. Milo stood next to the bed, watching her drink the water, a simple-minded pleasure on his face. The woman was disheveled, her hair tangled. She stared at Gianluca as she sipped slowly. As she handed the empty glass to Milo, she smiled at him. “Grazie, Milo.” She looked at Gianluca in the doorway. “And fuck you, signore.” She smiled sweetly as she said it.
His English was bad but he knew what she said. His temper spiked again. He took a step toward her. He needed his anger now, he was so tired. He hadn’t slept either. But she couldn’t speak to him that way. He raised a hand and she scuttled back onto the bed as far as she could with her ankle rope. He roared at her, raised his hand higher, just to see her cower and shiver. He wanted her to beg forgiveness, to take back what she said. But there was defiance in her eye.
He slapped her, not as hard as he’d slapped Hector, but enough to make her cry out in pain. Milo squirmed, backing away. The woman began to speak then closed her mouth, her lips tight against her teeth. A spot of blood formed on her bottom lip.
Gianluca felt his anger dim. He had hurt her, frightened her. This was good. But it would not help find the dog. He hoped that she would know where the dog was hidden, but so far they’d gotten nothing from her. He told Milo to get out, backed away himself, giving her one last disdainful glare before locking her in for the night. He had made up his mind.
He must call for an enforcer from home.



 
 

 
Pascal didn’t return to the hotel that night. Merle stayed up until one, watching the moon shadows creep down the street. At ten he had texted a cryptic “working late” but nothing more. He didn’t owe her an explanation. He didn’t owe her anything. She had eaten the food from the grocery store and worked on the iPad for hours, then crawled under the covers, defeated.
She was packed, standing at the door at seven-thirty when it opened. Pascal looked tired, drawn, and a bit surprised to see a woman in his room.
“I was just going,” she said.
“To breakfast? Wait for me to shower.” He looked at her bag. “Can you wait?”
She nodded and sat down again at the table. There were things she couldn’t do, like trace IP addresses and phone numbers. Otherwise, the police were bungling it, in her opinion. That mechanical barking and bunny rabbit? It was so stupid it infuriated her. But she would keep her opinions to herself for now.
Pascal came out of the bath and dressed quickly. He towel-dried his hair and was ready in ten minutes, waving her out the door and down the stairs. At the same café where she’d had lunch the day before, he ordered them coffees and omelets. Merle set her bag on the floor under her chair, waiting for him to speak.
The coffees arrived, café au lait for her and a double espresso for him. He tested it then downed it in one gulp.
“We have been out all night, looking for her,” he said, his voice raw. “We got a hit on a traffic camera but only a partial number.”
“What kind of car?”
“A camionette, a small farm truck.”
“Where did it go?”
He shrugged. “We lost it. They must be somewhere close by. We looked in the hills. Everywhere within a fifty-kilometer radius.”
She sighed. It wasn’t his fault the brass pinned their hopes on a mechanical rabbit. “What now?”
“Keep searching. Have they contacted you again?”
“Albert hasn’t called.”
“You should go home then. Wait for them to contact you again.”
She frowned at her omelet. She wasn’t hungry enough for a five-egger, today or ever. Hadn’t he begged her to come here? Said it was dangerous at home by herself? But she wouldn’t argue. She pulled out Francie’s iPad. “I sent you this email yesterday. It’s another IP address we could trace. From Gillian’s email.”
He pulled out his phone. “I sent it in.” He scrolled through messages. “It is a small hotel, a gîte, outside of St-Émilion. Close to Bordeaux.”
“I know it. Famous wine.”
“It’s called La Rosette.” He looked up. “You will call there?”
“Or you can.”
“I will do it. Please, the best thing is to go home and wait for communication from the kidnappers.” She nodded, biting her lips. He pushed away his plate and wiped his mouth. “I must go. We will find her, Merle.”
She blinked then, feeling the emotion, the strain of the last few days, rise to her cheeks. He stood up and touched her shoulder. “Go home, blackbird. I will call you.”
She retraced her route across the hills and mountains to the Dordogne, wondering at every turn if Francie was somewhere nearby. It was an awful feeling, this helplessness, this knowing that someone you love is possibly hurt and afraid and you aren’t there. The omelet churned in her stomach, and high on a mountain, Merle got out of the car and tried to vomit. Instead the pine scent cleared her head. Anxiety would not help her find Francie.
Soldier on, Merdle. If only her brave sisters were here to help.
She reached Malcouziac by one in the afternoon and unlocked the house, looking for notes. The one with the instructions for the exchange at the shopping mall was the only one on her doorstep. Upstairs she packed more clothes into her case, throwing the dirty ones on the bed, and grabbed water and cheese and grapes from the refrigerator. Her car packed again, she drove around the block to Albert’s.
He didn’t answer the knock. She walked down to Josephine’s. The old woman came to the door dressed to the nines as usual: white hair coiffed, necklace sparkling, in a melon-colored skirt and blouse. “Madame Bennett, bonjour, bonjour,” she said, smiling.
Merle gave a hasty greeting. “I’m sorry, I’m in a rush. Have you seen Père Albert?”
“Oui. He gave me some plums. He said he was leaving for some days to visit his brother.”
Merle gave a sigh of relief and thanked her, excusing herself for not coming in. She backed the Peugeot down to the main street and headed west, toward St-Émilion.
La Rosette was a small bed-and-breakfast with four rooms in a renovated stable. It sat on a winding country road surrounded by vineyards. St-Émilion was clustered on a hill and famously picturesque but Merle had no desire to see it. She pulled off the lane, blocking the driveway, and knocked on the green door of the one-story stucco house. A boy of ten or so answered the door, looked at her, and called for his mother.
Maman was a plump, cheerful blonde, wiping her hands on a towel. “Bonjour.”
Merle pulled the photo of Gillian out of her bag and explained she was looking for this woman. “She has this dog with her. I believe she stayed here last week.”
The woman frowned at the photo then her face cleared. “Ah, oui, bien sûr. The police have just called about her. You are police?”
“No. I’m working with them to find this woman.”
“I tell the police she is here just one night. She pays for two but pfft. Gone.”
“Did she say where she was going?”
“She speaks no French.” The woman rubbed her dish towel on her chin. “She is American, yes? Like you? She is your friend?”
“She was staying at my house in Malcouziac when she disappeared. We’re worried about her.”
“The little dog was adorable. My son, Paul, he wanted to keep it.” She called to the boy. He reappeared. Tousling his brown hair, she asked him if he remembered the dog from last week and the woman, the dog’s owner. He nodded. Maman asked him if the woman said where she was going.
“L’Italienne?” he asked.
“No, Paul, the American,” his mother said. “With the dog.”
His small brown eyebrows crimped. “She was Italian. I heard her talking on the phone.”
Merle showed him the photo. “This woman?” He nodded. The mother asked him again about the Italian. He was adamant.
Merle spoke in English then, “You know English?”
“And a little Italian,” Paul said in English. “I am eleven years old.” His accent was strong but he knew the language. “Elle parlait l’italien.”
His mother shrugged. “He is a smart boy, my Paul. He knows a little German too.”
“Did you understand what she said, Paul?” Merle asked.
He shook his head. Merle asked if anyone else who worked there might have overheard Gillian. Maman said they were a small operation, no one besides the family, and her husband worked in town. Paul wriggled away. “Do you have a registration book?”
The woman waved her into the foyer. She opened a drawer in a buffet cabinet and pulled out a red notebook. “Here: Florence Jersey. États-Unis. She paid for two nights, in euros.”
A scrabbly signature. Someone had printed the name next to it, presumably when Gillian made the reservation. She had used a false name. Merle shouldn’t have been surprised. Hotels might require a look at your passport in Europe, but these small family-run businesses probably didn’t.
“Did she show you identification?” Merle asked.
“I think so.” She squinted at the writing. “Paul might have checked her in.”
Back in her car, Merle jotted down the name: Florence Jersey. Did it have any significance or was it just something Gillian made up? Was she from New Jersey? Was that going to help find her?
Merle spent the night in an over-priced room in a one-star hotel on the outskirts of St-Émilion with hard beds and scratchy towels. She sent emails to Elise and Annie, asking if they had any more information on Gillian. She said she wasn’t ready to give up.
Her sisters were uncharacteristically silent.



 
 

 
Silent, that is, until 5 a.m.
Merle’s cell phone rang, waking her from a restless sleep on the uncomfortable mattress, dreaming of horrible things being done to Francie. She sat up, glad to be awake. “Annie.”
“Sorry to call so early. What time is it there?”
“You know perfectly well.” Annie never set her watch to local time when she traveled, thinking it would somehow make reentry easier.
She chuckled. “You’re right. Is it light over the rolling hills of the Dordogne?”
“I’m not in Malcouziac. I’m trying to find Gillian. She stayed in a little bed-and-breakfast place near St-Émilion.”
“Interesting. How’d you find that out?” Merle told her about Pascal tracing the IP address. “Wow. Nice to have those resources at your fingertips, so to speak. Is he there?”
“Working in the south, gossip girl. A couple other things have come up. Gillian apparently speaks fluent Italian. Not sure what that means.”
“She does look a little Italian. That thick, dark hair.”
“Sargent isn’t an Italian name, is it?”
“Could have been Anglicized. Sargento?”
“Yeah, okay. That’s probably nothing. She used another name when she checked in. Florence Jersey. Do you think there’s any significance to that?”
“Let me Google it.” A few taps later, she said, “There’s a town called Florence in New Jersey. I thought Gillian was from Colorado. That’s what she told them at the law firm.”
“I don’t believe anything she’s said. Why is there no record of her existence before law school?”
“I wondered that too. I have a friend in Colorado and I pulled a few favors. He called the law school for her background information, said they were considering her for a position. He’s an assistant DA. But they told him it was sealed.”
“What does that mean?”
“A few things spring to mind, he said. She might have a juvenile criminal record and those documents are usually sealed.”
“In her law school application?”
“She might have felt it was necessary to divulge that information. Sometimes they ask. Then she got them to seal it again. So that’s one. The other one is a little hinky but that’s how I roll. What if she’s in witness protection or was before law school?”
Merle blinked, processing that. “Probably a dead end then.”
“Not necessarily. But, yes, difficult. How hard do we want to push this? Talk to Francie about it. Is she still with you?”
“Asleep,” Merle lied. “She agrees with me. Push it all the way. We need to find her. Maybe she’s got some relatives or friends in Europe from her childhood. We can contact them, make sure she’s safe. At least see if she has a connection to this town in New Jersey.”
“What’s she going to do with that damn dog?” Annie asked. “Such a bizarre thing, kidnapping a dog in a foreign country.”
Annie still didn’t know that the dog was a truffle hunter, and very expensive. Merle hesitated, wondering how much she should say. “Listen, I found out that dog is special. There was a reward posted in town for ten-thousand euros for it. It’s apparently sort of famous for truffle hunting.”
“Truffles? That little bitch, no pun intended. She took off with the dog to claim the reward?”
“If she did, she didn’t get it. The dog hasn’t been returned to the owners. Maybe she’s just a dog lover.”
“This is getting too weird.” If she only knew. “Let me look around this New Jersey connection. I’ll call you this evening.”
Merle lay back on the pillow, feeling the soreness of her neck from driving yesterday. She hated lying to Annie. She hated lying in general, but being a lawyer had made her all too practiced at it. She justified it by telling herself that she was saving her sisters—and parents—from undue stress. They would find out about Francie’s ordeal, but only after it was over and from Francie herself, safe and sound at home. They were thousands of miles away. The middle sister was on the ground. The tent pole would take care of this.
The light was creeping around the curtains. Merle opened them then jumped back into bed. A row of geraniums bloomed across the way, blood red in the dawn. She opened her email. Elise had written to ask about Francie.
 
I hope I don’t get it, whatever it is. There was some jack wagon hacking on my flight, spreading germs near and far.
I did a Google search on Gillian and deep inside was a Flickr account, you know, photos. It’s password protected. Jonathan doesn’t have a password. But I know a guy who knows a guy... anyway I will crack into it tomorrow, for sure. A longshot probably. More tomorrow. E.
 
Merle wrote a quick note back to Elise assuring her Francie was fine. More lies, or as they say, well-intentioned pseudo-factoids. But the photos sounded promising. Merle closed her eyes for a minute but her mind was whirling with anxiety. Every day, every night, that Francie wasn’t found was another drop of hope leaking out of the bucket. How did people do this? How did a parent remain sane when their child was kidnapped?
Tristan. Her boy. Merle wrote him a short email, saying she was thinking of him and loved him. She didn’t say she was glad he was safe at home but she was. Yesterday Stasia had written saying all was well and that Tristan and his cousin started computer camp.
Sleep was impossible. The sun crept over the tile roofs, slanting across plazas and whitewashed walls and down the endless rows of grapevines surrounding St-Émilion. Birds swooped, garbage cans rattled. Merle showered and packed. She was on the road home by seven, the sun in her eyes. By nine she was back in her secret garden, watering the pear tree and pretending all was well when someone knocked on the front door.
James and a short blond woman stood outside, behind the glass panes. Merle walked slowly to the door. This must be the ex-wife. She couldn’t remember her name. She pulled herself up to full height, took a big breath, and opened the door.
“Good morning,” Merle said brightly. The woman smiled back, warily. James threw up his hands in exasperation.
“Finally. I’ve been over here a dozen times, Merle. Worried sick.”
“Really? Worried about me?” Nonchalance seemed the way to go.
“Stuff has been happening and you were—wherever you were.” James frowned, smoothing his wrinkled shorts and yellow polo shirt. “This is Christine, my—”
“Ex-wife,” the woman said, smiling, filling in his pause. Dressed in white capri pants and a striped sleeveless top, she looked the suburban mom she was. “You must be the Merle I’ve heard so much about.” She held out her hand. “Nice to finally meet.”
Merle shook her hand, feeling strangely favorable toward his ex. Beneath her cap of blond hair, she had kind, intelligent blue eyes. Merle invited them in, settling them in the garden and busying herself making espresso on the stove. Finally, she brought out a tray of coffee and cream. “No delicious French pastries, I’m afraid.”
“We’ve had our share already,” Christine said, cradling the demitasse cup in her hands. “Stress apparently makes you crave butter.”
They’d met with the new lawyer in Bergerac on Christine’s trip south from Paris. James complained long and loud about the trouble he had getting Michel Redier to let him leave the village for half a day to pick up his ex-wife. They talked in the garden, James back in his rapid, scattershot manner. He described the meeting with the new lawyer, Christine nodding along in supportive blandness.
Merle felt herself drifting off. She had lost interest. If indeed she had ever cared about James and his sleepwalking adventures. What did he expect her to do? He’d gotten himself into this pickle. He was a lawyer and he had a good French one. She just wanted them to leave so she could get on with finding Gillian and Francie. Could the women be together? Had Gillian been kidnapped too? No. Nor was Gillian behind Francie’s kidnapping, she was pretty sure about that. They were friends, colleagues. It had to be those crooks who stole the dog in the first place. That was the only explanation that made sense, if anything made sense.
She was in the kitchen getting more coffee when the shadow passed the front window. Merle froze, thinking she had imagined it, delusions brought on by paranoia. They got very few passersby at this end of rue de Poitiers. Then a dark figure stopped in front of her door and peered through the glass. A large man dressed in black, muscular with broad shoulders, apishly long arms, a cigarette dangling from one hand. His dark hair was slicked back and he wore sunglasses. Tipping them onto his forehead he cupped his free hand around his eyes and saw her. In a flash he moved out of sight.
Merle set the tray down on the stove, heart thumping. She glanced back into the garden where James and Christine sat talking. He was waving his hands around, telling her she “just didn’t understand.” Merle crept through the dim living room, past the dining table, beside the window. She checked the window latch then flipped the deadbolt on the door. If only she’d locked the door shutters. She waited, looking for movement out in the street. The houses were built right up to the cobblestones in this old village with no front yards or sidewalks. She could see the large, broken stones at the end of the street, and her rental car parked next to them. She leaned out to see Madame Suchet’s step, her flowerpots overflowing with color, across the street.
She listened, looking at her watch for a full minute, then unlocked the front door and carefully stuck her head out, looking one way, then the other. The man was gone.
“Merle?” James and Christine stood in the kitchen doorway, watching her. He said, “What’s going on?”
She turned, trying to smile. “I just, ah, thought I saw somebody I knew. Can I get you more coffee? Sorry, I got distracted.”
“We’ve had enough. Thank you,” Christine said. “Jim has some things to show me around the village, don’t you?”
“Ah, yeah. Sure. Can you meet us for dinner tonight, Merle? I thought Christine would like Les Saveurs.”
“I’m sure she will. I’d love to join you.”
A girl’s gotta eat. She locked the door behind them.
After Merle checked her email and found nothing more from her sisters, she finished watering the garden and did a little cleaning in the house. Finally she went out the garden gate, down the alley, and around to Josephine’s front door. The old woman was dressed in pearls, a red top, and blue skirt as if she was anticipating Bastille Day. She sat Merle down in a green brocade chair while she disappeared into the kitchen. It was no use telling a Frenchwoman you weren’t hungry and not to bother setting out a spread. Quel horreur. How rude.
Josephine Azamar had lived in Merle’s house briefly during the war. She’d only returned to the village recently after her second husband died. The bond of the house’s secrets was strong between the two women. Merle took her tea gratefully with a slice of pound cake.
Josephine adjusted her white and red scarf, tightening the knot, before taking her own cup of tea. Merle waited then asked, “Have you talked to Albert?” Josephine shook her head and said not since he left. “Did he say when he’d be back?”
“A few days, I believe.” She frowned. “I’m not sure.”
They chatted about the hot weather, the grape crop, her grandchildren in Paris, her great-grandchildren in America. She’d had a rich, fascinating life. It was no punishment to listen to her. But Merle fidgeted. Finally she made her excuses, thanked Josephine, and left, walking up to Albert’s house.
His door shutters were old like hers, repainted yearly until the thick blue filled every crack. Even the hinges were blue now. Not a sound from inside. She looked at the edges of the door. A small white corner of paper stuck out by the upper left hinge.
She leaned on the door but that made the crack tighter. She wedged a finger into the middle and pulled on the shutter, holding onto the note with her fingernails. Finally it loosened enough so she could inch it to the top and over. It fell to the stone step, a tightly folded square.
She held her breath and opened the note. The writing was different, blocky and childlike.
 
Meet on the plaza under the west arches.
9 pm. No police. Come alone.
 
Was this left last night? The night before? She looked around frantically for someone to ask, someone to show the note to, but the street was deserted. At least Albert was safe in the Languedoc with his family. Merle hoped he stayed there for a long time.
“No police.” What if no priest came to the rendezvous?



 
 

 
Merle called Pascal and left a message about the note. She told him she was back in Malcouziac as he requested. She tried not to sound as anxious and lonely as she felt. She sat down in the shade of the acacia tree and tried to think. When no new action suggested itself, she went upstairs and lay on her bed, the iPad at her side. Tired as she was, sleep was out of the question. Her mind spun with scenarios, none of which made any sense. What had they planned to do to Albert? What would they do to Francie?
She put on her running clothes and headed out the back gate, putting the string with the large key around her neck and her cell phone in its usual snug spot against her chest. The afternoon air was still and scorching. She rounded the corner and headed out through the old bastide gate, setting her sights on a hilltop where the remains of an old hamlet rotted gently into the soil. As she got to the top of the hill, out of breath, hands on her hips, her cell phone rang. It was Pascal. She stopped in the shade of a gnarled apple tree.
“What’s happening?” she blurted out without a “hello” and gasping from the exercise.
“We’re still looking for her,” he said solemnly. “No news.”
“Shit.” She wiped her face with her T-shirt. Jesus, it was hot. She was sick of these French cops. “No leads? Nothing?”
“There have been some leads about the farm truck. We have pieced together the probable license plate. It is not French, we know that much.”
She blinked. “Is it Italian?”
“Possibly. It is white and we can see the blue stripe on one side but the other side is covered with mud or something.”
“Gillian speaks Italian.”
“Yes, okay.” He sounded distracted.
“So focus on Italy, that’s what I’m saying.” Merle was aware that she was giving him orders and looked up at the blue sky between the branches of the apple tree. She wasn’t going to apologize for her tone. Francie had to be found. “Elise thinks Gillian posted some photos online. They may help if we can recreate her last day in Malcouziac.”
“Help? To find Francie?”
Merle dropped her head. He was right. What would finding Gillian do? She had probably sold the dog by now. But Merle had to do something or she would lose her sanity. She had to hold onto the hope that Gillian still had the dog. “If we find the dog, we can make the trade. That’s my goal now.”
He grunted, unimpressed, she supposed. She told him about the note left at Albert’s door. “What about this new note? I didn’t get one, just Albert.”
“We don’t know when it was put in the door, yes?”
“It could have been days ago.”
He told her to keep it for analysis and to call if another one showed up. He had to go. She didn’t blame him. He sounded tired and frustrated; so was she. She stuck her phone back in her bra and headed down the hill.
 


 
At Les Saveurs James and Christine were already seated, drinking wine poured from a large, brown earthenware pitcher that reminded Merle of the “Little Brown Jug” of American song. It was one of the country touches to the high-end tourist eatery. As Merle stepped through the tables, she remembered sitting right there with Pascal on the night he offered to whisk her away from Malcouziac. They ended up making a beach vacation in the garden instead, but you always remembered where you were when something happened between you and the man you—
“Have a seat, please,” James said, standing. He and Christine sat across from each other at the table, leaving Merle with an awkward choice. She sat next to James out of courtesy. Somehow she’d rather be friends with Christine. Odd how easy it was between them, the ex-wife and the so-called girlfriend. Wine was poured from the pitcher, a cool rosé.
“Good choice,” Merle said as they clinked glasses. What had she been thinking: between you and the man you love? She didn’t love Pascal, not exactly. Did she? “Have you been here long?” She checked her watch. She was rarely late.
“My fault,” Christine said. “My inner clock is off. I get hungry at weird times.”
“We had a small plate, the meats and cheeses,” James said, smacking his lips. “All gone. Sorry!”
“This heat kills my appetite,” Merle said. “Except for wine.”
They ordered after a long discussion about the various dishes. Merle found she’d sampled almost all of them. It made her feel like a local, someone who belonged here. Then the memory of that thug at her window made her stomach go sour. She glanced around the room at the diners. Happy couples, lots of foreigners, blond Dutch and booted Germans: nobody muscled and suspicious.
They had finished their first course, cold shrimp for Merle, when she checked her watch. It was five until nine. Was tonight the night the kidnappers wanted to meet Albert? What was the meeting about? She wiped her mouth, setting her napkin next to her plate.
“My stomach is feeling a little off. I’m going to get some air,” she told the Silvers who hadn’t stopped talking about James’s legal problems since she arrived. They squawked in concern but she reassured them. “Ten minutes of brisk walking usually does it.”
The plaza was not quite dark with evening stars glowing in the twilight. The old market colonnades, a series of covered archways, stretched along two sides of the plaza. In the center was the ubiquitous French fountain, wide, golden, and moldy, the water still now as the light faded from the sky. A lavender glow shone from the cobblestones as couples walked arm-in-arm through the warm night. Merle let her eyes adjust to the shadows.
Walking to the left, she approached the south end of the arcade. These buildings were some of the oldest in town, weathered stone, two- and three-story, at least four hundred years old. They stretched in an unbroken line, shoulder to shoulder though the styles didn’t mesh. Some mansard roofs, some tile. Some half-timbered walls in the English style. She leaned into a doorway without a sign or plaque. The windows were shuttered and dark. She’d often wondered what went on in these old buildings. They were probably uninhabitable.
She pulled her wrist up to her face: nine o’clock on the dot. A foursome entered the plaza on the far side, laughing on their way to dinner. A couple with arms wrapped around each other walked the other way. Then silence. Her watch ticked. Merle bit her lip, trying to be still and patient. A single man came swinging through, hurried, slightly drunk. Silence again. A dog barking in the distance. A car engine. A garbage can. A door slamming.
Ten after. She had to go back. She didn’t want to tell them about Francie or Gillian or the dog. They had their own problems. She didn’t want James involved. This was a family matter. She sighed, defeated, and returned to the restaurant.
James and Christine were drinking red wine now, the bottle open at the table. Maybe wine was all they had in common these days. Weirdly, she understood that. Merle slipped into her chair and apologized. James said, “We told them to wait on our main courses until you got back. Ah, here they come.”
“Feel better?” Christine asked. “I get tummy things when I travel.”
Their stomachs appeared to be functioning quite well as they attacked their main courses: filet of roast duck, l’agneau en coque d’argile, a lamb dish baked in clay, and for Merle, the fish of the day, dorade royale. By eleven they had cleaned their plates, sampled the cheese, shared a crème brulée, and enjoyed a coffee.
“That was amazing,” Christine said, eyes wide. “How do you keep your figure, Merle, with all this fabulous food?”
“Merle’s a jogger, Christine,” James said pointedly.
“And a worrier,” Merle added.
“Worrying doesn’t help my waistline,” Christine replied. “You’re not worried about Jim, are you? Should I be concerned that my children will never see their father again?”
“I wouldn’t be,” Merle said. “The French are very strict though. Keep apologizing and you should be fine. They like it when you grovel. They will make you pay somehow, James. Probably just by sending you home and telling you to never come back.”
“Really?” James said. “You don’t think they’ll put me in jail?”
“For a fist-fight? No.”
He looked relieved. “The lawyer from Bordeaux called this afternoon. He said the priest didn’t show up for a meeting with investigators.”
Christine frowned. “What does that mean?”
“Maybe he’s dropping the charges,” Merle said. “On the other hand, he moves around from village to village. He might just be hard to locate.” She leaned back in her chair and asked Christine, “You live in New Jersey, right? Do you know the town of Florence?”
“I have a cousin who lives there.” Christine glanced at James. “What’s this about?”
“Just curious. I was wondering what sort of place it was.”
“Very small. It’s downstate, near Trenton.”
James added, “We drove through there once on the way to Philadelphia. Stopped to see Eddie. It’s very Italian, I remember. Fredo this and Spumoni that.”
“Of course it is, Jim.” Christine rolled her eyes at Merle. “When you call a place Florence, you know it was founded by Italians. That part of the state is thick with them.”
Merle hadn’t thought of Florence as the Italian city, just as a first name. She went to Florence, Italy, years ago, after college. James—whose ex-wife called him Jim—squinted at her. “What’s the connection? You thinking of moving?”
She smiled. “Who knows?”
When Merle returned home from dinner an email awaited containing a link to Gillian’s online folder of photos. Elise’s hacker friend was an evil genius. Nestling into bed with the iPad Merle opened the last album of photos, hopefully Gillian’s last day in Malcouziac.
The first photos were roses in bloom around town, growing out of impossibly small holes at the bottom of downspouts and next to the church steps. Merle looked for shots of buildings and people, something recognizable. A photo of Place de la Victoire, the central plaza, with its old fountain, was first. Gillian had gotten creative, taking a variety of angles, reflections off the water, the spray against the sky.
Merle felt her eyelids droop. It was close to midnight. Then a rattling downstairs sent a cold shiver down her back. She sat upright, listening. The night air coming through the back window was moist and warm. A sliver of moon hung over the hills. There: a scraping sound, metal on metal. She threw back the sheet and swung her feet to the floor. It was coming from the front of the house. She stood up, looking around for something to defend herself. Next to her bed was Francie’s camera. She grabbed as she tiptoed into the loft.
She padded to the window that overlooked the front door, at the top of the stairs. It was locked, the shutters closed. Easing the latch she swung back the glass. The shutters were trickier, brittle and creaky.
She raised the old wrought iron latch and pushed open both shutters an inch. Leaning out she could see two men on her step, doing something to her door. She turned on the camera, pointing it down, then pushed the window shutters wide. They were miraculously un-creaky tonight. The business at the front door continued. Whispering, sawing, elbowing. Merle positioned the camera right over them.
“Hey!” she yelled. The flash of the camera went flick-flick-flick as she held the button down. The men looked up in surprise, dropping their tools, pushing each other as they ran down the street. Merle kept shooting as they skidded around the corner and out of sight.
A light came on at Madame Suchet’s house. Her front door opened an inch. Merle called from the window:“C’est okay, Madame. Dormez-vous.”
Downstairs Merle stood in front of the door, rechecking the locks. On the threshold between the door and the shutters lay a hack saw. The thick chain that held the padlock on the shutters hadn’t been cut through but she could see the link they had been working on, a silvery notch on the rusty chain. It would have been easier to unscrew the hasp that held the chain, she thought, retrieving the saw. She laid it on her dining table and relocked the door.
Common thieves? She wanted to think so. She stared at the hack saw, a rusty tool with a grubby, notched wooden handle. Fingerprints were probably impossible. She sat on the horsehair settee and looked at the screen on the back of Francie’s camera. The first shot caught them in the act, but just the tops of their hats were visible. In the second, the man in the back looked up. He wore a black knit cap, dark T-shirt, and jeans, and looked suspiciously like the thug who peered in earlier. She clicked the next shot, holding her breath. The man with the saw glanced up so quickly she caught only a third of his face but his hair stuck out from his hat. It was black. He was shorter than the thug, older and stockier. But she had no idea who he was.
She stood up, summoning her courage. There was nothing in the house to steal. Still the feeling reared its ugly head. This house is for guests.
She couldn’t stay here alone. Not tonight.



 
 

 
Forty-two. Forty-three. The pain was awful. Francie grunted to finish forty-five sit-ups on the lumpy straw bed in her “deluxe single.” She took a breath, unhooked her feet from the metal rail at the foot of the bed, and rubbed the spot where the rope was tied to her ankle. She’d recovered from the initial shock and humiliation of being held captive. For five days she’d slept little. Then she’d discovered the simple exertion of sit-ups twice a day expended enough nervous energy to let her rest at night. And couldn’t hurt her cheesy waistline.
So far her captors had been, well, not decent, but not indecent either. She couldn’t understand them and didn’t know what they wanted. Presumably this was a ransom deal. Her father would come through with the cash eventually. They were keeping her fed, mostly, and wall-eyed Milo slipped her enough wine to keep her from completely losing her shit.
But damn. This was getting old.
And then, the surprise last night, the arrival of Father Cyril. At first she thought he was connected to the kidnappers somehow. She didn’t trust him. But he swore in several languages, it appeared. He thrashed around until they tied him to a chair and gagged him to keep him quiet. She heard most of this through the locked door but saw glimpses once or twice when Milo brought her something.
Francie assumed the kidnappers got tired of her—or irritated that she wasn’t fluent in Italian—so they turned to a new victim. Why kidnap a priest? Would the Vatican pay a ransom?
She pulled her knees up and hugged them. Her clothes smelled awful but there was nothing for that. The little stone room, her prison, was stuffy with only a small window high on one wall. It smelled of hay and horses. This must be a barn. She’d awakened here, roped to the bed. The last thing she remembered was struggling with some man in Malcouziac. He put a cloth over her mouth and nose and knocked her out. It made her sick for a day or two, whatever it was.
By the golden glow of sunlight on the window, it must be late afternoon. Voices came through the door, but she couldn’t tell who was talking. Had they taken the gag off the priest? What was his game anyway, pressing charges against Jimmy Jay? That was a bizarre night. If only she’d known how completely bizarro things could get.
Gillian and her stupid dog. Was that how it all started? Was all this somehow connected to Gillian? But what could Cyril have to do with that?
No answers, just the whirling of her mind. God, she was bored. If only she had a book to read, anything. Or her iPad. The square of sunshine lit the scratchy blanket as she lay back. She would write a blog post in her head. Anything to not go totally bonkers.



 


BLOG—Cherchez moi
posted no clue bluesday
 
Forget the cheese, mes amis. La fromage is delightful and delicious, but right now I need a different sort of search. For me. Yes, Lawyrr Grrls, I am lost.
 
[Hold on. She hadn’t crashed on a desert island, for godssakes. Sooner or later someone would find her. Merle would be looking at least. Start again. Ahem.]
 
The search for That Girl, my colleague, has turned up nothing. It’s like she disappeared, willingly, willfully. Not that I totally blame her. After the last few days walking through the French countryside with my sisters, I considered never going home again. Never staring at a towering stack of documents waiting to be parsed and analyzed. Never sitting through another tedious meeting or twelve-hour deposition. Never again going before a judge to explain why a man’s wife wasn’t due a penny of his fortune because she had too many wrinkles.
Life seems vast and thrilling, full of opportunities. A smorgasbord of choices to entertain you while you count your birthdays. I’m an optimist, that’s how I roll. But is this accurate? Your opportunities whittle down as you make choices, follow paths, find a mate, put down roots. And while limiting you, these are things you desire, these conventional life choices, sometimes more than you ever realized. Having too many possibilities can be paralyzing. Why fight the biological urge to have a home filled with people you love?
You don’t have that urge? You’re just fine on your own, tripping the light fantastic and keeping it loose and fresh? Good for you. But consider that you will not be 30 forever. You will not be the lovely flower you are today in 25 years. You will have gray hair, bad knees, a shot liver, and—baggage. The weight of your take-no-prisoners youth may drag you down, keeping you from being anywhere near “fresh.”
Yes, you can fly solo all the way to the grave. Many have before you, many will follow your path. Many have no regrets (or wouldn’t tell you if they did). If it’s for you, if you’ve thought hard and long about it, as much as you have about any malpractice lawsuit featuring eight surgeries and sixteen defendants, then brava.
Just make sure it’s your decision, not your non-decision. Choose out of fear if you must, but choose.
 


 
Francie stared at the wooden beams. Where was this coming from? Was this how a person cracks under strain? Hallucination by introspection? Was she thinking she had blown it with Richard? That she should have given him a second chance, had the babies, done whatever it took to keep him? She closed her eyes. No. He wasn’t the one, the cheating bastard. Was she thinking she should find somebody else, someone to grow old with? Maybe, a little. She’d certainly run through enough hottinghams. And 40 was in the rearview mirror.
But she wasn’t thinking about herself. She was thinking about Annie. The matriarch in the family of girls, a shining beacon of all that was virtuous, wild, and free. How Annie had glowed when she finally confessed about her boyfriend. A little surprised, maybe even embarrassed, that she felt so deeply for him. What a wonderful thing. What was his name? Callum. A very sexy name.
A vision floated into her mind, Annie and Callum. Maybe he was wearing a kilt, maybe not. Whatever, he wore an enchanted smile when he saw her. He picked her up at the airport, hugging her tightly as they reunited. The sun on her hair, his arms around her. A simple, happy moment. No drama, no pretense. Just love.
Francie clung to that, the knowledge that goodness exists in the world, that love is possible at any age, as the sun lowered in the sky, the room darkened, and the voices began again outside the door.



 
 

 
Merle awoke with a start, wondering where she was. By coincidence she had been given the same room in the Hotel Quimet as last year. This room. Malcouziac seemed to be giving her a message: you’re not safe here. She sat in the short bed with its questionable bedspread and rubbed her eyes. It was after midnight when she’d checked in. She’d brought only small valuables: camera, iPad, jewelry, sunscreen. She’d go back for her clothes this morning, right after she figured out what to do next.
Francie had been missing for days. Capable, smart, and brave but she might be getting despondent after so long. Merle dug out her phone and called Pascal. She left a short voicemail asking him to call. Her voice sounded even and strong. She would join the police search, one way or another.
She packed her backpack and headed downstairs to the dining room. It was just seven and only two groups of tourists were at breakfast. No James or Christine, she noted with relief. She ordered coffee and picked up yogurt and an orange from the buffet. Eating quickly she lingered over her coffee and turned on the iPad. The French frowned on technology at the table but she was alone. And goddamn it, her sister was missing.
Elise and Annie had written. She opened Elise’s email first.
 
Hi Merle & Francie: Hope you’re feeling better, Francie. I wanted to point out one photo in that Flickr stream that seemed out of place with all the pretty ones. It’s #526, the two men at the café table. Check it out. Miss you! E.
 
Merle hadn’t finished looking at the photos last night. She went back and scrolled to the photo 526. It was the sidewalk café on the Place de la Victoire. Right before it, a shot of coffee and croissants on a plate. This was where she’d seen Gillian on that last day, on the plaza. Merle recognized the wrought iron tables. There were two photos of the men. They were dark-haired and tanned, one large, one small. The small one had a weak chin, wide-set eyes, and shaggy hair that covered his ears. The larger guy had broad shoulders with a large nose and drooping eyes.
In one they were talking, the taller man waving his hands around. In the next photo he read a newspaper while the small man drank coffee. Why had Gillian singled them out? They didn’t look like tourists. They were dressed similarly in navy shirts and black jackets. Their fingernails looked crusty and their beards unshaven.
Could one of them be the man with the hacksaw? She got out Francie’s camera and looked at the photo again. The coloring was right but otherwise she couldn’t tell.
On the iPad Merle enlarged the second photo to read the newspaper. Only a headline was readable. “America per lanciare Marte spedizione.” Was that French? She read it aloud in a whisper. Italian?
Merle plugged the phrase into an online translation program. Well, Gillian hadn’t taken an expedition to Mars. But yes, it was Italian. They were reading an Italian newspaper. So they must have been speaking Italian in the café. And Gillian overheard them.
Merle felt her hope rise. Gillian spoke Italian. She might be in Italy. And these two Italians, who looked like shady operators, might be involved in Francie’s abduction. She shot off copies of the two photos to Pascal’s email, explaining the connection. Why didn’t he return her call? Where was he?
Merle ordered another café au lait. She’d be buzzing but that’s what she needed today. Her mind wanted to make some connections; she could feel it as she stared out the window. Would the two men be identified? Were they in some criminal database? Were they still in France? Was there a way to track them?
She sighed and clicked on Annie’s email.
 
Merle: You won’t believe this—and let’s hope the NSA isn’t monitoring our email. I found out Gillian Sargent was in WitSec as a juvenile. I know, don’t ask about my methods. Her birth name is the only thing I got: Giulia Biondi. Lexis-Nexis to the point: Twenty-five years ago, a Long Island mob boss named Renato ‘Max’ Biondi was indicted for racketeering and a shitload of other stuff like tax evasion, obstruction, perjury, and narcotics. He went to prison and is still there.
He had a 15-yr-old daughter, a 22-yr-old son, and a wife named Carole. The wife testified for the government against her husband. She and the daughter disappeared after the trial but the son went into the life. He wound up in prison, convicted of conspiracy, promoting gambling, and money laundering twelve years ago. He was released on parole last year and lives in Florida—where everyone knows it’s easy to stay clean.
It gets better. Max Biondi’s parents didn’t take witness protection and were harrassed so badly they emigrated to Europe. To France. Anthony and Lucy Biondi.
 
Go get ’em, Merdle.



 
 

 
Merle was careening through the second roundabout in Cahors, watching the direction signs, when Pascal called. She nearly hit a farm truck but managed to pull off and answer.
“Allo, blackbird. How are you today?” His voice was back to smooth and sexy.
Merle babbled for a minute, bursting with information about Gillian, her grandparents, Francie, the men in the café. “I just know she’s gone to her grandparents. It makes perfect sense, why she was so secretive all the time.”
“Whoa,” he interrupted. “Where are you?”
“Driving to Montpellier to join you. I’m in Cahors. I have to talk to the police, Pascal. Did you get the photos I sent? Of the men at the café?”
“Yes, I got them. But you should not go to Montpellier.”
“She’s my sister, Pascal! I’m done sitting around waiting for the Keystone Cops to find her. If they won’t—”
“Stop, blackbird. I meant the investigation has moved. We are in Arles now.”
“Arles? Have you found her?”
“Not yet. But the truck used in Montpellier was abandoned outside the city here.”
Merle wrestled to unfold her guidebook map. Arles was east of Montpellier, around the coastline of the Mediterranean. “Okay, I’m headed that way.” She tossed the map onto the seat. “I need you to do something for me, Pascal.”
“Yes?”
“I need an address of two Americans living in France. Their names are Anthony and Lucy Biondi. Possibly Italians but they should have American passports. They emigrated to France about twenty or twenty-five years ago.”
“And they are?”
“Gillian’s grandparents.” She didn’t want to beg. But she would.
“Biondi, got it. I will call as soon as I find anything. And you call me when you get to Arles?”
“Right. Thanks.” She hung up, already pulling into traffic. She checked the gas gauge: half-full. Some would say half-empty. But not a Bennett sister.
She retraced her route over the forested hills to Rodez then into Millau. She filled up the gas tank there and headed out again, her hands aching from gripping the steering wheel so tight. The phone rang again as she crossed into the Languedoc-Roussillon province.
“Pascal?”
“Can you pull over?”
Such a policeman. “Hang on.” She set the phone on the seat as she sped up, looking for a driveway on the narrow road. A farm gate with a dirt drive served. “Okay. I’m parked.”
“You have something to write on?” She scrabbled through her backpack, locating her notebook and a pen. “There is an Antoine and Lucie Biondi listed living near Caveirac. A village west of Nîmes. The number is twenty-eight, Chemin de Calvisson.” He spelled the names, the villages, and the street. She read them back, making sure she had it all correct. “May I ask what you intend to do, blackbird?”
“You may.” She was staring at the map, trying to find the village. “But you may not like it.”
“As it were,” he said with a sigh.
“Gillian might be there. With the dog. When you find Francie, I’ll have the dog for the exchange.”
“You’re coming to Arles then?”
“If I can. Find her.” Before it’s too late. Merle threw her phone on the seat and bumped off the farm lane back onto the blacktop. Before she got a half-mile her phone rang again. “What is it?”
“Merle?”
Her heart leapt into her throat. “Mom? How are you?”
“Fine, dear. How is France?”
For a second Merle thought she said Francie. She swallowed, hoping to sound cheerful and not frantic. “Beautiful. Gorgeous. Roses blooming. I’m driving around, seeing the sights, taking pictures. Touristy stuff.”
“Is Francie with you? We heard she was sick.”
“She’s better. But she stayed back at the house.” Merle pinched herself for lying. “She’s a little tired from all that tramping around we did.”
“We were hoping to talk to her but she’s not answering her phone. Her landlady called here. Francie missed her rent payment. We sent it on for her, but that doesn’t seem like Francie.”
Whispering then her father came on the line. “Merle? What’s going on over there?”
“Nothing, Daddy. Just, you know, ooh-la-la French stuff.”
“What about Gillian Sargent? Annie won’t tell me what’s going on, even after I did some sleuthing for her.”
“Gillian’s still on the lam, Daddy. I wish I knew where she was. But I have a feeling it will all work out. I mean, she’s got to come home sometime.”
“So does Francie. I don’t buy this sick thing for a second. You sound funny. You two are up to something over there, aren’t you?”
“Yup. We’re secretly working as lavender sachet stuffers.”
Her father sighed. “You’re not missing work too, are you?”
“No, I have six weeks off. Pretty nice racket, huh?”
“Tell Francie to get herself home or she’s going to damage things at Ward & Baillee. I mean it. They don’t like this sort of slacking off.”
“Are they gossiping about her at the golf course?”
“Just be careful, Merle.”
“I will. Love you. Kisses to Mom.”
The road wound along a river bottom and up over a hill. Great. Now she had her parents to worry about. Bring it on. She would take it for all of them. The worry ship was filling up. It had to land somewhere.
 


 
Pascal d’Onscon sat in the back room of the police headquarters in Arles, fingering the address he’d given Merle. Around him several officers worked phones and computers around the long, rectangular table while the captain, finally divesting himself of that ridiculous uniform, went from man to man, getting reports. The morale in the task force was mixed to bad. Some officers were pessimistic, whispering that the woman was likely dead by now since the exchange of the dog in the shopping center had been so badly botched. Others were more imaginative, piecing together the latest disappearance in tiny Malcouziac of the traveling priest, Father Cyril Fabre, with the abduction of Francine Bennett. Such a small village, these officers said, the two had to be connected. How they were connected hadn’t been discovered. Pascal had yet to mention his knowledge of the priest’s charges against Merle’s boyfriend. He had a bad taste in his mouth, thinking about King James. He had checked with the Périgueux authorities. James was wearing an electronic anklet. He hadn’t left Malcouziac without permission. He didn’t want to involve Merle even more. He could hear the near-panic in her voice, normally so clear and rational.
He looked at his watch. If Merle had been in Cahors when they first talked, she’d likely be in Caveirac within the hour. He had no faith that the dog or Gillian would be there. It seemed unlikely that the American still had the dog. She could easily have sold the truffle dog on the black market as she was worth, he estimated, 25-thousand euros. Some officers scoffed at such a figure, especially after seeing the dog’s photograph. She was no show dog. But in his line Pascal came across some expensive wine scams, the sort that make you wince at the greed and stupidity of buyers. A proficient, well-trained truffle dog could easily make that much for its owners in a single season, possibly many times that. Truffle prices in the spring were nearly 2000 euros per kilogram, $1200 per pound. Hot summer weather without soaking rains was predictor of a bad crop this winter and even higher prices.
A young officer down the table shouted, “We have found the priest!” Pascal stood up, rounding the large conference table. The officer, a short man named René Hellenes, was speaking rapidly to the captain. “Seen last night, or possibly two nights ago, at a gasoline station in Montauban. The priest inside, tied up. Two men with him, not identified.”
A flurry of excitement was quickly dampened when it appeared the vehicle was the same one found abandoned outside Arles. No trace of the occupants. Hellenes went back to his computer.
Pascal stepped up to the map tacked to the wall, looking at the routes and possible hiding spots around Arles, Montauban, Malcouziac, and now, the village of Caveirac. He examined the pencil sketches of the two men wanted for beating the old man in the Lot. They looked very much like the two in the photograph that Merle had sent, now blown up and posted next to the sketches. Unfortunately, they hadn’t been located in any criminal database. Another photograph was tacked up, the abandoned farm truck, dirt covering the lower half, the hubs, the bumpers, license plates removed.
Carefully Pascal stuck a blue-headed pin in the center of Caveirac. So close to Nîmes, just eight kilometers, probably a bedroom community for the larger town. He turned to find the captain watching him. He cocked an eyebrow.
“The sister of Mademoiselle Bennett has some new information,” Pascal explained. “The American who took the dog has relatives in the village of Caveirac. Grandparents.” He gave a half-shrug. “As far as we know the kidnappers don’t have this information.”
“Or they would have the dog themselves by now,” the captain said. Pascal nodded. “Question the grandparents anyway. See what they know.”
Pascal went back to his chair on the far side of the table and got out his phone. He thought of Merle, driving there like a mad woman. Was she hoping the element of surprise would work in her favor? Would calling these Americans tip them off, make them run? Were they very old perhaps, non-French speakers, or just easily frightened? He put his phone down and stared blankly at his computer for a moment. He went back to the report from Paris about the old couple. No telephone number was listed anyway. Maybe they were part-time residents, or simply very careful. He did another search for “Biondi” in the province, then in all of France. Nothing promising.
He picked up his phone again and rang the number of Claude LaFleur, the gendarme in the Lot, the one closest to the case of the assault on the dog owner. It took a few tries to find him out in the field.
“What news of Monsieur Poutou?” Pascal asked. The gendarme had shepherded Madame Poutou through the process for the sketches of the assailants and had taken the old couple under his special care.
“He improves. They expect to release him from the hospital in a day or two.”
“Do you see anything strange around there? Anything related to le chien de truffes, the truffle dog?”
The officer said all was quiet in the area since the assault. Madame Poutou was staying with a relative nearer to the hospital but the gendarme had been driving by the farm each day to make sure everything was secure and that someone was feeding the chickens.
Pascal asked him to call if he saw anyone suspicious. He took his jacket off the back of his chair. He had to move, to do something. Could Gillian Sargent be meeting these miscreants to pass off the dog herself? What if Merle got caught in the middle of it? Why had Gillian taken off with this expensive dog? Why didn’t the grandparents have a telephone?
As he shrugged into his jacket, the captain gave him that look again.
“Going to check out Caveirac myself, sir.”



 
 

 
When the tall priest walked into her room that morning, Francie was confused. Why was Father Cyril, the gangly, stoop-shouldered priest with dandruff, walking free now, palling around with the Italians? His eyes still bore the shadows of Jimmy Jay’s wallop plus some fresh scrapes. His black jacket was dusty, his slacks wrinkled. He slouched in behind the major domo, the gray-haired slapper, the chieftain of this band of nincompoops. Behind him Milo and the other unshaven malcontent lurked in the doorway.
She scooted back on her bed, pressing against the wall. The rope burned on her ankle where it had rubbed the skin raw. She crossed her arms and threw back her hair, glaring at the chieftain. He stepped aside and let the priest move closer, muttering something.
“Miss Bennett, I presume?” Father Cyril squinted at her.
“What are you doing here?” she asked.
The priest glanced at the older man and raised his eyebrows. “They seem to think I know something about this lost dog. I believe they have mistaken me for Père Albert. I have tried to explain.”
“Good luck with that. You speak Italian?”
“Just a little. One of the men has French. Hector, I believe is the name.” The priest looked around the room. “May I?” He pointed to the end of her bed.
“No, you may not. What’s going on? I haven’t been able to talk to any of them.”
“They believe you know the whereabouts of this dog. The truffle dog. Yes?”
Francie frowned. “The dog we found by the side of the road?”
The priest gave the chieftain a small nod. “That’s the one. The one you took to your house in Malcouziac. It belongs to these men.”
She shrugged. “I don’t know anything about it.”
“Come, come, Miss Bennett. The dog was sheltered at your home.”
“What home? You mean my sister’s house?”
The priest startled, blinking madly. He glanced at the chief. “Mademoiselle, what is your full name?”
“Francine Eloise Bennett. What’s yours?”
“You own a holiday house in the Dordogne?”
“No. My sister owns a house. You’ve been there.”
“What is your sister’s name?”
“Merle ‘Danger’ Bennett. What’s going on? I’m not going to let you and your friends kidnap my sister. She had nothing to do with that dog. The dog was snatched by another woman. She ran off with it. She stole our rental car.”
Father Cyril stared at her. “Repeat that please. Slower. The dog was—?”
She obliged him and waited as the information was relayed through two languages. The chief was now yelling at the men in the doorway.
“Did they think I was Merle?” She gave the chief a sneer. “Just like they thought you were Albert.” She laughed. It was just too much, these imbeciles. The chief stepped closer with a thunderous look and raised his hand. The priest took hold of his arm and forced it down.
“Who is this woman, the one who took the dog?” Cyril asked.
“Her name is Gillian Sargent. She disappeared without a trace.” She frowned again. “Why don’t you call my sister? She might know where the dog is by now.”
“You have her phone number?”
“No.” The number was in her phone which she obviously did not have. Merle had to find Gillian. She had to get the damn dog for these morons. “Have they been to her house? She should be there.”
The priest said something to the chief which was translated by the man Hector. “She is not at home,” Cyril said.
“Why are you here again?”
“They wanted Père Albert but got me instead. Possibly not the brightest of criminals.” He smiled brightly to the men. “How can we find your sister, Miss Bennett? You and I should help each other. They will not let us go until they get the dog. She is worth many, many euros. They appear to be sparing no trouble to find her.” Cyril lowered his voice. “I believe the big man is a wealthy truffle merchant.”
Francie squeezed the bridge of her nose, thinking. “Albert must know how to find Merle. Do you have his number?”
There was a flurry of Italian and French. The chief fished a cell phone from his trouser pocket. They all looked at it until a button was pushed and Hector took the phone. After twenty seconds of ringing he handed it back and said, “Non.”
“Does he have a mobile?” Francie asked. Cyril stared at his phone again.
“Ah, here.” He handed it to Hector. Francie could hear it ringing. Hector listened then and passed the phone back to Cyril. “Vous.”
“Albert? Cyril ici.
Comment ça va?” The priest listened then spoke haltingly in French, waving his hands. He seemed to be making up a story that included Merle and her jardin, her garden. He motioned for a pen. The chief passed him one and he wrote on his palm. “Bon, merci. À bientôt.”
“I have it,” Cyril said triumphantly. His hands were shaking as he punched in the new set of numbers, reading from his hand. The chief stopped him, hand on his arm, saying something and motioning to Francie.
“They want you to speak to your sister,” Cyril said, punching in the last two numbers and handing over the phone. “You must tell her to bring the dog to exchange. And no police. Wait.” Cyril punched the speaker button so all could hear the conversation.
“Hello? Allo?”
“Merle? Is that you?” Francie said, her heart beating fast. She felt the blood rush to her face at the sound of her sister’s voice.
“Who is this? Francie!”
“It’s me. Listen, I’m fine, more or—”
“Oh, my god, Francie. I’ve been worried sick. Are you okay? Did they hurt you? Where are you?”
“They’ve still got me. I don’t know where we are, some barn. They want the dog, Merle. Have you found her yet?”
“I’m close. I found Gillian’s grandparents. I think she’s there.” A strangled sound. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
“Not bad for being held against my will by a bunch of brainiacs. Just a second.” Francie looked up at the men. “What now, assholes?”
Cyril spoke to Hector in French who relayed the message in Italian. Francie closed her eyes in disgust. Finally Cyril bent down to the phone and spoke: “You will receive a text for the location to bring the dog. No police.”
“Did you hear that, Merle?” Francie asked.
“Yes, I’ll wait for the text. Who was that?”
“Father Cyril, believe it or not. This is his phone. I feel like you’re close by. I don’t know why I said that, but I like to think you’re nearby, Merle.”
“Oh, Francie, I am. I’m right by your side, never forget it. Hang in there, sister. I love you.”
The chief snatched the phone and ended the call. The men filed out and the lock turned in the door once more.
Francie let her head fall back against the stone wall and shut her eyes. Her heart was still beating furiously. She willed it to slow down.
This wasn’t over yet.



 
 

 
Merle held her breath to stop hyperventilating. The call from Francie had rocked her. She had to hold it together, find the dog, make this happen. But she felt like she was flying apart in all directions. She had just come through an intersection where she had to consult her map again when the call came. Now she glanced at the map once more, grounding herself. She wasn’t far from Caveirac now, just minutes away if she didn’t get lost again.
The poorly marked back roads were picturesque, winding through fields of poppies and waving grains. She wished she was walking them with her sisters, with Francie—No, must not get mushy. Forward, on to Caveirac. Stay on task, Merdle.
She reached the village just after one in the afternoon. The town seemed deserted. When she parked and got out of the car, she realized why. It had to be close to a hundred degrees. The Mediterranean sun beat down fiercely. She looked back in the car for her sun hat but it wasn’t there. The name of the road she was looking for, Chemin de Calvisson, wasn’t on her map. She had to find a local. She walked down one side of the village main street, looking in shop windows. Everything was closed for lunch: the patisserie, the boulangerie, a dress shop, a pharmacy. She crossed the road. Not much on this side. A doctor’s office, real estate offices, a small hardware store, a tiny grocery, everything shut tight. Back in her car, Merle drove slowly down the street. On the left rose a large stone building with a parking lot in front, something modern. She raised a hand against the sun. Maison du Vin & Tourisme. She parked and turned off the car.
A cool blast of air dried the sweat on her face as she entered the building. She’d been in tasting rooms like these before, a cooperative for vintners where you could taste and buy local wine. This one combined the tourist office and was staffed by just one pimply-faced young man.
“Bonjour, madame,” he called cheerfully.
“Bonjour, monsieur,” she replied although his days as a man had only begun. Gangly with a prominent Adam’s apple and a bad haircut, he rattled something off in French. She hoped she didn’t have to buy a tasting. She could see from the board they were pricey, and she didn’t want to make excuses for hurrying. Merle smiled and asked him if he spoke English. He frowned, disappointed in himself, and said no.
“Ça fait rien,” she reassured him, telling him she spoke a little French. “Je cherche une famille Americaine.” She told him she was searching for an American family who lived on Chemin du Calvisson. He brightened immediately.
“But I live on Chemin du Calvisson,” he said, smiling again. “You mean the Biondi family?”
God love small-town people, Merle thought as she ran across the hot asphalt to her car. The boy had shown her exactly where they lived. He said the house was behind high hedges and hard to spot but there wasn’t a wall or gate, to just park next to the hedge and walk around to the left, under the olive trees.
It was just as he described. Within a minute Merle had pulled off onto the verge, next to a dense thorny hedge, the sort that said “keep out.” It was well-trimmed and nearly fifteen feet tall. She grabbed her cell phone, backpack, and keys and locked the car. The hedge had an advantage to the unexpected visitor as well. The car wouldn’t be seen from the house.
She walked down the hedge to the far end where it thinned in the shade of an enormous tree. It looked like one of her oaks at home. Beyond a row of smaller, pale green trees were grouped, hanging with tiny round fruit.
The house was plain, a low-slung rancher with white stucco walls, dull green shutters, and a red tile roof. The lawn was dry and yellow. Somewhere she could hear a sprinkler going cha-cha-cha. Otherwise, quiet reigned. The blinds in the house were drawn. She walked next to the olive trees, around the side of the house. A cement patio sat blazing in the sun, a green umbrella in a picnic table tightly closed. Beyond the patio, more grass, greener here, and two outbuildings. Garages or farm sheds, she couldn’t tell from this angle. They matched the house in style but were smaller, the size of double garages. No cars in sight.
An air conditioner kicked on behind the house. Merle retraced her steps, making her way over the crunchy lawn to the front door. There was no doorbell or screen door. She knocked. She rapped again, harder, and called out, “Madame Biondi?”
Suddenly the door opened. An old woman stood there, a half smile on her wide, wrinkled face. She paused, staring at Merle as if she might know her but not placing her, the smile frozen.
“Hi, hello! Madame Biondi? Bonjour!” Merle stuck out her hand. The old woman blinked, then shook it. “I’m Francie Bennett. Gillian’s colleague in the law firm. Back home? Ward and Baillee? In Connecticut? She must have told you about it. We work together. She’s a fantastic attorney. Anyway I was just passing through and she told me about you, her grandparents, living in France. My sister has a little place near here. Well, not so near, over in the Dordogne. Do you ever get over there? It’s a ways, through the forest, over the hills. Whew, it’s hotter here than in the Dordogne, isn’t it? It must be ninety-five degrees. A dry heat but still. Hot is hot.”
Merle stopped babbling abruptly, the lilt still in her voice as if she could go on for days. She stared at the old woman, grinning like a traveling salesman, friendly as the day is long. When the woman still didn’t speak, Merle glanced behind her for the grandfather. Maybe he was out. That would be lucky.
“Sorry. You speak English, don’t you? You’ve been over here a long time, but I didn’t even think—” Merle put a hand on her throat. “Do you still speak English?”
The old woman shook herself slightly. “Yes. Of course. Won’t you come in?” Her voice was thin and reedy. She looked to be on the dark side of eighty, with wire-rim glasses and a thick shock of white hair she pulled back into a bun. She was short but sturdy, wearing a cotton shift and a flowered apron. She led Merle into the front sitting room. “You must be hot. Can I get you something to drink?”
Merle sat down on a worn armchair. “A glass of water would be fabulous. What a great place you have here. I often wondered what it would be like to live in France. Do you like it? I think I would adore it.”
The old woman was in the kitchen, running water into a glass, and didn’t answer. She returned, handing Merle the water. “Who did you say you were?”
“A lawyer with your granddaughter, Gillian. Back in Connecticut.”
The old woman stiffed. Her demeanor had changed. Her features shifted and she no longer made eye contact. “I don’t know who that is.”
“You don’t know your own granddaughter? Is she here?” Merle downed the water and set down the glass. “I thought I saw her out back.”
“Who?”
Merle stood up, making the old woman take a step backward. She tipped her head, trying to look both non-threatening and threatening at the same time. Lawyer stuff.
“You may call her by a different name, Mrs. Biondi. Giulia. Your son’s daughter.”
The old woman was blinking hard and fingering the edge of her apron. “I don’t know anyone by either of those names. I d-don’t have a son. You’ve got the wrong person. You must leave now.”
Merle picked up her backpack from the floor and unzipped it. She took out the wrinkled picture of Gillian and the dog in Loiverre. “We call her Gillian. But before all the, ah, bad stuff went down, you called her Giulia. Such a pretty Italian name. Here she is with the dog on our walking tour. We had such fun. She’s crazy about that dog, isn’t she?”
The old woman’s mouth dropped open as she glanced at the photograph. She couldn’t speak. An old clock in the corner ticked off the seconds. Merle waited. Time was her weapon of choice. Thirty seconds passed, then another thirty. An eternity. A trickle of sweat made its way down her back. Finally Merle whispered, “Is she here?”
The old woman’s face was white. She grabbed the back of a chair for support. She glanced up, then looked toward the back of the house.
Merle tiptoed across the tile floor, her running shoes squeaking. A short hallway ran to the left. Two doors were open, a bedroom and a bath. Two doors were closed. She turned back to Mrs. Biondi. “This way?”
The woman was mute. Merle stepped up to the first door, turned the knob and looked inside. An office with a computer, rolling chair and lounger, venetian blinds shut. She looked behind the door and moved on. The second door creaked as she opened it. In the dim lighting she made out a bed, lamps, dressers. She paused, wondering if she should search the closet, when the barking of a dog somewhere came through the house.
She froze in the hallway. There. Outside.
She retraced her steps through the tidy kitchen to the back door. She wondered again about the grandfather. Was he waiting with a machete in the garage? Merle straightened her shoulders, throwing open the kitchen door. The heat blasted her face and chest. She stepped into it, leaving the door ajar.
The two outbuildings, from this angle, were not identical. One was a two-car garage, its gray metal door shut. The other looked the same from the side, but from the front, it was obviously an apartment or vacation gîte with a pot of geraniums and a wooden bench by the door. At the very least a workshop. Big enough for a woman and her dog.
The green shutters on the building were shut on the south and west sides. But to the east, the front, the door had no shutters, only a lace curtain. Merle sidled up to the side, close against the stucco, and stopped to listen as Mrs. Biondi stepped onto the patio. She had a fierce look on her face now, as if Pompeii was ready to blow.
Go back inside, old woman. She doubted Gillian would try anything, but whatever happened might be traumatic for her. Merle didn’t need a heart attack on her hands. She waved as if pushing Mrs. Biondi back inside but the woman put her hands on her hips and opened her mouth.
“Giulia!” Mrs. Biondi had found her voice. She called once, gathered her breath and yelled again at an even higher register, “Giulia!!”
Merle’s heart skipped in surprise. She stepped back from the edge of the door, around the corner of the building. Inside, there were footsteps, scrabbling sounds, woofs. The door opened and a brown-and-white dog rushed out, streaking toward the old woman who backed into the house. “Shoo! Get away!” She batted her hands at the dog, which only seemed to make it bark louder.
And finally, Gillian. Running after the dog, calling to her, speaking another language. Italian? French? It happened so fast. Merle stepped away from the house.
The dog was under control, barely, dancing around as Gillian held its collar. Mrs. Biondi crossed her arms, annoyed. Gillian said, “It’s okay, Nonnie. Shhh, Aurore. Calmez-vous, petit. You shouldn’t yell like that, Nonnie. It scares her.”
Mrs. Biondi was staring over her shoulder. Gillian turned, flinching as she saw Merle. “What are you doing here?” The dog twisted out of her grasp.
“Hello, Gillian. We’ve been so worried about you since you disappeared.” Merle crouched down to the dog’s level and was rewarded with a sloppy lick to the cheek. “Ah, sweet dog. She remembers me.” Aurore was clean and soft. She still had a bare spot where she’d been injured but it was healed now. Merle rubbed her curly head then stood, getting her first good look at Gillian. She looked no worse for her adventures, in khaki shorts, flip-flops, and a Mets T-shirt, hair pulled back in a thick ponytail. Her cheeks were rosy from the sun. She crossed her arms and stuck out her chin.
Merle stepped close to her and whispered. “We need to talk.”



 
 

 
Slumped in a chair in the darkened apartment, Gillian stroked the dog’s ears, her eyes facing the floor as if she were a child being chastised. Merle couldn’t blame her. She’d been found out and her beloved dog discovered. Above all, her Big Secret, the identity she’d kept underground since she was fifteen, was out, whether she realized it yet or not. Merle wondered how she would feel if the burden of such a secret were chucked. There had to be an element of both release and anxiety. You didn’t change your identity unless there were some very bad people after you.
The gîte behind the grandmother’s house was sparsely furnished with cast-offs, a sagging bed, a rickety table with one chair, dishes in the sink. They sat in a small parlor with only a dusty plastic houseplant separating it from the bedroom. The parlor chairs were upholstered, holes worn in the arm rests. Merle was surprised at how depressing it was. Something about Gillian said “class” and “self-respect.” It had not said “yesterday’s hamburger grease.”
“How did you find me?” she asked in a small voice.
“Through your grandparents,” Merle said. Gillian looked up. “Yes, I know who you really are, Giulia.”
“That’s impossible.”
“It’s the government. What can I say? It was a good run. You didn’t expect to stay under the radar forever, did you?” Merle gave her a small smile. She needed Gillian soft and pliable. “But this is not about you.”
“What do you mean?”
“Remember those Italians in Malcouziac? The ones at the café? They kidnapped Francie. She’s being held somewhere because they want this dog. You know she’s worth a lot of money.”
She nodded, petting the dog’s fuzzy muzzle.
“Did you see the reward poster?” Gillian nodded again. “Then you know she doesn’t belong to you. She was stolen from an old man who was beaten and almost killed.”
“By who?”
“Probably the same dirtbags who kidnapped Francie and stole the dog in the first place. She got loose from them, that’s when we found her. They went back to the farmer to wait for somebody to return her for the reward.”
“I wouldn’t do that.” Gillian looked angrily at Merle. “She’s not for sale.”
“She’s a dog, Gillian. A highly-trained dog, no doubt sweet, but a canine. She’s worth thousands of dollars, even more if you’re a truffle hunter. People buy and sell dogs every day. It’s not like human trafficking.” Gillian acted incensed at the whole idea of money exchanged for dogs.
“To me she’s priceless.”
“To me too. Because she will get my sister back.”
Gillian tossed her head, her thick hair grazing her shoulder. “It’s all set. In a week I’ll have all the paperwork. And I’ll take her home.”
“She doesn’t belong to you, Gillian, no matter how much you love her.”
“I can’t give her back. I won’t.” Her words were strong but her voice was faltering.
“Look at me,” Merle said with steel in her voice. “Do you want me to tell my mother and father that Francie’s best friend at the law firm chose a stray dog over her life? Are you going to bring your dog to Francie’s funeral and tell everyone that your little lost dog was more important than Francie? That you let my sister—your colleague, your friend—die?”
Gillian kept her head bowed, silent.
“How’s that going to work, Gillian? Or should I say Giulia, daughter of ‘Max’ Biondi, racketeer and convicted felon and no doubt the sweetest Mafia Don to ever grace the halls of Sing Sing.”
Gillian winced then tried to look defiant. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. And you won’t tell anyone. You got that information illegally. Nobody will believe you.”
“Watch me.” They stared each other down for a moment. Then Merle said, “I bet old Max still has enemies out on Long Island. No, wait. He’s got friends. Friends who’d love to find your mother and get reacquainted. How is Carole?”
She sounded like a character from “G-Man.” But it worked. Gillian slumped against the head of the dog, arms around its neck, and began to wail. “I love you, Aurore. I won’t let them take you.”
But the die was cast. Her crying ended as quickly as it began, as if it was an act. Maybe everything about Gillian was an act, from her name and her background, her law degree, her fancy clothes, and her love of dogs. Maybe she identified with stray dogs, lost and alone in a big, bad world. At this point Merle didn’t care. Gillian could win an Oscar. It didn’t matter. Because they were going to exchange the dog for Francie.
Tonight.
It took close to an hour to get Gillian into the car. She had to explain and argue with her grandmother for a long time. Merle held the dog, listening to Gillian say she was going to return the dog to her owners, that she realized someone else loved Aurore as much as she did and she should go home. It was mildly convincing. Nonnie took it in, frowning, letting loose some Italian, then threw up her hands in surrender.
Gillian wanted to pack a bag, but Merle would only let her bring dog food, water and a dish for the dog. They weren’t spending the night together. On the way out, Gillian strapped a leash to Aurore’s collar. “Likes to follow a scent,” she muttered darkly.
They all piled into the front seat, the dog between Gillian’s knees in the passenger seat. She put on her seat belt and sighed as Merle started the engine and turned on the air conditioning. Merle didn’t have much of a plan from here on, but she didn’t want Gillian to know that.
“Where’s your grandfather?” Merle asked as they got on the road.
Gillian stared at her, stone-faced. “None of your business.”
Merle shrugged and drove back through the village. As she turned toward Nîmes, Gillian said softly, “He died two years ago. I hadn’t seen him for years.”
Merle glanced at her. “I’m sorry.”
Nîmes was larger than she expected with suburbs and highways going in every direction. She got lost and wandered into the old part of town, rounding the ancient Coliseum with its bullfighting posters, passing a columned Roman Forum, then righting herself to go south. The afternoon sun beat down on the streets. Outside the city Merle pulled into a parking lot to consult her map again.
“Where is she? Francie,” Gillian asked.
“If I knew that, I wouldn’t need the dog, would I? The police have been looking for her for days.” Merle glanced over, hoping to see some regret on the other woman’s face. But she was just petting the dog, dreamy-eyed.
“I had a dog when I was a kid. Her name was Trixie.” Her voice was wistful.
“Did you have to leave her behind?”
She nodded. “She was a Jack Russell. Little but with so much spunk, so much heart.”
“Like Aurore,” Merle said. She looked on her phone for a message. Nothing. She stared at the last call, the priest’s number. Maybe they could trace it. She called Pascal and it went to voicemail. Quickly she explained about the call, giving him the number and where she was when she got it. She knew something about triangulating cell calls but wasn’t sure they did that in France, how fast they could do it, or how well it worked.
“Did you bring your phone?” Merle asked Gillian. The small day-pack containing the dog food sat by her feet. “I know you have one.”
She reached into a zipped pocket and pulled out a small phone. “Does it do text?” Merle asked.
“Of course.”
“Turn it on. Then text to this number.” She showed her priest’s number. “Say this: ‘Ready to exchange the dog. Tonight. Send location.’”
“My number is blocked. They won’t be able to reply.”
Merle squinted at her. “Okay. Add ‘Text Merle.’”
Gillian worked her thumbs quickly. “Is that it?”
“Let me see it.” Merle read it over. “Send it.”
She watched Gillian to make sure she sent it, then looked at her watch. It was close to four-thirty. This would be over soon. She could hear Francie’s voice, I feel like you’re near. The courage and the trust in that moment. A shiver went down Merle’s back as she steered the car out into traffic and headed toward Arles.



 
 

 
Lucy Biondi stood at the window, watching the two women talk in the back. They seemed to be arguing, gesturing at the dog and each other, voices raised. She didn’t want to know. She’d had enough of this drama. Giulia had been here for over a week, demanding secrecy on all fronts just like her father. Nato was a very unpleasant boy who grew into a brute and a villain. Yes, he was her son—her only son—but she’d long ago wished for a different one. He had shamed her and the whole family. He was dead to her.
The dog was doing its business now on her lawn. Her carefully tended lawn. She bit down on her molars and made herself be calm. Giulia said the dog was special, had talents or something, but all he or she appeared to do was run around barking and shit on the grass. Lucy rolled her eyes in disgust. If they left, it would be none too soon. She loved her granddaughter of course but being here only made things more difficult than ever. She saw much of Nato in Giulia, in her looks, the stubbornness, and even meanness.
The women and the dog went inside the cabana. Tony had called their holiday rental a “cabana” and the name stuck. It made them a little money and cost very little. He had loved having guests back there, even if he couldn’t speak their language.
Lucy walked through the living room. She pushed aside the curtains to see the woman’s car outlined against the hedge. She glanced to the backyard again then slipped out the front door, taking a pencil and scrap of paper in her apron pocket. In the olive grove she pretended to check them for the crop although everyone knew it was too early.
Under the oak tree she paused, wiped the sweat from her eyes, and drew out the paper and pencil. Gray Peugeot, four door. She wrote down the license number. Shoving the utensils back in her apron, she scurried through the afternoon sun, back into the cool air of her house, locking the door tight behind her.
In the kitchen she shuffled through the mail on the table. At the bottom was the reward poster Giulia had brought, the one for the dog. The one that made Lucy think Giulia had stolen the dog herself, although she denied it. She said she loved the dirty old thing, that someone else had stolen it. As if that were an excuse. Lucy looked at the poster, thinking what ten-thousand euros would mean. She could travel again. Go see her sister in Florida. Not live like an outcast, a fugitive in a foreign land.
She leaned against the table. Ah, Tony. Would that we never had to leave New York and all our friends. But, as he said in a rare correct use of French, “C’est la vie.”



 
 

 
The park on the banks of the Rhône River was dry and weedy, the perfect place to hide in the shade and let the dog have a break. They’d stopped at a grocery and bought goat cheese and a baguette and an assortment of olives and sat on the ground. Gillian got up to let Aurore sniff every tree. She walked with her on the leash. She was too precious to run free.
Merle had debated where to wait for the kidnappers’ text. The outskirts of Arles seemed the best bet. According to the map, the interior of the ancient city was a rabbit warren of narrow streets and awkward plazas. A quick getaway would be impossible.
The Rhône was wide and lazy here. Upstream, the remains of an ancient bridge, complete with imposing white lions, watched over the water. The banks of the river were mostly built up with high stone walls to control flooding, with walkways along the top. This tiny green space was a rare wild area.
An hour passed slowly. Merle tried not to keep looking at her watch but her inner calendar did the job of ticking the minutes. At seven, as clouds gathered in the western sky, obscuring the sunset, Pascal called.
“Are you in Caveirac?” His voice was tight, anxious.
“No, Arles,” she said. “Did you get my message about the phone call from the kidnappers?”
“Not until half an hour ago. I was on my way out of the building to meet you in Caveirac and I got caught in a meeting with my superiors.”
“Were you able to track the call?”
“Not yet. The permissions take the longest.” He caught his breath. “What are you doing in Arles?”
“Waiting for the text. I have Gillian and the dog.”
“I know. Listen. There was a tip about the dog. Your rental car was identified. The description of the car and the license number have been broadcast. You’d best come in, Merle.”
She looked back at the car, the only one in the lot by the road. She jumped to her feet as if being upright would help her hearing. Gillian looked over, the dog straining on the leash under a small tree. “A tip?” She tried to recall anyone paying attention to the car. “From where?”
“Someone in Caveirac. She’s hoping for the reward. I spoke to her. The gendarme in the Lot sent her on.” His voice dropped. “It’s the woman you were looking for, Merle. Madame Biondi.”
Merle swore under her breath. “She didn’t waste any time.” Turning in her own granddaughter. Classy. “Do you have any idea where the call from the kidnappers came from?”
“Possibly west of Arles, up in the hills. Merle, go to the police headquarters in Arles. I will meet you there.”
She was throwing cheese and bread crusts into the paper bag. “I have to get Francie. The dog is the only way.”
“The police have something to work on now, thanks to your call. Let us do our work, blackbird. Be safe. These are desperate men. They have kidnapped your sister. You can’t go into those hills alone and expect to just hand over the dog, can you?”
Merle bit down on her molars, trying hard not to tell him to stop being such a chauvinist. He wasn’t one, or at least not more than most Frenchmen. She swore again then covered the phone and called Gillian. “I have to go, Pascal.”
Back in the car, Merle consulted her map again and plotted the route to the train station. Gillian looked at her curiously but asked no questions. Five minutes later Merle pulled into an alley near the station and put the car in park.
“Hand me your pack,” she said. Gillian gave it to her. Merle took out the bottle of water, the dish, and the bag of dog food, throwing them into the back seat. She zipped up the day-pack and gave it to Gillian. “Get out.”
The younger woman frowned. “What do you mean?”
Merle took the dog’s collar, pulling the animal up into her lap. “I mean, you’re done. Say good-bye to Aurore and get out of the car. Get on a train and go somewhere.”
Gillian’s nostrils flared. “What the hell?”
“Your grandmother turned us in. The cops are looking for this car. For us.”
“She wouldn’t.”
“I guess she wants that reward.” Merle gave her shoulder a little shove. “Get out of here. They are going to think you stole her. Unless you aren’t in the car and don’t have the dog.”
She opened the door. “What about you?”
“Don’t worry about me. Worry about Francie.”
The light in the sky faded to black as Merle wound her way out of Arles. The dog had curled into the passenger seat after a frantic yipping episode as they drove away from Gillian. Merle patted her head, using Gillian’s words: “Calmez-vous, petit.” Be quiet, be calm, little one. The dog looked at her with big brown eyes, listening, then miraculously fell asleep.
She had plotted a simple route on the back roads out of Arles, the slow streets, off the motorways. Across the Rhône once, then again, merging into traffic on bridges then off again onto the old byways. Under the train tracks and over a canal, the moonlight flashing on the surface of the water. Barges lined up, pleasure boats and working craft. She left them behind, circling Saint-Gilles on the Chemin du Vin and on to other chemins, the old roads lined with farms and crumbling churches and storefronts boarded and abandoned.
West, toward the hills.
As she drove, Merle’s mind whirled with the events of the last two weeks, from arriving in Paris with her sisters, Tristan, and Gillian, to the awkward moments on the hike, the arguments over whose turn it was to buy the wine, the late-night laughing and bouncing on beds like children. The birthday party for Merle and Elise complete with chocolate cake and candles. The truffles, the foie gras, the wine. The annoyance with Francie at first, her princessy reluctance to walk faster than a stroll, her long morning beauty routine followed by her long evening beauty routine, hogging the bath tub.
Francie unwound during the trip, let her hair down literally. Her pigtails as she left that last time, her auburn hair bouncing. Her blog. That was a surprise, that Francie could be so incisive, so shrewd. And cutting, of course. Witty barbs were her forté. But she was more than that. The blog was obviously an outlet for her bitchiness, but it also offered advice to women lawyers. In an early post, before the trip, she’d called them the “slave class.” They hoped working eighteen hours a day would ingratiate them in the partners’ eyes. Male law grads did it too, of course, but it was different. Subtly and very un-subtly in the bastions of male power. Francie understood that thin line between being admired and being taken advantage of.
Francie: talking on the phone, waving her hands around, pacing the gravel walks of the garden, making her points with a kiss of sweetness and a jigger of don’t-cross-me. She really should be on the stage. She didn’t know who Gillian really was. Would the entire firm find out? Would the girl nobody knew now be seen as a real person, warts and all? Would she even come back from France? Start her life over with her real name? Or reinvent herself with a new identity?
Merle would tell Francie everything. She wished she could tell Annie. She was the one who’d broken through the wall of secrets. But her oldest sister still knew nothing about the abduction. Their parents’ voices from this morning rang in her head. It was all Merle could do to keep it inside. All her life her sisters had been there for her, helping her, prodding her, maddening her, encouraging her. But she had to do this alone.
Bucket of balls, case of courage.
Merle smiled, remembering happy days together, their voices over the years cheering her on as she merged into a crowded roundabout, dodging a rusty Deux Chevaux and a sleek Mercedes, hoping to make it out alive. She missed her exit and made another round, whipping her head from side to side, changing lanes, turning sharply. She would go round and round until she found her sister.



 
 

 
The back roads took their toll on her nerves. The endless rows of vines, the flat, monotonous farmland, the moon over the marshes, the wrong turns. She finally had to get on a more major byway to avoid the dead-ends and unmarked lanes. Then it was a straight shot through the darkness. Every passing car amped up her anxiety. Every village had the potential for a gendarme on alert. The dog began to whine. Merle pulled into a weed-choked spot near a train overpass and let her out on the leash. She was waiting for the dog to finish, staring at the navigation map on her phone when it rang.
She stared at the number. It wasn’t Pascal. It wasn’t the priest.
“Allo?”
“Merle? Is that you?” A man’s voice, and so obviously James. “Where the heck are ya?”
“Out of town.”
“No shit. You keep disappearing on me. I’m startin’ to take it personally, sweetie.”
Merle winced. “How’s the legal case?”
“That’s what I wanted to tell ya. That new lawyer is the bomb. He’s been working with the prosecutors. Since the priest disappeared, they can’t get him to testify so the lawyer is working on them to dismiss the charges. Pretty cool, huh?”
“Right.” Merle pulled the dog away from a bush and walked back to the car. “I’m on the road. Can I call you later?”
“Oh, sure. Christine went home. She likes you, Merle. She told me.”
“Great, um. I’ll call tomorrow.” She ended the call before he could say anything else. Merle opened the car door for Aurore and threw the leash in after her. She really was a well-behaved dog, so smart.
Back on the road, Merle turned north, skirting a number of villages at the edge of the foothills. James and his annoying accent had distracted her for a moment. She had her own problems, something that never occurred to him. It was all about James Jeremy the Third. He was like many men she worked with. Not vicious or mean, just self-absorbed.
She opened her window a crack and blew a big sigh into the passing air. The dog perked up, staring at her. “Out with the bad vibes, Aurore.” She patted her curly head and the dog quieted again, laying her chin on the console, worry in her trusting eyes. “I have a plan, little one,” Merle told her. “You will go home soon if all goes well.”
At nine-thirty she pulled into a dark lot by a gas station somewhere and closed her eyes. She was beyond tired, living on anxiety. Finally the text came.
 
Drive to village of Guzargues. Await instructions
 
Turning on the overhead light, she consulted her map again. It took a moment to find Guzargues. Where was she now? She turned on her phone’s navigation, put in ‘Guzargues’ and got directions. It was only twenty kilometers to the west.
As she drove she wondered if the kidnappers knew where she was. How could they? They appeared to be idiots but she didn’t want to underestimate them. They had managed to kidnap two people. Over a hill and down the other side and there was Guzargues, a sleepy village with few conveniences. A bar was still open but everything else was dark. She pulled into the parking lot near the city hall, parked under a street light, and turned off the car to wait.
Ten-thirty passed. Merle took a photo of the dog with her phone and texted it to the kidnappers.
 
If you want the dog, release my sister. Bring her to Guzargues and leave her unharmed in the center of town
 
No answer for ten minutes, then:
 
If you want to see your sister again, follow instructions. No negotiations
 
So much for the bully. What would the police do if they got a message like that? She hated to think. They apparently thought they were smarter than all criminals. That was a dangerous assumption. The fiasco at the Polygone proved that. She had no choice but to wait, and she hated being out of options.
She gathered the dog into her arms. Aurore was trembling, fear radiating out of her. Merle buried her face in her curly ears and tried to calm her. When would they call? How would they exchange their hostages? She stared out at the stone houses, the ornate lights, the stars. She punched in Pascal’s number even though she’d promised herself she would handle this alone.
“Merle?”
“They told me to go to Guzargues. A small village.”
“Near Montpellier, yes. Where are you now?”
“In Guzargues. I wasn’t far.” She squeezed the dog to her chest. “How will this work, Pascal? I can’t. . . . I can’t figure out how this will work.” She wanted to tell him how afraid she was that something would go terribly wrong, but she didn’t want to say that. Being afraid never stopped a person from doing what they had to do. Annie always said that courage was doing what was necessary in the face of fear. Tonight she would be brave.
“They must be near there. Maybe watching from a hilltop location. I am on my way. There is a gendarmerie near the hotel de ville. Go there and wait, blackbird. Please.”
“I have to see this through, Pascal.” She pressed “end” as his voice trailed off. If she talked to him any more she might lose her nerve. “Ah, petit. Calmez-vous,” she repeated to Aurore, settling her back on the passenger seat. As the dog relaxed, she felt her own reserve of courage rise. “I can do this,” she whispered. “I can.”
The next message came ten minutes later.
 
Drive north on Camp Paillas. Take the third right turn. Drive to the top of the hill. You will see a lantern by the road. Stop and await instructions
 
Merle turned on her overhead light and looked at the map. The type was miniscule and her eyes were tired. Squinting, turning it to read the street names, she had just located a road called Camp Paillas when the gendarmes arrived.
Two police cars drove up silently, lights off, gliding into place in front and behind her car. The one in front turned a spotlight on her. As he made his way toward her, with a swagger and a scowl, Merle sighed, placing both hands on the steering wheel.
The dog began to bark.



 
 

 
The gendarmes took her and the dog to the small police station behind the city hall. Similar to the one in Malcouziac, the interior was institutional gray. Someone had painted a colorful mural on the outside walls, sunflowers, lavender, and sunshine. None of that warmth could be felt in the small, dark cell where Merle sat on the cot, staring at the floor. Aurore could be heard barking behind closed doors somewhere.
She was being charged with stealing the dog. Because Aurore was so valuable it was a major crime, the gendarmes explained gravely. They took her passport and identification, rifled through her backpack then left it with her. Merle curled into a ball, pulling her knees into her chest on the cot, and pounded the blanket with a fist. Damn Pascal. He had done this. The French police were so incompetent she wanted to scream. Pascal knew she didn’t steal the dog. Why had he told them that?
Damn him!
She jumped to her feet, fuming. She paced the small cell, rattled the stupid bars, a caged fury. What about Francie? It made her sick to her stomach. She was supposed to be up on a hill, arranging the trade of the dog. She bent over, nauseous with anxiety, when she heard the ping. It took a moment to realize it was her phone. And that the gendarmes hadn’t confiscated it.
They took her ID. Why not her phone? More incompetence. She looked up and down the empty hallway. Another ping. She scrambled through her backpack, searched the pockets of her pants, then her shirt. It was in a chest pocket, almost in plain sight. She pulled it out and stared at it.
 
Proceed to the top of the hill immediately if you value your sister’s life
 
Merle tried not to groan. How was she going to get to the hill? How was she going to turn over the dog? What was Francie doing? Was she okay?
She sat down on the cot again and willed herself to think. Calmez-vous, she told herself. She needed to buy some time. She texted again.
 
Seem to be lost. Very dark
 
When she looked up, the less swagger-y gendarme, a young recruit by his fresh-faced looks, was standing outside the cell. She pushed the phone under her leg but there was no chance he hadn’t seen her texting. He said something complicated in French, with an unusual accent, and she shook her head.
“Je ne comprend pas.” She asked for a translator. It was nearly midnight. It would take some time to find one. He nodded and disappeared through the hall door.
Why hadn’t he taken her cell phone? It made another beep.
 
They texted: Give your location
 
She replied, If I knew that I wouldn’t be lost
 
Then the battery died.
Merle closed her eyes. Hadn’t she plugged it in? The dog got tangled in the cable in the car. Unfortunate beast at the center of this mess. She bent double, lowering her head to her knees, trying to think how this might go, how to get Francie away from those criminals. How frantic her sister must be, how scared.
She must have dozed off. She’d hardly slept for days. The crack of the metal door in the hallway made her jerk awake. She dropped her phone to the cement floor. Cursing she snatched it up and hid her hand behind her back.
“Blackbird? Are you all right?”
The sight of Pascal sent a flood of relief through her. His black T-shirt and wrinkled jeans, his cowboy boots, his broad chest and tanned face: she’d missed them. Then she remembered he was the one who had her arrested. But the young gendarme had his keys out and was unlocking the cell door. Merle stood, her head still fuzzy with sleep. Pascal stepped inside and took her hand. “Come on now. We have to find Francie.”
In a back room, sitting around a table, he explained that he had her arrested so she didn’t go meet the kidnappers on her own. She opened her mouth to protest and he raised his hand. “I know you think you can handle everything yourself, Merle. Oh, I know.” He smiled wearily. She sat back. This wasn’t about her pride. This was about Francie. “We have a helicopter coming.” He looked at his watch. “In fifteen minutes.”
“They texted again,” she said. “I need to plug in my phone to show you.”
Pascal went to the door and called something to the gendarme. He turned back to her. “What did they say?”
“The third right turn off Camp Paillas. Go to the top of the hill where a lantern sits by the road.”
A gendarme arrived with a phone charger. Merle plugged it into the wall and her phone. Pascal said he’d be right back and disappeared, shutting the door. Merle checked her watch, waited three minutes, then turned on her phone.
There was one more text.
 
Bring the dog to the lantern at the top of the hill and stand in the headlights at exactly 1 a.m. or your sister dies
 
Merle burst out of the room. One a.m. was less than a half hour away. She opened the hallway door to the reception area and stopped short. The room was full of policemen with large guns, and a woman with a small beagle on a leash. The woman looked at her then down at her black slacks, white blouse and dark jacket.
Pascal turned from a lecture he was giving to the officers. “Go back inside, Merle.”
She held up her phone. “There’s another text. I need to be at that hilltop with the dog at one.”
Everyone looked at their watches and shifted uncomfortably. “Wait in the room,” Pascal said. “Plug in your phone.”
“They said—or my sister dies.” She looked at Pascal. His cheek muscles clenched. Then her phone beeped again. She read the text. “And now they say—the priest dies with her.”
Pascal stood in front of her. “They’re bluffing, Merle. Francie and Father Cyril are their only cards to play. They’ll never get the dog if they harm them.”
“Maybe they’ve given up on the dog. Maybe they know you’ve got a bunch of cops ready to arrest them.”
“Then they wouldn’t be texting you, would they? They would just run.” He touched her arm. “They want the dog. Trust me.”
“So what’s the plan? Another switcheroo? Because that worked so well last time?” Merle glanced at the woman with the dog. She wore a wig, brown like Merle’s hair. She frowned at Merle as if she didn’t understand. “How is this person going to communicate with the kidnappers?”
Pascal asked the woman something about ‘parler anglais,’ speaking English. She shook her head. “You will have to text for her, Merle.”
“Am I going to be there? Hiding in the car? Dropping from a helicopter? On a walkie-talkie?” Pascal was not liking her tone. “And that dog? It looks nothing like Aurore. They’re going to see it in the headlights. They’ll know it’s not the right one.”
Merle stepped closer to him. “I can’t take another chance that it gets botched. I have to do what they say.” She looked at her watch. “And I only have minutes to get there.”
Outside, the heavy chop of a helicopter cut the night. Merle looked around the room at the team of policemen in combat gear, weapons at their sides. The beagle whined then barked at the noise. Merle looked down at the dog then back at Pascal.
“I have an idea.”



 
 

 
The third right turn off Camp Paillas was a fork in the road, easing uphill toward the wilder outskirts of Guzargues. The area was a wealthy suburb of Montpellier, it appeared, with lavish country houses behind gates. A new moon rose in the east, a slant of silver across the dirt road. Merle drove and Aurore rode shotgun, watching the dark trees go by.
“Which hill do you think they’re on?” Merle asked. Pascal was in the back seat with the beagle and the woman, a police dog handler named Giselle. They crouched low as she drove out of the village and into the dry hills dotted with scrub and stone.
“To the West probably. Get the dog from the passenger side.”
Merle gripped the steering wheel, driving as fast as she could around potholes on the narrow country road. It wound upward, past a compound of buildings, dim shapes against the night sky, a stand of pines, and dry, empty ground, away from civilization. She rounded a bend and saw the lantern ahead on the right, lighting a yellow circle on the ground. “There it is,” she told them, bouncing off the road onto hard dirt. Her heart began to flutter. Aurore pricked up her ears and whined.
“Leave the car running,” Pascal said.
The location was treeless and open, not even shrubs growing in the dry soil. To the west the hill dropped to a bottomless ravine, then another hill rose, barely visible in the moonlight. To the east no hills could be seen, just blackness and a smattering of stars. It looked like the perfect place to get hit by sniper fire.
“Allons-y,” she whispered to the dog. Let’s go. “Time to show ourselves to the bad men.”
The dog began to tremble again and struggled against the leash as Merle pulled her over to the driver’s side. She barked as Merle tucked her under her arm and shut the car door. Pascal whispered through his open window. “Can you hear me, blackbird?”
“Oui.”
“Check if there are more messages.”
Merle got out her phone. It made a crazy amount of light. She wondered if the criminals could see her face in its glow. She hoped so. Unless they had snipers.
“Nothing,” she whispered.
She set the dog down and held the leash tightly as they walked to the front of the car, into the bright stream of the headlights. She listened for the helicopter but the night was still. Not a breath of wind. Just the heat rising off the ground, releasing the stored sunshine. She tugged the leash and walked with Aurore out a little farther so her entire body was lit by the beams.
It was 1:04.
Merle held her sides, dancing from foot to foot. The night wasn’t cold but she felt a chill anyway. Aurore leaned against her leg, shivering. She patted the dog’s head.
At 1:07 the text came.
 
Drive to the first tree on the right. Tie the dog there. Your sister will be freed in one hour
 
Merle blinked, reading it again. She couldn’t believe it. There wasn’t going to be an exchange. This wasn’t right.
 
She wrote back: My sister must be freed now or I will not give up the dog
 
The reply was immediate: No negotiations
 
Back at the car, Merle settled the dog in the seat. “They aren’t going to exchange Francie. I have to tie up the dog at the first tree on the right.” She looked back at Pascal, angry. “Can’t you do something? Can’t you tell where those texts are coming from?”
“Drive, Merle,” he said. “We are working on it.”
She cursed loudly and put the car in gear. This was going badly, very badly. Steering back onto the road, she drove slowly, her high beams on, scanning the rocky hillside for a tree. Finally, a lonely pine tree, long dead, came into view on a barren ridge. She stopped the car and put it in park.
“What about when they see it’s the beagle?” she asked. This had been her plan but now she wasn’t sure. How would they find Francie once the criminals were caught?
“We will have them by then, blackbird. Turn off the car.”
She switched off the ignition. The headlights went out. It was very dark, moonless. She waited a moment for her eyes to adjust then got out. Inside the car, she heard yips and whining as the dogs were moved. She walked around to the passenger side. This was wrong. But what else was there? She had to go forward.
She took a breath to steady herself. “All set?”
“Oui,” came the answer from the back seat from Giselle. “À bientôt, Mignon. Soyez bon.”
Opening the door quickly, Merle scooped up Mignon, the beagle, and shut the door quickly, dousing the overhead light. She set the dog on the ground and straightened, squinting in the dark for the tree. She wished she had a flashlight. The ground was strewn with rocks. That was out of the question; tonight the darkness was her cloak, her friend. She picked her way along, stumbling, until she reached the dead pine tree. She wrapped the long leash around a low branch and tied it securely. The walk back to the car seemed to take an eternity. The dog began to bark. Merle turned back, using the trainer’s command, “Silence, Mignon!”
Poor dog, she thought, crossing the last of the stones. She hoped nothing happened to Mignon. She got in the car. “Now what?”
“Turn around and drive back toward Guzargues.”
As she drove down the hillside, heart heavy, she saw two police cars hidden behind a stand of trees. Then another two, by a high wall. The kidnappers would be caught. Mignon would not be harmed. That gave her little consolation. Francie was still a captive.
The dog handler pulled off her wig as she got out of the car by the gendarmerie. She gathered up Aurore and disappeared into the building. “Come on,” Pascal said, taking Merle’s hand. They got in his BMW and headed back out of town.
“I’m going to text them again,” she said. She wrote: I did as you asked. Where is my sister?
They passed the church and plunged onto the dark hillside. “Anything?” he asked. She said no, holding her phone tightly.
Pascal got a call and began talking rapidly in French. He braked hard, jerked the steering wheel, and made a U-turn. “Enfin,” he said angrily. “The priest called the emergency number two minutes ago. Finally Paris gives approval to track his phone. They were worried about his privacy.” He swore in French. It sounded very dirty.
“Did he give directions?”
“He had no idea where he was. Paris will call when they get a location.”
As they pulled into the field on the edge of town where the helicopter sat parked, its rotors limp in the night air, Pascal’s phone rang again. He listened then turned to Merle. “They need the GPS turned on the priest’s phone. He’s locked it. Call them.”
Shaking now, she punched her phone. Come on, Cyril. It rang five or six times. She was losing hope when suddenly Francie was there. “Merle!”
“Francie, are you okay?” She gripped Pascal’s arm.
“Yes. Well, sort of. We’re locked in this room. I was tied to the bed and we got that off but we can’t get out the door. And the window is tiny.”
“Le GPS,” Pascal hissed.
“You need to turn on the GPS on this phone, on Cyril’s phone, so we can find you.”
“I think they’re gone. We saw some cars drive away. We’ve been yelling out the window but there’s nobody out there.”
“Listen to me, Francie. Turn on the GPS on the phone.”
“Ah, right. Just a sec.” She spoke to the priest, asking him how to work his phone. A minute passed, some discussion about buttons and functions and codes. Finally Francie came back on the line. “Okay, it’s on. He didn’t really know where it was, but I think we got it.”
“Good, okay, now we can track the phone and—”
Pascal’s phone rang. He said, “Bon,” and got out of the car.
“Hang on, Francie. We’re on our way.”
“Merle? I smell smoke.”



 
 

 
The helicopter rose awkwardly, lifting into the night sky, sending dust and gravel flying on the ground. Merle clung to the seat, straining against the seat belt. Her first helicopter ride. She’d been given earphones for the noise but it came through anyway, a riot of percussion. Pascal, in front, was showing the pilot a map on his phone.
They didn’t need a map once they’d cleared the hill. Yellow flames lit the scene against the black landscape like a beacon. Merle felt her stomach turn over. They circled once then set down in a pasture. The building was engulfed, the fire several stories high. The wind created by the helicopter didn’t help.
Merle had to wait for Pascal to open her door, then threw herself out. They ran toward the building, a large barn, flames licking the outer walls. The noise was like a thousand lions roaring. The heat was intense, keeping everyone back. She lost Pascal in the crowd of neighbors who arrived carrying shovels, axes, and hoses.
Where was this window? Merle ran left, around the blaze, her eyes stinging from smoke. She called out for her sister but her voice was nothing to the raging fire eating up old beams and boards. She ran to the back where two men were cutting back shrubs between the barn and the farmhouse, a two-story stucco manse with a red tile roof and blue shutters.
She asked a man wearing pajamas if he’d seen a window on this side. He pointed to the opposite side of the barn. On the east and to the back the walls were whitewashed stone as if it was some ancient, original part of the structure. She rounded the corner and saw a tiny window about six or seven feet off the ground. Merle jumped, but couldn’t see inside.
“Francie! Are you there?”
A hand poked out, then Francie’s face emerged. “Merle? Thank God. Get us out of here. The smoke is getting bad.”
“Are your walls made of stone?”
“Yeah but the ceiling is wood. We can hear it crackling. We’re afraid it’s going to fall in on us.”
“Is Cyril okay?”
“I think he has asthma or something. Hurry!”
Pascal was helping throw water onto the edges of the barn to keep the fire contained. Without serious firefighting equipment, the barn was a loss, that was easy to see. The roof was tile but the wooden structure of it burned like a tinder box.
Merle grabbed his arm. “They’re in the back.”
Pascal grabbed an axe and followed Merle. He swung the tool wildly at the window. Glass flew in every direction but the stone held. After a few whacks, he told Merle he would have to go through the main door, and then he ran back to the front. Merle called to Francie, telling her they were going to come in through the door, then ran back to the front. Pascal borrowed gloves from a farmer, then picked up the axe again and chopped through the outside door. It shattered, half burnt. A whoosh of air sent a plume of sparks up to the rafters, feeding the fire. The skin on Merle’s face felt dangerously warm. Her eyebrows might be melting.
Pascal disappeared into the smoke and flame. He shouted, his words lost in the chaos. The crack of the axe boomed. A cry went up as the west wall of the barn collapsed in on itself, sending everyone back. Merle called out to Pascal, her words evaporating. Fire was so unpredictable. She wanted to go in but knew it would just make things worse. Did the beams crush him? Would Francie burn to death? Had the smoke choked them? The scenarios ran through her head, the call to their parents, the trials for the kidnappers, the revenge she would extract, all hardening inside her.
No. It was too early for hate.
Around her, the work went on, the dousing of small flames, the digging of trenches, the wet trickle from an ineffectual hose. She waited until she was sure she would burst. Time during a calamity took on an elastic quality, stretching until you’re sure it will break.
Finally figures materialized out of the smoke. Pascal was dragging a thin man dressed in black, his arm over Pascal’s shoulders. Father Cyril, his hair, face, and clothes gray with ash. Was he alive? They stepped over burning debris, stumbling out of the barn. Pascal laid him on the ground. Cyril was coughing. A woman cradled his head her lap and gave him sips of water.
Merle let out a sigh. He would live. She looked back into the gloom and yelled, “Francie!”
Pascal turned to go back in, then paused as they saw her. Francie, high-stepping over embers and beams, hair flying, arms batting smoke and sparks out of her path, screaming very bad words as she leaped and ran. She plunged out the broken door and into Merle’s arms.
“Oh god,” Francie said, her face smashed into Merle’s shoulder. “I don’t want to do that again.”
Merle and Francie sat on the ground, a blanket around their shoulders, holding onto each other. The fire burned on but they sat outside the active zone, spectators now. A fire truck lumbered up with its water tank but too late. The roof caved in fifteen minutes after Francie and Cyril got out. Pascal kept working tirelessly. He helped carry Cyril to the helicopter to be flown to a hospital.
Francie refused to go. She laid her head on Merle’s shoulder, quiet now. There would be time to talk later. She had been wild to call Jack and Bernie and their sisters until Merle told her they didn’t know about the abduction, that she’d kept it to herself so they could fly home together and tell the story with all the flourishes and drama. Francie’s knees had given out then and she cried for a minute. The nightmare was over. The relief was palpable that no one had been stressed and worried, wondering if she was dead or alive. No one but her middle sister.
Merle wiped away tears on both their faces. They would recant the tale together with everyone there. It would become a moment of family lore, the telling and re-telling. It would morph into legend, or not. Whatever Francie wanted. For Merle, her arms tight around the sister she had underestimated and undervalued, but would never, ever do again as long as she lived, it was enough to be right here, right now.
Safe and sound.



 
 

 
As dawn crept into the eastern sky, turning the scene of the fire a smoldering, ghostly pink, Pascal put Merle and Francie into his car and drove back to Guzargues. He looked exhausted. They all did, gray smudges under their eyes, ash from head to toe. In the back seat, Francie laid her head back and was asleep when they pulled up to the gendarmerie.
Standing in the bright sun, Pascal turned to Merle. He began to speak but she put a finger to his lips and leaned in to kiss him. They wrapped their arms around each other silently. Finally, Merle pulled back and took his face in her hands. “Thank you,” she whispered. “Merci, mon chèri.”
He drove them home to Malcouziac in the afternoon. The sisters couldn’t stay awake. Merle tried to stay alert to talk to him but kept nodding off. When she woke up, they were on rue de Poitiers again, parking beside the broken stones of the wall as they’d done so often.
Francie took the shower first. She was desperate, she said. Merle had asked if the men had hurt her and she said only that she was slapped a couple times. Nothing else, she said pointedly. “You know I would tell you, Merle,” she said, giving her sister a hug.
Pascal stripped off his T-shirt and stood under the old cistern to wash his head and arms. When he’d dried off he and Merle sat at the dining table, trying to process what had happened. He pulled her into his lap and buried his face in her chest. They were sitting that way, silently, listening to the shower run, when the knock came on the door.
He looked over her shoulder. “Merde.” James waited outside, wearing the same blue polo shirt and khakis he’d arrived in. “I’ll get rid of him.”
James startled at the sight of Pascal, shirtless and damp. “Is Merle here?”
“She’s busy. What is it?”
Merle appeared at Pascal’s bare shoulder. “It’s okay. Hi, James.”
“There you are.” He looked back and forth between them. “I’ve been worried. So, ah, I’m going home. I’m taking the train to Paris tonight. The priest dropped the charges. They just called. He’s in the hospital or something.”
“Great. I’m glad,” Merle said.
“You look—are you dirty or something?”
She wiped a swath through the gray ash on her arm. “I guess I am.”
James pulled back his shoulders, eyeing the two of them. “I guess this is as good a time as any to tell you. We had some good times, Merle, and I hope you aren’t crushed or anything. I don’t want to hurt you. But, well, Christine and I decided to give it another try. We’re getting back together. And not just for the kids although I did miss them a lot.”
“Good news,” Pascal said flatly.
“Yes,” Merle said. “Good luck, James.”
“She came to France for me. Must be something about France and, what do you call it, l’amour?” He smiled, pleased with himself, then squinted at Merle. “You’re not angry or—”
“No,” Pascal said. “She’s not. She’s happy for you. We both are. Very happy.”
They watched James walk away, hands in his pockets. “It seems I reconciled a marriage,” Merle said, pulling him close. “Or was it you?”
“It all worked out very well, blackbird. Au revoir, King James, et bon débarras. Good riddance.”
 


 
Earlier, up in the hills, the police had appeared out of the night with flashers blazing to intercept Hector and Milo as they arrived to pick up the dog. Two other Italians including a prominent businessman were nabbed at roadblocks and taken into custody. Mignon, the beagle, emerged a little hoarse from howling but unscathed and was happily returned to her handler. Father Cyril enjoyed a long recovery from smoke inhalation on the island of Sardinia.
Aurore, the truffle dog, was returned to Jean Poutou and his wife amid much fanfare from the neighboring families. Newspapers carried the story of the heartwarming reunion. No one received the reward but not for lack of trying. In the autumn Aurore was sold to an Italian woman, a Signora Bettina Dellapiane, who had inquired about her availability. Monsieur Poutou would only say the price was adequate for a dog of Aurore’s renown.
The rains began in the fall after a very dry summer throughout the Mediterranean. For the vineyards it was too late but for truffles it was just in time. After she found a French-speaking handler, Signora Dellapiane had an excellent season with her new dog. She made enough money to lease the prime truffle grounds of her debt-ridden neighbor for next year’s season. Gianluca Gribaudi was otherwise engaged.
James Jeremy Silvers III and his ex-wife Christine got remarried in the autumn. It was a private ceremony. Annie Bennett and Callum Logan announced their engagement in September. No date for the wedding was immediately set.
Gillian Sargent didn’t return to the practice of law at Ward & Baillee. Around the firm they said she had a nervous breakdown on her trip to Europe. Francie went pale when anyone asked about her so the questions stopped. One of the partners seemed to know all Gillian’s plans except where she now lived. Francie never heard a word. She kept Gillian’s identity a secret. Despite all she’d done, Gillian had helped Merle rescue her. She’d given up the dog to her rightful owners. She wasn’t a criminal. She had a conscience after all. In the fall Francie spent many weekends with Tristan and Merle, working on a plan for a cheese importing business. She stopped writing her blog. For now.
Merle Bennett had serious regrets about leaving the Dordogne again. Before the chaos of the end of the trip, the walking tour with her sisters had been lovely. The countryside, the flowers, the wine, the family. They were together, celebrating life and birthdays.
And then there was Pascal. What was she going to do about Pascal?
She closed the house on rue de Poitiers, making arrangements for Josephine Azamar to tend the garden again. She hugged Albert and told him she’d be back. And then, saying good-bye to Pascal at the train station in Bergerac, she cried. Just a few tears.
She asked him to visit her. He whispered “Blackbird” in her ear and promised.
 


 
 
 
 
 
Did you enjoy‘The Girl in the Empty Dress’?
 
Write a review on Amazon and tell everyone!
 
Click here to write a review
 
 
JOIN THE REVIEW TEAM
and get free books!



 
 
Read more about the Bennett Sisters
Blackbird Fly
Give Him the Ooh-la-la
New! The Things We Said Today
 
The Bennett Sisters on Amazon


 
Thrillers written as Rory Tate
PLAN X
Jump Cut
The Honey Trap: a short story


 
All Your Pretty Dreams - a new adult romance
 
Beat Slay Love: One Chef’s Hunger for Delicious Revenge
A dark comic thriller
 


 
The Alix Thorssen Mysteries:
Bluejay Shaman
Painted Truth
Nordic Nights
Blue Wolf
Dear Alix: Jackson Hole Short Stories
 


 
The Dorie Lennox Mysteries:
One O’clock Jump
Sweet and Lowdown
Snow Train: a short story







Give Him the Ooh-la-la

a Bennett Sisters Novella

by

Lise McClendon

 

 

 

Thalia Press

 



© 2014, Lise McClendon

All rights reserved.

 

Join the Clamor

Be a Very Noisy Friend





Give him the Ooh-la-la



a Bennett Sisters novella



	❉





Chapter 1





	The vast, booming lobby at the New York Hilton was an unlikely spot for Merle Bennett to meet her four sisters. Five days before Christmas, the twinkle lights were on overtime, wrapped around every skinny tree and lamp post, winking their little hearts out. The cheer of the season had worn as thin as the skiff of snow on the sidewalks. Desperation ran rampant during the countdown to the day. Merle felt the same way: frazzled, weary, buzzing with both anticipation and dread. 

	What could make you this crazy? The Bennett sisters were in town. All of them.

	Merle worked in Manhattan. Her job at Legal Aid kept her hopping all over, wining and dining lawyers for philanthropic reasons. Mostly a great job, she loved the challenge of pressing the right buttons to get the white-shoe firms to donate their time for pro bono cases. But the end of the year and a few extra days off couldn’t come fast enough.

	Her sister Stasia worked in publishing in the city. For the three other sisters— all five were trained attorneys— coming into Manhattan offered excitement and glamour. And this trip was a special one. Tonight was the engagement party for their oldest sister, Annie. She was finally, at 55, tying the knot. Her wedding was to be abroad, in her fiancé’s homeland of Scotland, so for many of the Bennett relatives, elderly and otherwise, tonight was the one moment they would have to size up Callum Logan and wish the couple well.

	Merle paused in the marble lobby. Corporate gray reigned right, toward a series of low-slung sofas, and left, to the elegant reception desk. A smartly-dressed valet stepped forward and asked if he could help. He walked her to the house phones, hidden behind a row of twiggy sculptures decorated with more ever-loving twinkle lights. 

	Hand on the receiver she looked at her watch. It was nearly winter solstice. Four-thirty in the afternoon. Already dark outside, damp with a promise of snow in the air. She took a deep breath, calming herself, and picked up the phone.

	It rang seven times, not that she was counting. Then: “Allo?”

	A sharp intake of breath, involuntary, then a warming in her toes. “Pascal?”

	“Ah, chèrie.” His voice changed, warming. “You are here?”

	“Downstairs,” she answered. “Should I come up?”

	He chuckled and said he would be right down. Merle hung up the phone and tried to arrange herself on a hard tweed sofa. Just his voice could rattle her. Maybe that was why she was so nervous. Pascal d’Onscon, her hot summer fling in France, was now all too real in the clear, cold winter of New York. Would it be the same? Was their connection based on the golden sunlight of the Dordogne, the rivers of wine, or simply the other worldliness of a summer abroad where time seemed to stand still in the face of lavender and roses? 

	Was it real? Not just that; she was the practical one, rational and wise. Right? She swallowed hard and tried to concentrate. The question really was: Was this thing with Pascal something with a future?

	The way he made the calendar in her mind just evaporate was an issue. Annoying to lose what she considered her best quality, that laser focus, in a flash. She needed to stay on task, at least through tonight and then Christmas. There was too much to do. 

	She was staring at her palms, reviewing her to-do list and life-line, when she smelled him. A mix of cigarettes, wine, lavender soap, and hair oil, it caught her, sending her back in time, making a rush of warmth suffuse her skin. She looked up. He took her hands, pulling her to her feet. 

	And kissed her. 

	She pressed into him, enjoying the charge his lips gave her. Then her mind came back. She squirmed, alarmed at this public display, so natural in France but the subject of staring and famous photographs in New York City. But he held her tighter, breaking off to whisper in her ear: “Ah, blackbird, I’ve missed you, chèrie.”

	Merle felt the tension drain out of her. For a moment it was like they hadn’t spent the last five months thousands of miles apart. They were dancing in the garden and he was explaining for the first time that her name meant ‘blackbird’ in French.  The dream that was her little village in France was right here, right now. 

	Then her gyroscope righted itself. The wind outside was bitter. The streets were slick with ice and taxis honked incessantly. People streamed through the revolving doors, strangers in fur coats and three piece suits, bustling, jostling, complaining. She pulled back and smiled at him, smoothing his shirt front. “How was your flight?”

	“I slept all the way. Upgraded to première.” He wiggled his unruly eyebrows.

	“First class? Lucky you.”

	Pascal wore his uniform of black t-shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots, with a leather sport coat, also black. He hadn’t shaved for a couple days and the dark stubble burned Merle’s cheeks. They sat down and talked about their last few months, his cases, a trial, a wine scam he’d cracked for the Police Nationale. She glossed over her news, frivolous in comparison, but brought him up-to-date on Tristan, her son, who was adjusting to his new school well and had made the junior varsity basketball team. 

	“I’m so glad you could make it to Annie’s engagement party,” she said after an awkward pause. She glanced at him curiously, taking in his curly black hair and sharp, unreadable eyes. He met her gaze.

	“But you wonder why I am here?” He scooted closer, cupping her knee above her winter boots. “Is it a problem?”

	“It’s never a problem to see you, Pascal.” She squeezed his bicep and smiled. “Okay, I’m a little surprised that you went to the expense for an engagement party. But happy you did.”

	He cocked his head and smirked. “I am only here because I am hoping the Charlie’s Angels will do a briefcase-snapping routine, all sharp lawyer skirts and high heels. I would never miss a performance of the Bennett Sisters.” 

	She gave him a punch to the shoulder then led him to a small ballroom on the second floor where crystal chandeliers shone down on white tablecloths and a florist was setting up centerpieces of burgundy calla lilies. She excused herself to talk to the caterer then checked that the liquor had been delivered and the bar set up. 

	Reassured by text that her sister Stasia, the hyper-efficient one, was on her way to double-check, Merle let Pascal take her up to his room on the 14th floor where he had a bottle of champagne on ice. He opened his door, pulled her inside, and looked around for the bubbly. 

	“Merde, the service in this country,” he muttered, hands on his hips. 

	She looked around the room. “You didn’t order champagne, did you?”

	He turned to her in mock dismay. “Madame. Do you suspect me of intentions?” He sat on the bed and bounced like an eager schoolboy. “What can we do to pass the time? Did you bring a deck of cards?”



	








Chapter 2





	It was nearly seven before Merle entered the ballroom, hoping she didn’t look too flushed. She saw Annie and Callum by the bar, talking to a group of eight holding wineglasses or bottles of Scottish beer. Callum’s family had an interest in a brewery in Glasgow and he had brought beer over especially for tonight. He was wearing ordinary trousers to the dismay of the Bennett sisters. No kilt tonight.

	And there was youngest sister Elise and her new boyfriend, a tall, bookish-looking man who had the temerity to be a lawyer. Elise was shorter than Merle, and curvier, with her thick brown hair. Lots of strangers here. Annie had invited old friends from college and law school and Pittsburgh, where she’d lived for twenty years working as an environmental activist. Callum had invited his banker and trader friends from Wall Street. Once upon a time Merle might have known some of them, she mused. When Harry worked in Wall Street. But her husband had quit that life then life had quit him. He would have enjoyed this party. Potential clients everywhere.

	Francie and Stasia stood by the kitchen door, keeping an eye on the servers bringing out trays of hors d’oeuvres. Two beautiful sisters, one a redhead and one with finely-calibrated highlights, they both stood with arms crossed, one knee poking right below their similar dresses, navy, low-cut, and tight. They looked like uniformed guards. They even had their hair twisted up the same. Stasia caught Merle’s eye and smiled, giving her the thumbs up. Everything was fine.

	All sisters accounted for, caterers smooth, bar flowing. Merle breathed a sigh of relief. This weather had worried her, the predicted snowstorm, the ice on the roads. But most things worried Merle Bennett, often unnecessarily. She sometimes felt like she carried all their concerns on her shoulders. The middle sister, the pole in the center making sure the tent stayed aloft even if she had to make her own wind. 

	The party swirled around her. And the pole stands alone. She wasn’t needed anywhere.

	Then Pascal was in front of her with a glass of champagne, making her mood lift. He had come all the way from France to see her, lovely man. The touch of him brought back their romp in his room and she flushed again. They clinked glasses and sipped the inexpensive bubbly. Pascal winced, glancing at his flute. 

	“Sorry. Couldn’t afford the French stuff,” Merle said. “Have you seen Tristan?”

	“Yes, somewhere with that unruly cousin Oliver.”

	They walked into the crowd and the social miasma sucked them in. Wine, chatter, hugs, and congratulations flowed. At ten Merle was exhausted from making introductions. She grabbed Annie, Callum, and Pascal and told the others ‘good night,’ that they were going downstairs to get a real meal. 

	Off the lobby the hotel cafe had just closed. “Seriously?” Annie frowned. “Don’t they know about after-theater diners?”

	“I know a place around the corner,” Merle said. They found their coats and went out into the night with the wind slicing through them. The little below-grade bistro was French. It had helped Merle with her longing for the Dordogne this fall, with its steak frites and coq au vin. It was warm, candlelit, a little shabby, and half full. They took a table with a red and white tablecloth near the back. 

	Pascal ordered for them in rapid-fire French to the proprietress, a plump madame of the home country. Annie was holding Callum’s hand under the table, smiling a silly smile. She had piled her curly hair onto her head tonight, letting the wisps tickle her neck. She’d dyed it back to its rich brown after years of letting it gray, no doubt because of Callum. She looked young and crazy happy. Her teal dress was flattering. With the colorful scarf around her shoulders the look was uncharacteristically classic for Bohemian Annie. 

	Callum was almost fifteen years younger than she was, just forty. He was dark-haired like Pascal but not as tall, with striking blue eyes and a sensual mouth. He appeared to adore the oldest Bennett sister, whispering and touching Annie, ignoring Merle and Pascal completely. He was adorable, Merle thought, hoping he wasn’t too young. Annie was her favorite sister, brave, honest, and everything good. She’d never married in all her fifty-five years. If Callum hurt her, Merle thought she might have to kill him.

	“How are the wedding plans coming?” Merle said, interrupting their tête à tête. “Did you find a venue yet?”

	“Aye, my mother has been on a tear,” Callum said, sitting back and smiling. 

	“We got this resort. A water resort?” Annie said.

	“A hydro, we call them,” Callum explained. “Where the Victorians took the healing waters. Just an ordinary resort now except for the ancient pile of a building that looks like a mental hospital on steroids.”

	“The family should fit right in,” Merle said. “So the date is set?” She was a planner. She needed the facts so she could make airline reservations and everything else. 

	“May seventeenth. Callum says May is the best month in the Highlands.”

	“Nothing but the best for my lassie,” Callum said, winking at her. 

	Lovebirds. Merle glanced at Pascal whose lip twitched in preparation for a smile. She patted his knee under the table to remind him to restrain himself. Instead he grabbed her hand and pulled it up his leg, under the napkin in his lap. Merle straightened, batting her eyelashes in mock horror. Their early evening romp had been clearly not enough after the long absence.

	As if reading her thoughts Annie asked, “How long will you be in New York, Pascal?”

	“Through New Year,” he said. He hadn’t told Merle exactly when he was leaving and now the idea that he hadn’t actually booked his return flight popped into her head. 

	She was frowning slightly, trying to figure that out while Annie asked, “Some police business here? Top secret stuff?” 

	He shook his head, saying he was here for her fabulous party and a visit with Merle and Tristan. The sisters’ eyes met. There was more to it. Did it involve her, Merle  wondered. Was it some ultimatum? That didn’t seem like Pascal. He was low-key, much more relaxed about things than she was. She was the one who needed answers, plans, plots for the future. Business then. It really didn’t matter, did it? He was here, in the flesh. And what flesh it was. She’d missed him this fall as she set her mind to raising Legal Aid money. 

	As they emerged on the sidewalk after dinner Pascal stopped abruptly. “I forgot. My brother told me to look up a friend of his.” He glanced up at Merle and Annie while Callum straightened his scarf for the fourth time. “Do you mind?”

	“Where does he live?” Merle asked.

	“I don’t know. But he works at this club.” He squinted at his phone. “The Black Dog. Do you know it?”

	No one had heard of it which really wasn’t that unusual. Annie claimed she was up for an adventure but she’d have to change her clothes. They walked back in the cold night wind, glad to feel the warmth of the lobby again. Annie and Callum took the elevator upstairs.

	“Is it fancy or hip or what?” Merle asked. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been to a club. What did people wear?

	He shrugged, gallic-style. “No idea.” 

	She looked at her plain black knit dress and tall boots. It was the sort of outfit that fit in everywhere. Which was good since she didn’t own anything fancy or hip.

	“You look lovely,” he said, pulling her toward him. “Always.”

	Annie and Callum came back in jeans and warm jackets. In a moment they were all piled into a cab with Pascal in the front with the turbaned driver. Pascal showed him the address on his phone and off they went, south through the night and the lights of Broadway to find the Black Dog.

 







Chapter 3



  	“Did you see that get-up on old Aunt Amanda?” Annie asked as they sat in traffic. “And who is that man she brought with her?”

	Aunt Amanda had raised Merle’s late husband after his parents died. Eighty years old and nothing if not flamboyant, Amanda wore a fire-engine red dress cut deep into her décolletage, her platinum hair teased to great heights and eyeshadow to match. 

	“I couldn’t miss it. She clung to me like glue,” Merle said. “That’s not just some man, she married him. His name is Clifton. He’s from Florida or somewhere.” 

	Pascal had turned to listen to the conversation and smiled at her. “It was very kind of you to invite her, Annie.” Amanda was the sort of bigger-than-life blowhard that Merle’s sisters mocked relentlessly. 

	“Do you think she could get me a discount at Macy’s? I have to buy new clothes for Scotland.” Annie peered at Merle, apparently serious.

	“Very funny,” Merle said. A former dress-buyer Amanda retired from the department store and traveled the world before meeting Clifton. “She hasn’t worked at Macy’s in decades.”

	Annie recited a long list of necessities her future mother-in-law had sent, from riding attire and hiking boots to teatime clothes and evening dresses. It had made her turn pale, all those clothes. Callum laughed and told her to ignore his mother. The cab lurched forward, inching in the post-theater mess. It began to rain and the driver turned on the wipers. 

	Finally they reached the address. On the sidewalk they looked around as Pascal paid the driver. Merle had a sinking feeling. The street was dark and deserted. The cabbie must have taken them to the wrong place. There was no sign of any kind on this block, just row houses. They were in the Village somewhere. She pulled her coat tighter and turned up her collar against the cold. At least the rain had stopped.

	Pascal checked his phone again and began walking down the sidewalk, peering at numbers. Finally he stopped.

	“Here it is.” He climbed up the steps to a rundown gray townhouse with several boarded windows, paused, then ran back down. “Downstairs. Here we go.”

	The stairwell was dimly lit and smelled like piss. “There’s usually some kind of sign,” Merle said warily.

	“Oh no,” Callum said, putting his arm around Annie. “The best places have no sign at all.”

	“Do you know this place, Callum?” Merle asked. He ignored her, snuggling with Annie.

	Pascal knocked hard on the door after trying the handle. Merle found a doorbell and pushed it.  They heard a blast of music from inside then footsteps. The door opened a crack. The face of a middle-aged man with a big mustache came into view.

	“Tiki sent me,” Pascal said mysteriously. The door opened wider and Pascal flashed a victory smile back at them. The man with the mustache, a thin, dapper man in tan trousers and a white undershirt, snapped his red suspenders and turned on his heel. They followed him down a poorly-lit hallway and through another door into the club. About twenty round tables were surrounded by chairs. Nothing sinister, just a nightclub of the old style. Pascal drew some bills from his wallet, pressing them into the man’s hand.

	“Welcome to the Black Dog,” the host said expansively, arms wide, a bored smile on his face. “Seat yourself as you like. It’s bottles only here. Vodka, gin, bourbon?” 

	They settled on a bottle of vodka and a pitcher of grapefruit juice and made their way through the tables to one near the front. Pascal wanted a good view, he said, and also to see if he could speak to his brother’s friend before the show started.

	The club was half full of mostly single men, a few couples, also male. As they sat down Annie leaned over to whisper to Merle.  “Is Pascal’s brother gay?”

	Merle shrugged, slipping out of her coat. At least it was warm in here. “I didn’t even know he had a brother.”

	The club walls were painted black and the ceiling, though low, had been covered with mirrors, making it seem endless. Candles on each table twisted and winked in double. The low stage looked makeshift, a platform of plywood painted deep purple and ringed with shag carpet. 

	Their alcohol came in a huge bottle, along with juice, ice, and glasses. They occupied themselves making drinks. Pascal sipped his then set it down. “I’ll go see if my brother’s friend is backstage. Get the message in before it gets late.” He walked toward a velvet curtain where a thick-necked bouncer in black leather stopped him. 

	“What time is it?” Merle asked. She’d forgotten her watch in Pascal’s room and felt naked without it. How could she forget it? Her life ran on minutes, hours, calendars that kept everything in its place. 

	“Nearly midnight,” Annie said. “When do you think this act starts?”

	Callum made himself another drink. Pascal returned, frowning. “No one allowed backstage.” 

	Minutes later the man with the mustache jumped onto the stage and waited for their attention. He clasped his hands and tilted his head. “Gentlemen. And ladies. Welcome to the Black Dog. It’s that time again. You have your drinks? Everybody a-okay?” Somebody in the back called out something lewd, followed by laughter. “Oh, stuff it, Maxie,” mustache man called back. “I’ll get your champagne. Is everybody except Maxie a-okay?” 

	He looked left and right like a schoolteacher waiting for somebody to raise their hand. “All righty then. Here she is. The one the only.” A drumroll filled the room, then recorded music, too soft then turned up loud, sweet and jazzy.

	“Miss Bosom Drearie!”



 







Chapter 4





	Annie opened her mouth to say something to Merle but just then the velvet curtain was pulled back and a roundish woman in a tight, hot pink satin gown stepped out. She posed for a second, one fish-net knee through the high slit in her dress, arms on her hips. Her hair was white-blond in a Marilyn Monroe-style flip and highly teased. Her lips were bright pink and her eyelashes must have been two inches long and sparkly. 

	The crowd cheered noisily, stamping glasses on the wooden tables, hooting. At Merle’s table there was a stunned silence as they realized they were at a drag revue. This was no woman. Her breasts seemed real enough, pushed up with corset force to nearly overflow her dress. But her arms were thick and hairy above the pink gloves that covered her elbows. Callum made a coughing laugh that turned into a wide smile. Annie smirked, blinking her eyes as if to clear her vision. Merle glanced at Pascal, wondering if he knew all about this and had been saving it for the surprise factor. But he was sitting back in his chair, a stony look of wonder on his face. She leaned toward him and whispered, “Is this your brother’s friend?”

	Pascal turned his chair toward the table suddenly and took a long drink from his glass. “Not my— not actually my brother,” he muttered darkly.

	Miss Bosom Drearie stood on the stage, adjusting the microphone as the music changed. She began to sing a jazz tune in a high larkish voice, moving sensually in her satin dress, hips this way then that. She wore glittery high heels but moved stiffly in them. Sitting close to the stage Merle could see she was not young and the hair on her chest shone through the makeup, a gray stubble. Thick foundation covered her face, cracking in lines around her mouth. At one point a rhinestone earring the size of a turtle dropped off her ear and hit the stage with a thunk. 

	The song sounded familiar, like Cole Porter or one of those tricky lyric guys from the Twenties. Miss Bosom kept up the act of seduction especially when the line repeated, “Give him that ooh-la-la,” punctuated by hip grinds. By the end of the song half the club was singing along. Callum mixed Pascal another drink, heavy on the vodka.

	The crowd cheered and jeered as the tune ended and the coquettish Miss Bosom walked through the crowd, working it, pinching cheeks, slapping asses, and planting kisses. When she came to their table she paused, appraising them with bloodshot blue eyes. For a drag queen— not that Merle had seen many up close— she veered toward camp end of the spectrum, with impressive magenta eyeshadow, a five o’clock shadow, massive lips, and an enormous wig dotted with rhinestones. For someone named ‘Bosom’ hers was more man-boob variety. Maybe that was the point. She wasn’t trying that hard to look like a woman. As she wound her pink feather boa around Pascal’s neck and pressed her chest into his shoulder, the rest of the crowd hooted louder.

	Pascal turned the same shade as the boa. Annie began to laugh uncontrollably, a high peal that made Merle giggle, shaking all over and covering her mouth with one hand. Callum emptied his glass and stood up suddenly as if to defend Pascal’s honor. Instead he took Miss Drearie’s gloved hand and twirled her gracefully then dipped her tango-style. One muscular leg and high heel pointed toward the ceiling as they all got a good, long glimpse up Bosom’s gown. Annie almost fell off her chair. Pascal couldn’t take his eyes off them.

	They had clearly not had enough to drink. 

	Callum returned to the table and Bosom Drearie went back to singing and wiggling. She swayed through a breathy rendition of “Someone to Watch Over Me” then a French song, “Je t’Embrasse,” a sign-off on correspondence Merle recognized. Pascal often wrote that on letters to her. It meant “I hug you” or “I kiss you,” akin to “Love, Pascal.” The way Bosom sang it, in a shaky but brave falsetto with an excellent French accent and monster pout, made it seem quite dirty. 

	The act lasted about a half hour. The performer announced a break, reassuring everyone in a breathy voice that she would return very shortly. As soon as she left the stage Pascal was on his feet. “On y va,” he said. Let’s go.

	Out on the sidewalk, still pulling on coats and gloves, the sisters smiled to each other but said no more. Pascal looked angry and went to the curb to look for a cab. Merle suggested they walk to a busier street and they plowed forward, a silent, stunned party crowd. It wasn’t until they finally found a cab and settled in that Annie spoke.

	“So, Pascal, wrong address? Wrong club?”

	He was silent, staring forward in the front seat.

	“Best engagement party ever,” Callum said. “Wouldn’t you say, m’ lovely?”

	“Absolutely,” Annie said, starting to laugh again. Merle tapped her thigh to shush her. She had no idea what Pascal was thinking, or why he’d taken them to that club but he was already mad about it. 

	Who was this Bosom Drearie anyway? Possibly French? Someone Pascal knew? If he knew her what did that mean? Merle got out her phone in the dark cab and did a search on the performer. Google replied: Did you mean Blossom Dearie?

	Maybe she did. She began to read about a jazz singer, a real person, a blonde American who worked the Paris nightclubs in the ‘50s and ‘60s. She had a light, girlish voice and recorded many albums including one called “Give Him The Ooh-la-la.” So Bosom was covering the same songs, in her special way. Blossom Dearie appeared to be dead and thus beyond filing defamation of character lawsuits.

	Merle read more but her eyes felt hot and dry despite the weather. They rode in awkward silence to midtown then piled out onto the sidewalk in front of the Hilton as it began to rain again. As Merle told her sister and Callum good night, Pascal waved goodbye and headed to the lobby bar, still humming with customers. 

	Merle hesitated, watching his retreating back, hands in his pockets, head bent. It had been a very long day. She was tired. Whatever was going on with Pascal could wait until morning, couldn’t it? He’d given her a key to his room and she had put her things in there. Tristan had gone home with Stasia. Merle didn’t need any more to drink. Why Pascal needed more was his own business.

	Would he turn around, come back for her? Was this some kind of test, a new hurdle in their so-called relationship? Did his walking away represent some future where he simply disappeared into a crowd one day, never to be seen again, only a pleasant memory for her dotage? Or was the moment testing her, making her choose finally between her ordinary life where bedtime consisted of sleep, law journals, and insomnia, and a sexy, thrilling, albeit long-distance affair with a fine young Frenchman? 

	The elevator doors slid open, asking her silently if she was going up.

	She looked down at her key card, fingering it through her leather gloves. Sleep sounded so good, her head relaxed, her neck loosened, her feet up. She shook herself. God, she was getting old. Choosing sleep over a man as, well, as hot as Pascal? He wasn’t as young as Callum, he only had eight or so years on her. Still he was a child. Was this what happened when you passed fifty, your body just couldn’t function past one a.m.? You chose the unconsciousness of sleep instead of life? Was this all she had to look forward to, memories built on fantasies? She flipped the card idly, as if flipping a coin, then looked again toward Pascal. 

	He had stopped ten or twelve feet away, and turned, waiting, a sheepish look on his face. The light cut across his Gallic features, the strong chin, the black hair, the Roman nose, making him look suave and mysterious like a character out of a film noir. One hand emerged from a pocket and extended toward her. He flicked his head toward the bar encouragingly. She raised one shoulder in question. 

	He flicked his head again and mouthed ‘please.’ 



 







Chapter 5





	They observed a truce as they slid onto barstools and ordered yet another alcoholic beverage. Would this night never end? Merle ordered white wine and seltzer.  Pascal ordered a whisky. They took sips. The conversation around them was a low hum, soothing like the drone of slow bees. Merle hoped she didn’t doze off. Pascal cleared his throat.

	“That man,” he shrugged, correcting himself, “or woman, whatever, she is not a friend of my brother.”

	“Do you have a brother?” Merle asked. She didn’t really care about Bosom Drearie, not this late at night.

	“Two sisters, no brother.” He looked at her. “I never told you?”

	“No.”

	“They are older, five, eight years. Genevieve and Marie-Claude. One in Paris and one in Aix.” He took a swig of whisky. “Anything else you want to know?”

	“Whatever you want to tell me, Pascal.” She kept her voice light, a victory at this hour. He was staring at her profile. She flicked her eyes toward him and smiled. “We can wait until tomorrow.”

	“Are you working tomorrow?”

	She shook her head. It was the weekend now, and she had a thousand things to do before Christmas, but not at work. He took her hand, pulling it away from the frosty glass and warming it in his. “That was... how do you say? Interesting. At the club.”

	Merle nodded. “Not what you expected?”

	He spit out his whisky mid-sip, catching it in his glass. His face broke, a huge French guffaw bounced off the modern bar. “Pas exactement.” Not quite.

	He told her that one of his supervisors in the Police Nationale had given him the information about the club and the performer. The supervisor would get an earful, Pascal promised, as he had only said that the person worked on stage at a nightclub and was French. Merle wanted to ask why the French police were interested in Bosom Drearie but Pascal rattled on, telling her as little as possible. He could work around a subject for hours without saying much of anything.

	Miss Drearie, as near as Merle could tell, was not a wanted man or woman. An informant perhaps? Probably someone with information they needed for some case back home. Pascal was sure the supervisor had known what the club was, had set him up and they were all going to laugh at him when he returned. Frenchmen, not to mention French policemen, were relentlessly heterosexual.

	“This cross-dressing thing, it is known of course in France. But not like the US.” He explained morosely that he was only a country policeman who knew wine and vineyards and the criminals who worked there.

	“It’s not a big deal,” Merle said. “It was fun. We had some laughs. I think it was meant to be fun. Bosom Drearie seemed to be having a riot.” He continued with the hang-dog look. “Do you think your colleagues thought you would enjoy it? That you, you know, swung that way?”

	His spine straightened and he hissed: “Of course not.”

	She rattled her ice cubes and arched an eyebrow. “I think you’re going to have to prove yourself to your fellow officers. And me. As soon as humanly possible.”



	They were groggy, spooned under the covers, when Francie and Elise knocked on their door in the morning, reminding them of breakfast plans. With all due speed and several aspirin they showered and dressed and rushed to the lobby. Merle hated to be late and with relief saw that Annie and Callum hadn’t arrived yet. She and Pascal chatted with her two youngest sisters for a moment, then the fiancées arrived. 

	On the street the morning had a crisp bite, frosty and clear. Pascal didn’t bring a winter coat and shivered along the three blocks to the restaurant. As they turned to go inside he touched Merle’s arm. “I have to go. Do something,” he said, glancing away. 

	Christmas surprises? She narrowed her eyes, smiling. Then panicked. What should she buy Pascal? How much should she spend? How personal? So many early-relationship questions, and yet here he was, off to Bloomingdales or somewhere.

	She promised to call when they finished brunch and he trotted off, holding his arms close for warmth. A scarf, she thought. Gloves. Or a knit cap? No meaning in that, was there? Just: Don’t get frostbite in the USA.

	The sisters were in fine form, teasing Callum about his accent and his still-unseen kilt, giddy with excitement about Annie’s wedding. They would all be bridesmaids, she’d told them, no “best” one. The word was they were going to wear tartan too but all they’d done was send their measurements to Callum’s mother. It was either a mystery or Annie and Callum were excellent keepers of secrets. 

	Elise, the youngest sister and the only other one to have never had a wedding, was bursting with questions. She wore a bright red Christmas sweater with a snowman design. Perhaps not her best look but Merle said nothing. Francie also kept her opinions of sweaters and marriage to herself. She’d had a rough year with the events during their walking tour. Her usual sparkle had tarnished. Merle squeezed her hand just to see a flash of her winning smile and green eyes. Even a touch of melancholy couldn’t spoil Francie’s good looks. She would always be the prettiest sister.

	Number two sister, Stasia, who some in the crowd called ‘Sadie Sadie Married Lady’ behind her back, arrived from the suburbs, a little late. Snow on the tracks, she told them, then joined in the ribbing of Callum, the cacophony of Christmas plans, and the displaying of shopping lists.  

	“Your Aunt Amanda called this morning,” Stasia said to Merle. “Looking for you.” Stasia worked at a fashion magazine and had three kids and a husband. Capable and organized, she worked harder than Martha Stewart to make it all look easy. Today she wore her weekender uniform: jeans with a crease, a crisp white blouse, a quilted vest, and tall leather boots.

	“Amanda?” Merle blinked, surprised. Since Harry had died the connection with his aunt had faded to almost nothing. Merle felt a pang of guilt. Amanda had no children of her own, only Harry and he was gone. “What did she want? Is there a problem?” She rummaged in her purse for her phone.

	“I told her you were still in the city. She said it was nothing, she just wanted to chat.” Stasia laid her hand on Merle’s. “She was acting a little strange.”

	Annie said, “She probably just wants to gossip about the party. Or complain about her new husband. He’s a peach. When I danced with him he sort of felt me up.”

	The sisters gasped. 

	“It was nothing. I mean, I won’t say I wasn’t flattered.” Annie gave a wry smile. “But he is pretty skeezy.” 

	“Did she mention Clifton?” Merle asked Stasia. “Is it a health thing?”

	“It didn’t sound serious. Call her when you get home.”

	“You want to hear about strange?” Annie asked, eyes twinkling. “Pascal took us to see a drag queen last night. Her name is Bosom Drearie, isn’t that the best? I wish I had a picture of his face when she wound the boa around his neck.” They all talked at once. Except for Merle. They stared at her, the questions flying. 

	Merle explained that it was for his work as a policeman and that he didn’t know it was a drag revue. They didn’t believe her. Francie wanted details. She had seen Bosom Drearie years before, at a party thrown by gallery owners in Chelsea. 

	“She wasn’t Bosom Drearie then,” Francie said. “What a name! I heard she got fired and had to reinvent herself.” She explained that the performer called herself Fleur Chèrie then, a rough translation of Blossom Dearie. Thinner, curvier, and less hairy, she did a sort-of-straight impersonation of the singer. “Did she sing those breathy songs? She’s kind of famous in that world. You guys are so lucky. You have to know some kind of password to get in to see her, like at a speakeasy.”

	“You know a lot,” Elise smirked.

	“I lived downtown after college, remember?”

	“Oh right, with Billy and Wayne. What are they up to?”

	“They got married in Massachusetts last year.” Francie turned to Merle. “I would love to get some drag queens to do a benefit. There’s one next year, can’t remember exactly what for, some charity. Can you help me? Do you have her number?”

	Merle shook her head. “Ask Pascal.”

	Francie looked thoughtful. “I’ve seen pictures of her. Is she, like, too out there? Really campy? Chubby?”

	“Camp, yes. But she’s not fat,” Annie said. 

	Callum laughed. “You try pullin’ her outa that dip. Damn near threw my back out.”









	Chapter 6









	The train rolled out of Grand Central with a wheeze, a fog blowing up in the cold afternoon wind. Merle’s feet ached and she kicked off her shoes as soon as she’d settled into the seat. Pascal crossed his arms and closed his eyes. They were both tired.

	After two hours battling the holiday crowds Merle had returned to the Hilton. Pascal hadn’t answered her call after brunch so she plowed forward, duties to be done. Like most busy women she did much of her buying online but there were a few last minute items to buy in person. She wasn’t an extravagant gifter; she hadn’t been brought up that way. Her parents were New Englanders, thrifty and sensible. Her mother Bernadette was from Massachusetts and often told stories of getting an apple and a small chocolate bar for Christmas. Her five daughters fared better and her grandchildren better still. But Merle had to remind herself sometimes to not be such a Yankee tightwad. She thought her visits to France had changed her in ways large and small, but maybe not.

	Pascal had met her in the lobby with his suitcase, no shopping bags evident. If he had a gift for her she hoped it was from France, not Bloomingdales. She eased back in her seat on the train, wondering what he might have brought her, smiling to herself as she pulled out her phone. She worked through her voicemail. Troy Lester, a partner in Harry’s old law firm, was next to last. She hadn’t heard from him for months and was glad of it. What could he want now?

	“Merle.” He cleared his throat dramatically. They hadn’t gotten along well when Lester’s firm administered Harry’s will and its decrees. A small matter of gambled life insurance funds and the Other Woman. “Troy Lester here. Sorry to bother you but there’s been a... an inquiry here. I thought you should know. The French consulate sent over an envoy and a policeman this afternoon, to look at Strachie senior’s, that is, Weston’s files. They weren’t specific, something about wine that never got delivered. Can’t see how it’s anything after all this time, what— fifty-plus years, my god. Ridiculous and yet, they were here.” 

	He paused. “We had to cooperate, give them what we had. They sent a court order for records about a month ago. Mostly the stuff you saw last year, business invoices. So... happy holidays.”

	Merle shut down her phone and stared out the window. Happy holidays to you, Troy Lester. The land was blue in the dying light, patches of dirty snow and glistening puddles dotted the streets and hillsides.  The French consulate. An envoy and a policeman. She glanced at Pascal, his mouth ajar, eyes shut. A French policeman? Of course. Who else to look at the ancient invoices of a wine distributor but a French policeman who specialized in wine fraud?

	Full dark had fallen by the time they got to the house. No lights welcomed them up the driveway. Merle tried to clear her mind of worries about the investigation and showed Pascal through the house. He was suitably impressed by its American size (huge!) and gravitas (lovely wood!) She had already decided to put him in the guest room for Tristan’s sake. Tris was crazy about Pascal but she wasn’t sure how he’d react to them sharing a bed right down the hall from his room. And Troy’s news had made her realize she needed a little distance to think.

	The television blared in Tristan’s room. Merle knocked, told him they were home, and went to the kitchen to rustle up something for dinner. Pascal took a shower then helped her make a salad. He and Tristan gossiped about his new school and basketball then went off to watch something on MTV. 

	The kitchen was quiet except for the dishwasher’s hum. Merle sat at the table by the window. Frost etched the night scene as snow began to fall. She loved this time of year, the peaceful snowflakes falling, the lights, the gatherings. She pulled her sweater tighter and stared at her cell phone. She had Troy Lester’s number from last year. But it was late on a Saturday. She called Annie instead. 

	Her oldest sister was also her closest. Annie answered immediately, concern in her voice. “Is everything all right? Did you get home?”

	“All fine. Pascal and Tris are bonding over Jersey Shore.” They laughed then Merle lowered her voice, serious. “Troy Lester left me a message. He says the French are investigating Harry’s father’s wine business.”

	“After fifty years? What the hell.”

	“They sent a consulate official and a French policeman over to the law firm.”

	She hesitated then asked, “Pascal?”

	“I don’t know. Should I say something or just let it go?”

	“Say something, of course. No, wait. You might be jumping to conclusions. You should talk to Troy first, find out if it was Pascal. And what the French think they’re going to find. Are they going after the money from the wine?”

	Merle’s stomach flipped. She’d found a stash of wine in the Strachie family house in the Dordogne last year, and sold it at auction. That money would send Tristan to college and give his half-sister a nest egg for her own education. Merle had set up the trust for little Sophie, now five years old. It wasn’t a lot of money but it would help. Would the French government take money from children? 

	“I hadn’t thought of—” Merle stuttered. “Do you think they can? Do they have rights to it?”

	“If they try we’ll sue their asses. We’ll make Troy Lester lead the charge, that creep.” 

	Annie made more conciliatory noises and they hung up. Callum needed her. They were still in Manhattan on a pre-honeymoon. Merle’s heart warmed to hear how much her sister was obviously in love. She took a deep breath. Everything would work out. It would all be okay.

	She was pouring herself another glass of wine when Pascal returned. He asked her to pour him one.

	“Who is this Jersey Shore?” His eyes were wide. “I am scarred for life.”



 







Chapter 7



	The sun was barely up when the phone rang in the kitchen. Merle pressed the button to start the coffeemaker. “Hello?”

	Aunt Amanda was on the line, voice high and tight. “Do you have a minute, dear?”

	“Of course. I’m sorry I haven’t—”

	“Can you come over?” The old woman interrupted. “Now?” She was whispering, like she didn’t want someone to hear her. Merle said she’d leave within the hour. Amanda lived on Long Island in the original part of Levittown. It wasn’t terribly far but would take more than an hour to drive there. Merle checked her watch, put milk in her coffee, and went to get dressed. 

	The Sunday morning traffic was light. Pascal had insisted on going with her, and driving her ancient mini-van that Tristan called the ‘Mom Wagon.’ She always intended to get rid of the rusty thing but since she mostly drove it to the train station and back it was still serviceable. And yes, she was a Yankee tightwad. 

	The weather was cold but the snow hadn’t stuck and the roads were dry. They talked about American drivers’ propensity for sloth and the hard morning light glinting off Long Island Sound. They crossed the Throgs Neck Bridge. Plunging into the Levittown neighborhoods they got lost soon after leaving the expressway. Pascal pulled over while Merle got directions on her phone. 

	“You have been to your aunt’s house, yes?” 

	“She was Harry’s aunt. They weren’t close. Mostly she came over to our house for holiday stuff.” Merle looked up, frowning. “I forgot to invite her this Christmas.”

	“Well, now’s your chance,” he said, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. 

	After fifteen minutes of wrong turns they found the house. Amanda’s Cape Cod cottage was one of the first group built in Levittown in the late forties. Tiny and plain she’d made a few alterations over the years, building dormers and finishing off the second floor. But the siding was still a dingy white and concrete lawn ornaments seemed to have sprouted in the yard. Merle wondered how a woman with enough flair to be a dress buyer for a major department store tolerated a painted duck on the lawn.

	The door opened before they could knock. Amanda wore stretchy sky blue slacks and a ruffled white blouse but her face was drawn, eyes worried. Her hair was not in its usual perfect state, resembling a sunburst today. Merle introduced Pascal. Amanda glared at him openly then waved them into the living room. Somewhere a television game show was on. She poured them both coffee and made them sit on the sofa. No small talk today.

	Amanda returned, cradling her own cup in both hands. She stopped in front of a chair and stared down at them, blinking, her mouth tight.

	“Is everything all right?” Merle asked. 

	Amanda squinted her eyes at Pascal. “He has to go.”

	Pascal stood immediately, followed by Merle. “What’s going on?” she asked.

	“I’ll tell you,” Amanda said. “But not him. Not the Frenchman.”

	Merle protested but Pascal shook his head. He disappeared out the front door. Merle sat down again, perplexed.

	“It’s the lawyers,” Amanda said. “Wes’s old lawyers. They called me on Friday. They want to come over and talk to me.”

	“About what?”

	“I have no idea.” Amanda stared at the ceiling. “He’s been gone so many years, Merle. It can’t be about Wes. Is it about Harry?”

	“They called me too. It’s something to do with Weston’s business.”

	“What business? The imports?”

	“Did he have another one?” Merle hadn’t even had time to dig out the document copies that Troy had sent her last year. All she could remember was some kind of invoices for wine shipments. She didn’t like thinking about Weston Strachie who was a bastard several times over. He’d died in an auto accident when Harry was four but the revelations of his behavior had gone on and on.

	A clumping sound came from the stairs and a door opened. There stood Clifton, Amanda’s husband, in print boxer shorts and a yellow Florida State t-shirt, his long gray hair wild without the grease that normally held it in place. His face looked blurry with gray-haired jowls. He burped loudly as he came to rest, barefoot, in the hall. 

	Amanda sat frozen, perfectly still. The living room drapes were drawn, shadowing them. Merle blinked, wondering if Clifton knew she was here. He called out: “Honey pie, can you make me some flapjacks?” Amanda caught Merle’s eye and shook her head. Her husband turned and disappeared into the back of the house.

	Amanda whispered: “You should go now.”

	“But the lawyers—” 

	“I’ll call you when they come over.” She grabbed Merle’s arm. “Go now.”

	Merle stood on the stoop. Christmas dinner, she’d forgotten to ask. She turned back to the door but hesitated. Amanda was with Clifton now. Clifton would come to dinner too, that would be understood. Why weren’t they in Florida like last year? And why did Amanda want to hide Merle from Clifton? Was she afraid of him?

	She turned back to the street. Pascal sat in the mini-van, watching her. She took a breath, walked down the driveway, and got in. They were silent as he turned the key and drove back toward the expressway. 

	“Well, that was no big secret. I’m sorry she was so rude.” Merle stared at the water again, its glitter gone flat in the midday sun. “I can tell you—”

	Pascal held up his hand. “C’est privé, I understand.” 

	He didn’t look upset or angry. Could she still read him? If Merle discussed what Amanda had told her she would have to tell him what Troy said, and she wasn’t ready for that yet. She had to find out if he was the French policeman in question. 



	Tristan had a holiday program at school that afternoon where he dressed as a six-foot-three elf and grinned like a happy maniac. Pascal stayed home and invoked the “Yule Rule:” Ask Me No Questions and I’ll Tell You No Lies.  After dinner Merle invoked it herself and shut herself in Harry’s old office. She’d repainted it a sunny gold and put up new photographs of the Dordogne and Tristan. She’d blown up one she loved, the stone house with its blue shutters, the pear tree growing against it, its tiny green fruits like dollops of hope. 

	She’d cleaned out the desk and found a silk flower arrangement for the corner, claiming it as her own. The file cabinets along the wall were another story. They were full of Harry’s secrets and deals and she had no idea what to do with them. Would they be important someday? Were they just trash? They sat, gathering dust.

	At eight o’clock she sat behind the large oak partners desk and made a few notes on a sheet of paper. Then she called Troy Lester. As it rang she asked herself if she really wanted to know this information. Before she could figure that out, he answered.

	“Merle. Good to hear from you,” Troy said, seemingly sincere.

	“I got your message. And, well, what the hell.”

	“Don’t worry about it. They were in and out. We handed over on small file. Not much there.”

	“What didn’t you send me last summer?”

	He hesitated and she knew she’d guessed correctly. “A few more invoices, that’s all. Nothing to worry about.”

	“You kept copies, I assume. So fax them to me.”

	He promised to fax them first thing tomorrow. Then realized the office would be closed.  She said, “Just tell me what they said then. And who came from the consulate.”

	“All we had were invoices with lists of wines he was importing. The envoy’s name was Girard, I think.”

	“What about the policeman? What was his name?”

	“Didn’t catch it, sorry.” She asked him to describe the policeman. “Ah, medium to tall. Dark hair. We didn’t chat.”

	“Was his name d’Onscon?” 

	“I don’t remember. Is it important?”

	“What did you want with Amanda Wilson?”

	“She called you?” He sighed. “The old man’s idea. I didn’t want to upset her but he insisted.” Weston Strachie’s original attorney from the early fifties, Landon McGuinness the Third, was pushing ninety but still went into the office every day, upsetting as many people as possible.

	“What do you want with her?” she repeated.

	“Weston was her brother. It’s possible he left her something that the French might want to look at. We just need to make sure.”

	“Something like what?”

	“It’s a wild goose chase. It’s been fifty years, for godssake. Don’t worry about Amanda. We’ll be gentle.”

	Merle looked at her palms, still searching for her future. “What about the wine I found in France, Troy? I told you about that. The auction.”

	“What about it?”

	“Can the French government lay claim to the proceeds somehow? Prove that Weston did something illegal then seize the money?” It made her nauseous to think about it, the legal entanglements if the government of France sued her, and the financial nightmare whether she won or not. 

	“I don’t see how they could know about that, Merle. Even if they find out, the wine is gone.” He took a drink of something. If Pascal was involved, they did know. Troy continued: “I have a feeling somebody with a lot of pull is behind this. That they’re doing the bidding of some powerful individuals or businesses. Wineries, for instance.”

	“So it’s not the government, like a criminal investigation?”

	“I’m not getting that sense. Would formal, uptight Republic of France be so casual as to send a low-level diplomat and a scruffy-looking cop? The court order was, well, we could have fought it. But the man is dead. He doesn’t have attorney-client privilege any more and there was next to nothing in the files.” In the background someone began playing the piano and singing started. They listened to the wailing of a Christmas tune. Merle felt cold suddenly, as if the future yawned hollow and threatening.

	“When will you be calling on Amanda?”

	“McGuinness has it on his agenda for tomorrow. Christmas Eve, can you believe it? I’ll try to stall him but you know how he is. A stubborn old son of a bitch.”

	“Fax the documents as soon as possible, Troy.”  

 





Chapter 8



	By ten o’clock the next morning— the day before Christmas— the kitchen was a disaster. Flour, icing, six pans, three mixing bowls: apparently it took a village of utensils to make a bûche de noël. If Merle wasn’t so wound up about the possibility of the French government making her pay back the hundreds of thousands of dollars she’d made on the wine she’d found in her house in the Dordogne she would have stopped. As it was, making the mess was therapeutic.

	A bûche de noël, a cake shaped like the yule log that once fed every fire in France over the Christmas holidays, was simple in the books. A sheet cake, a ganache, almond icing, chocolate icing, cool it, roll it, slice it, make it look like a piece of a tree. The pictures in the cookbooks were amazing. When Merle found out Pascal was joining them for Christmas she’d decided to make one. She hadn’t thought it would take all day.

	She might have also counted on a little help. But Pascal and Tristan had hatched a plan the night before and left early to go back into the city to do what all men do on Christmas Eve: their shopping. Tristan was pink with excitement this morning, bubbling with secrets. Pascal had a good effect on the boy. 

	Merle looked around her kitchen. She was definitely in avoidance mode. She would do anything, including clean her kitchen when this mad project was done, to avoid talking to Pascal about her suspicions. Last night she went to bed early while the men played video games into the night. She could hear them in Tristan’s room, whooping and hollering. Going to bed early wasn’t like her but there it was, avoidance at its finest. She’d made a long list of everything that needed to be done on Christmas eve. The list now stood at attention, getting splattered with gooey frosting. 

	With all the parts, cake and its various icings, ready for construction, she washed her hands and took a break. When would the lawyers go to Amanda’s? McGuinness probably needed his afternoon nap. It was now nearly noon but Amanda hadn’t called. Merle poured herself another cup of coffee, dialed the number, and stared out into the backyard dusted with snow. 

	No one answered. Merle re-dialed but still no answer.

	Merle washed two pans and tried again. Same result. She called Troy Lester and got his voicemail. What the hell was happening? Anxiety ratcheting she returned to cooking, removing the sheet cake carefully from the jelly roll pan and slathering on the almond icing. Another long perusal of instructions, a deep breath, and she rolled the log, removing wax paper as she went. Placing it on a large platter she set it in the garage to cool. 

	She vacuumed and dusted the living room and dining room, consulted with Francie about the cheese and Stasia about the food for the evening. The families always got together on Christmas eve to exchange presents. Merle was determined to keep all the traditions going while they still had kids at home. Francie was still single unbelievably, but said she was bringing a friend. The sisters were intrigued but wary.

	Two hours of cake decorating ended with a passable version of a yule log, fork marks indicating bark and green icing holly on the side. Merle quickly cleaned the kitchen and tried Amanda again. This time an answering machine picked up. Clifton’s voice: gruff and unwelcoming. Merle tried to sound pleasant as she asked Amanda to call her about Christmas dinner tomorrow and apologized for the late notice.

	At four o’clock on the dot the troops began arriving. Stasia and Rick lived nearby and had so many people and platters of food they brought two cars. Their three kids each had a friend and each carried presents to put under the tree or a plate of picture-perfect hors d’oeuvres. Stasia in casual holiday chic with a green cashmere sweater and velvet pants carried in two gallons of egg nog. Rick managed the box of liquor. The party had officially started. 

	Arranging the food around the dining table Stasia admired Merle’s bûche de noël. “My god, Merdle. I had no idea you did cake decorating.”

	“Me either. I’m exhausted.”

	“Speaking of exhaustion where is that French hottie? Don’t tell Rick but—” she lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’ve been having some naughty daydreams.”

	Merle laughed. “Bad girl.” She looked around the living room, teenagers draped on chairs, adults gulping egg nog and wine. Annie and Callum had made a surprise appearance and were staying over. Francie was passing cheese samples, still working on her import business idea. Her friend turned out to be a bald, silent man whose name everyone had forgotten. He sat by the fire, sipping wine, looking reasonably content. The only sister missing was Elise who had planned a ski trip this week. Everyone else looked relaxed and happy, merry with food and drink and family. 

	No Pascal. No Tristan. She looked at her watch: nearly 6 p.m. and full dark outside. Where were they? Merle tried to shrug nonchalantly and say to Stasia: “No idea, chèrie!” But if they didn’t get here soon she would sic the neighbor’s gigantic blow-up Santa on them.  

	“Wine, Merdle. Lots of it.” Stasia said, grabbing an empty wineglass for each of them. “What’s the holidays without a little over-imbibing?”

	Pascal and Tristan blew in, laughing, arms full of packages, a half hour later. Stasia placed a warning hand on Merle’s shoulder, a reminder to smile and enjoy the party. Merle felt her blood pressure rise into her temples and sit there, throbbing. She swallowed the rest of the wine in her glass and went to take their coats.

	“Sorry we’re late, Mom,” Tristan said, dropping the shopping bags in the hall. “The train got delayed, then cancelled, then finally the mom-wagon didn’t start.”

	“The battery,” Pascal added. “It is a dead duck.”

	“Pascal bought a new one from the Triple-A guy.” Tristan looked out into the living room. “Hey, everybody, merry Christmas!” He lunged toward the food, waylaid by his cousin Oliver. A mock punching ensued.

	Merle turned back to Pascal. He didn’t even have a winter coat, just the leather jacket. His neck and face were raw with cold, his nose white. “I’m so sorry about the car. Thank you.” She was always so quick to blame him. Why was that? She touched his hand. It was icy. “Can I make you something hot to drink?”

	He rubbed his hands together. “If it is very strong, yes, of course.” He pecked her on the cheek then stepped back. “We are all right, with the late? I am sorry.”

	She smiled. How could she resist this man? She expelled a breath and told herself to be more trusting, to use her intuition for a damn change. She knew Pascal, in a way that most people don’t know others. She had seen him in action, saving her house, saving her. He was one of the good guys.

	But the doubts crept in. What was he doing with the French government? Medium-tall, dark hair: the description from Troy Lester fit him to a T. But was it him? And how long before he filled her in on his real mission in the U.S.?

	Callum arrived with a large whisky, thrusting it at Pascal. “Twelve year. Medicinal, you know.”

	Pascal took the glass and looked again at her, tipping his head in question. “Okay, chèrie?”

	She took his free arm. This wasn’t the time for questions or arguments. It was Christmas Eve and he’d flown across the damn Atlantic to spend it with her and her family. 

	“You didn’t miss the pièce de resistance.” She led him to the dining room where the bûche de noël had a place of honor in the center of the spread. “Voilà!”



	Nearly midnight. Merle wiped down the kitchen counters and filled the dishwasher with the last of the serving plates, taking time to hand wash the silver spoons and forks that she only used at the holidays. They would be needed tomorrow for dinner with her parents. Pascal had insisted on cooking. She had no idea what that would entail and it worried her a little. Harry had never cooked a dish in his life. But Pascal was another animal, wasn’t he? 

	She gazed into the dark yard. The sliver of moon high, glancing off patches of snow and frozen puddles, light dancing in the breeze. Pascal came up behind her, put his arms around her waist and pressed into her back. She leaned back against his neck and he kissed her ear. 

	“Stop now, chèrie. It is late.”

	“Almost done.” She set a spoon on a dish towel and plunged her hands back in the tepid water. 

	“That is the motto of life, is it not? Almost done. Any time you choose, there is always that. Almost done, when you want to stop working, stop trying, stop—”

	“Breathing?”

	He turned her then, not caring that her hands dripped onto the floor, onto their socks, his jeans. He put them around his back and circled her waist with his, drawing her close. “What is this? You are sad tonight?”

	“No.” She tried to smile. Was she sad, was she thinking of death, of Harry, of things that were almost done or definitely completely done? She shook her head. It felt like feathers. Too much wine. “Just tired.”

	He grabbed a towel and dried her hands. “Then stop.”

	“I still have to wrap presents. You too I think.”

	“Mine are ready. Under the tree.” He nodded toward the living room. “Take off that apron and come see.”

	Most of the presents were gone from under the Christmas tree. They had exchanged gifts, mostly for the kids, earlier. The room was dark, the fire just a few red embers in the grate. The tree was still lit with white lights, a happy shine in a nighttime world, a reminder of the light that would come back when winter was done. Merle had always loved Christmas, the magical tree, the sentimental ornaments collected over the years, the special sparkly things that made her feel young and silly for the way she adored them. Pascal sat her down by the fireplace, facing the tall spruce delivered the week before. Decorating the tree wasn’t as much fun as when Tristan was small but it still had its pleasures. She smiled, watching a glittery ball slowly turn and twinkle.

	He stood before her then, with a small red box with a white bow on his open palm. It was square, jewelry-sized. Her heart flipped and she blinked up at him. He wouldn’t. Would he? She didn’t like surprises like that. She wasn’t equipped like Annie or Stasia to act pleased and flattered if she just felt bushwhacked. He wouldn’t do that to her. He knew her.

	“For you, chèrie.” He sat down next to her as she took the box. “I wanted to wait until everyone was gone to bed. I thought Annie would stay up all night.”

	“You shouldn’t have, Pascal.” Her voice sounded strange, croaky. 

	“It is not so much. Open it.”

	She tore off the paper. Inside was a velvet jeweler’s box. She lifted the lid, a hard knot in her chest. When she saw the pendant, a fleur de lys in amber and amethyst on a gold chain, she let out the breath she’d been unconsciously holding. A necklace. Not a ring, not ‘so much.’ For a moment she was disappointed. If he had made the decision for them both wouldn’t it be easier? Wouldn’t it make the future certain, make him permanent? She did want a future with him, didn’t she? 

	The moment passed and she smiled into his doubtful face, making the worry between his eyes go away. “It’s beautiful. Is it from France?”

	“Bien sûr.” He waved a hand. “Where else would one find such a lovely?”

	“I haven’t wrapped yours yet,” she said, taking the necklace from the box. It was large with lots of gems, a bit showy for her style but she loved it anyway. 

	“I can wait,” he said. He took the necklace from her and fastened it around her neck, admiring it against her chest. “I couldn’t wait for this, for you to see it, to see it on you. You really like it?”

	Then they were standing and she was kissing him, warm inside his arms. “I love it,” she whispered, and meant it, no matter what that little voice in her head was warning.



	









Chapter 9







	Christmas day passed in a pleasant fog. Merle’s parents, Bernadette and Jack, arrived at noon with presents and entertained them with family stories while Pascal rattled and banged through the kitchen, preparing his feast. Merle had gotten the menu out of him and was stunned by his ambition. Five courses, including cheese and dessert. He had somehow procured fresh oysters and smoked salmon and duck and shopped for wine pairings. He showed Tristan how to pry open oysters, how to test to make sure they were fresh and wouldn’t poison you. There were only three cut fingers.

	Half of Merle’s elaborate bûche de noël remained, maimed but still delicious and apropos. Pascal made kir royales for them all, deftly popping the cork on the champagne and drizzling the creme de cassis into the glasses. He served baguette slices with olive tapenade and smoked salmon in the living room, letting Tristan pass the plates. With no kitchen help but his own two hands Pascal served both the oysters and the main course at the same time, seating them at the dining table with a flourish that made Bernie laugh. She widened her eyes appreciatively at Merle, wiggling her eyebrows just like Annie did. 

	As they sat down Merle realized she’d never heard from Amanda about dinner. She hadn’t even set places for them. It had been too last-minute, she realized with guilt. Of course they had other plans. Merle hoped Amanda wasn’t angry.

	Annie and Callum had returned to the city. Annie had to go back to Pittsburgh. Callum’s Wall Street job wouldn’t wait. This was their last day together for awhile. No one knew how their lives in distant cities would jibe after the wedding, not even them. At least, Merle mused, there wouldn’t be an ocean between them. She chastised herself for last summer when she had written Pascal off, not even informing him that she was in France. She watched him expertly place plates in front of her parents, smiling humbly. What had she been thinking?

	Side by side Jack in his favorite red plaid bow tie, and Tristan in a tartan sweater his grandmother had given him, slurped down oysters, the boy’s first but apparently not last. His first reaction (slimy! salty!) was soon forgotten. Pascal showed them how to tip the shell into their mouths and get every briny drop. The duck with raspberry sauce was divine. They all exclaimed over his hitherto hidden talents. His older sisters, he said, had insisted he learn to cook.

	Merle cleaned the kitchen again. Pascal used nearly every pan, bowl, and spoon but it had been worth it. As the light faded from the yard, turning everything blue-green in the shadowy pines, the phone rang. It was Aunt Amanda. 

	Merle gulped at her voice, ready for a rant. When it didn’t happen she felt guilty at her relief that Harry’s aunt didn’t even mention dinner, or Christmas even. She had something more serious on her mind. Her voice was tight, a nervous whisper. 

	“That lawyer called,” she said. “The one with the creaky voice. He sounds a hundred years old!” Spoken like an eighty-year-old.

	“What did he want?”

	“They’re coming over tomorrow at ten o’clock. What do they want, Merle? Why don’t they leave me alone? Don’t they know I’m elderly and fragile?”

	“I’m sure it’s nothing. But I can come over. Do you want me to be there?”

	“Yes. No! It’s Clifton.” Her voice dropped. “I haven’t told him.”

	“What’s to tell? You don’t know what they’re after.”

	“Questions about Weston, they told me, just like you said. This was his house after all.”

	Merle stopped, her mouth open. “What did you say?”

	“This was Weston and Emilie’s house. Sylvester and I raised Harry here. When he went off to college we moved back into our own house. Sylvester was very sharp, you know, a genius really. Made a fortune in color televisions. We loved our house and paid it off, so I kept them both.”

	Merle had never known Sylvester, sharp or not. He died in the ‘80s of some kind of cancer. “What happened to your house?”

	“I sold it so I could buy the condo in Florida. After I retired. I’m sure Harry told you.”

	Had he? Merle didn’t remember any of this, never paid attention to any of Aunt Amanda’s ramblings. She had always appeared to Merle as silly and high-strung. She appeared prone to “tizzies” and was now married to a burper from gator country from whom she kept secrets. When Harry was alive he shielded her from his aunt’s drama. There had been a few problems, Merle recalled but couldn’t remember specifics. Bankruptcy? Nigerian scams? Real estate messes? It was a blur.  

	“I’ll be there tomorrow, Amanda. In case you need me.”



	A humid wind blew in overnight, melting ice and making rivers flow down the streets of Levittown. Merle ran her wipers one last time before shutting off the mini-van across the street from Amanda’s cottage. She checked her watch. She was fifteen minutes early. She sat back to wait, sipping the lukewarm coffee in the paper cup. 

	On the drive down she’d tried to figure out what this was about, why the lawyers and the French government were so dogged in their pursuit of such an old scam, if it was indeed a scam. They couldn’t really think there was any documents or evidence left after fifty years. Unless of course they were really interested in her wine and its proceeds. That still gnawed at her gut. 

	Weston had been gone so many years, no matter what his crimes. Could they have discovered something in the bones found in the stone pissoir in the Dordogne? That mystery would probably remain unsolved. Merle had her suspicions but  there was little point to them at this late date. All the actors were gone now. 

	No, it had to be wine. Weston had a racket going, importing wine from France. It seemed like a lot of trouble, pouring out wine or making new labels or whatever. Did wine fraud work that way? Why not just sell the good stuff for a bundle? That had worked out quite well for Merle, unless the French got their grubby hands on it somehow. She didn’t like the way Annie had immediately asked if France would try to get the proceeds of her wine. She would fight it, tooth and nail. As for Weston, she had no idea what he had been up to, nor was she all that curious until now. Harry’s father was a non-person in his life, gone and forgotten. 

	Pascal had taken the train back into the city again. She dropped him off like a proper housewife in her mom-wagon then headed to Long Island. What was he doing? Why didn’t he just tell her about the Weston Strachie investigation? His secrecy made her suspicious and distrustful which in turn made her feel small and mean. She didn’t like to feel that way. Not with anyone. But mostly not with him. 

	She fingered the fleur de lys pendant around her neck, flipping down the visor mirror to admire it. He had exclaimed over the leather gloves and soft tartan scarf she’d given him. He was grateful and sweet but she hadn’t given him anything on this level. No personal token of affection was a plaid scarf. 

	At five till ten Clifton appeared at the front door, dressed in blue workman’s pants and a Marlins sweatshirt, carrying what looked like a list squeezed in his fist. He started up his green Chevy sedan, backed out, and squealed down the street. Merle saw the curtains twitch and in a moment Amanda came to the door and waved her in.

	“I thought he’d never go,” Amanda muttered, shutting the door behind Merle. “Thank god it warmed up. That man has the thinnest blood.” 

	Merle had barely hung up her coat and wiped her shoes on the mat when the knock came. The lawyers were right on time.

 





Chapter 10



	Pascal d’Onscon leafed through a Paris Match that was four months old in the consulate reception, trying to be patient. The envoy, whose real purpose in New York appeared to be film festivals and pastry shop appearances, was having a second cappuccino with an attractive divorcée. Annoying but very French.

	On the other hand Pascal was feeling rather pleased with the way his Christmas dinner turned out. He had rushed the potatoes and green beans a bit, there was some crunch to the beans but he liked them that way. You never knew how Americans would react to dishes you’ve been eating your whole life. The Bennetts were amiable people, not surprising since they raised Merle and her sisters. The mother had only winced during the raw oysters, blinking, horrified, as if he’d suggested raw snails. Oh, he should have made snails. That would have really wound her up. 

	He wasn’t entirely happy with the white Bordeaux he’d chosen for the cheese course. No one seemed to care. The magret de canard was a bold move. He’d been worried about finding perfect duck breasts. Luck and an internet search had helped with that. 

	All in all his sisters would be proud. He had sent them both photos from the kitchen and they exclaimed their pleasure at his efforts to entertain his special friend. That was what they called Merle. They said she was too old to be called his ‘petite amie.’ They didn’t quite approve of her, being older than him by eight years.  She was older than they were, they squealed. They didn’t invoke that old rule, “half your age plus seven,” he noticed. Because half Merle’s age would be 25, plus 7 equaled 32 and he was ten years older than that. No, they couldn’t say Merle was a cradle robber. His sisters had a natural but smothering interest in his love life. They had adored his wife, right up to the day she moved back to Paris with her music instructor. 

	The heavy paneled door to the inner office creaked open and the expensively-dressed divorcée sashayed out in a tight green dress, her hair askew and lipstick smudged. The envoy, Antoine Girard, escorted her out. He looked the part of a diplomat in a gray pin-striped suit that fit close to his small frame. He wore cuff-links, Pascal noticed. A man who wore cuff-links was not to be trusted. Girard adjusted his designer glasses and let his eyes run over Pascal’s wrinkled blue jeans, white shirt, and plaid scarf. The worn leather jacket he’d seen before.

	“D’Onscon, entrez.”

	Girard settled himself behind the large desk, folding his manicured hands on the blotter. He spoke a formal Parisian French befitting his upper class, grand école education. Pascal preferred policemen, a more practical lot. They didn’t wear cuff-links. Girard’s sparkled in the sunlight streaming through the tall windows. The little man had done well for himself in New York.

	“Have you found him?”

	Pascal shook his head. “He has gone to a great deal of trouble to separate his two lives. The wine connoisseur half of him has no online presence. He deals strictly on a person-to-person basis with his clients and they like it that way.”

	“He goes to wine auctions. You can reach him there, no? Or through one of the auction houses?”

	“I visited the auction houses. He is known to them but he rarely goes to auctions in person. He uses a proxy or buys over the phone. He hasn’t been to an auction for five years. And I believe, monsieur, he is using an alias with the auctions.”

	“This name, this—” Girard consulted the top sheet of a neat pile of papers. “Abel Clement, it is a fraud?”

	“There is no such person, monsieur. We have tried everything, all the data banks, and pffft.”

	“You can find a mobile number, non? The auction houses gave you that at least.”

	“They cite privacy but I think they are as much in the dark as we are. When they speak he calls them. We have no authority here. We were lucky to get that court order for the lawyers. That was out of the ordinary.”

	Girard’s jaw clenched. “Then the... other half. He, or do we say she, is a public figure.”

	“Yes, but I have hit a brick wall, as the Americans say. His friends are protective.”

	The envoy’s eyebrows bobbed. “I saw him once. Many years ago.” A tiny smile cracked the starched face. 

	Pascal returned the look. “Entertaining, non?”

	Girard cleared his throat and straightened. “The family in Bourgogne is most concerned. They have the ear of many in government, d’Onscon. They are threatening to send the rascal over, to make it all public, a formal investigation. We have no need of such a display right now. He is known for his— his extravagances.”

	And recklessness, Pascal thought. The eldest son of the eldest cousin of the famous wine-making family was known in France as Le Coquin, the Trickster. He was a fat, loud, amoral party boy who acted like the rich salaud he was. His exploits were well-documented in the French press. Now the family business was up in arms, pressuring the government for action. Just the prospect of them letting Mateo Leblond loose on the New York nightclub scene was chilling. They must find the wine consultant, whatever his real name was, who wears a pink boa and sequin dress on weekends. Before Leblond makes an idiot of himself, his family, and France on American soil.

	Girard said, “And the woman, the relative? What do you discover from her?”

	Pascal stared at the soft pinkness of the envoy’s face, the scent of his aftershave cloying and sweet. He felt a sudden desire to smash his face into the blotter. He pictured the blood draining down his chin and it made him feel good. “It happened before her time. Before she was born, before she married into the family.”

	“But you have interrogated her?”

	He tried not to bristle. Don’t tell me how to do my job.


	“In good time, monsieur. In good time.”

	







Chapter 11



	The two-thirty train from the City was late. The trains often were in this direction,  when home was the major destination. Merle leaned back in the worn blue seat of the mini-van and was struck with rancid French fry smell that wafted from the back. Jumping out she slid open the side door and angrily gathered up McDonald’s wrappers, gym socks, gum wrappers, and a pizza box, stomping over to the station to deposit them all in a trash can. 

	The afternoon was cold again, the light already behind dark clouds in the west. She thrust her hands into her coat pockets and walked back, checking the track for the still-missing train. She got back into the driver’s seat, her breath fogging the air. Rubbing her palms together she checked her watch for the ninth time, took a deep breath, then closed her eyes.

	The meeting with the Weston Strachie’s lawyers had been enlightening, in a way. Troy Lester wasn’t sure what the French were fishing for exactly as they refused to say. But McGuinness, the old S.O.B. who considered Merle an interloper and had no memory of meeting her the year before, shook his old head ominously. “This could be quite catastrophic, my dear Mrs. Wilson,” he said to Amanda. He used her old name and she didn’t correct him, blanching visibly. “Quite, quite horrible.”

	Amanda grabbed Merle’s arm. “What?” she squeaked. “What is horrible?”

	“These French, they’re tireless,” the old man said. “They never forget a slight. They have been known to hunt down thieves and murderers to the ends of the earth.”

	“Really, now, sir,” Merle chided. He made it sound like they were Nazi-hunting. “There are no thieves or murderers here. What is the point of upsetting Mrs. Wilson? Do you have facts?”

	The old lawyer wore a baggy brown suit, double-breasted with thick shoulder pads, voluminous across what apparently had once been his Daddy Warbucks paunch. He walked fitfully, in jerky steps of three, then paused and lurched forward again. He threw himself into the largest chair in Amanda’s living room without an invitation. His younger partner, Troy Lester, was an old beau of Annie’s. Now as bald on top as the old man, he at least had a respectable fringe around the edges. Last year Merle would have said Troy would age into a Landon McGuinness the Third, his Yale socks and rep tie faded but adequate for the stuffy, conventional law practice. But today Troy went surprisingly casual, a blue V-neck sweater over a chambray shirt with pressed khakis. No tie in evidence. He shook Merle’s hand warmly like she was an old friend. What was he up to? He smelled suspiciously like Old Spice.

	“Facts?” the old man repeated. “Who needs facts? The French see the world through their rose-colored glasses, everything is theirs or should be. They think they invented culture. Did you know that, Mrs. Wilson? They invented western culture?” He laughed a merciless laugh.

	Amanda sucked her teeth, silent. Merle looked at Troy for help. “I don’t recall signing up for a lecture. What is the purpose of your visit?”

 	“Please, ladies,” Troy said, standing suddenly and pacing in front of the picture window. “Mr. McGuinness doesn’t mean to frighten you.”

	“Are you sure about that?” Merle frowned at them both. 

	“Be afraid, as the kids say,” McGuinness said, baring his large yellow teeth in an approximation of a grin. “Be very afraid.”

	Amanda let out a sob and began to cry in earnest, wailing into her hankie. Merle stood up, disgusted. “I’m going to have to ask you to leave. You’re upsetting Mrs. Wilson, for your own enjoyment apparently. I hope you’re proud of yourself, Mr. McGuinness.”

	In a flurry of diplomacy Troy Lester did his best to calm the waters. Merle felt the blood rush to her face as she clenched her fists, so angry with the old lawyer she almost called him Landon McGuinness the Turd, their pet name for the old fart. Behind her on the sofa, Amanda kept up the water works. Troy got the old man up out of the chair and guided him out the door, returning a moment later. 

	“God, I’m so sorry, Merle,” he said, standing in the tiny entry on a rag rug. 

	“You have to get him to retire. That behavior is ridiculous, Troy. It makes you and the firm look unprofessional.”

	He shook his head and changed the subject. “The problem is he’s right about the French. The envoy that came to the firm was classic, a powdered bureaucrat who sniffed and looked down his nose at us. Basically told us we were covering up a crime.”

	“Were you?”

	He stared at his shoes.

	“Did McGuinness know what Weston Strachie was up to all those years ago?”

	“It’s possible. But they’ll never get anything out of him. I never have.” Troy touched her arm lightly then withdrew his hand as she glared at it. “Merle. I just want to warn you. The guy from the consulate said some heavy-hitters are after something. I don’t know what, but the point is these guys have the French government doing their dirty work. That’s how connected they are.”

	“Is that supposed to scare me?” Merle felt her color rise again, the heat of anger, as she lowered her voice to a whisper. “What the fuck, Troy.”

	“They brought a French cop. Some special detective, not your run-of-the-mill. They mean business. Don’t discount the French government. McGuinness is right, they are relentless.”

	Merle stepped back, disgusted with his obvious fear. The events of the last year had changed her. Made her braver, stronger. Made her acknowledge an inner courage to face the worst, the death of her husband, unwelcome secrets, false accusation, imprisonment. She knew what she could do in the face of a threat but Troy Lester, cosseted and pampered since the day he went off to his Ivy League university, trembled at the very idea of a threat, a nebulous one at that. How had he handled confrontation, the life-blood of law, all these years? With a shiver and a load of flop sweat? A sheen had broken out on his expansive forehead. 

	She dug her phone out of her pocket. “Wait. I want you to ID somebody.” She scrolled through her Christmas photos until she found one of Pascal serving oysters. “Is this the French cop?”

	Troy squinted at her phone. “You know him?”

	“Is that the man who came to the firm with the envoy?” she repeated.

	“Yes, Merle. That’s the one.”



	The screech of the brakes against the rails woke her from the memory, her pulse pounding in her temples. She swallowed hard and got out of the car, hoping the cold air would cool the anger she felt. The train disgorged passengers. There was Pascal, pausing, looking for her. He spotted her and smiled, waving over the heads of the other travelers as he made his way across the parking lot. 

	“Chèrie,” he whispered, kissing her on both cheeks. “Merci. The train is late again.”

	They drove in silence for a mile then Pascal asked, “How was the meeting with the lawyers?”

	“Fine. Except they made Amanda cry.” She tried to keep her voice light but her hands gripped the steering wheel so tightly they ached. 

	“She cried?”

	“That old man, the lawyer, is the devil. Seriously. He ought to be ashamed of himself.”

	Pascal nodded. Merle could see that out of the corner of her eye. He glanced at her then back to the road as she turned off into their neighborhood. He wanted to say more. He wanted to know what went on at the meeting, what juicy secrets had been spilled. But she wouldn’t give him that satisfaction. 

	She felt a well of disappointment rise up in her. A tidal wave like grief, like the end of hope. By the time she pulled into the garage she couldn’t speak. He said something and she pretended not to hear. The crash of waves in her ears was a death.

	He had not come back to America to see her, to touch her, to kiss her, to make her French food. He had come back to spy on her, to get information out of her. It was so like before, when he had used her and her rooftop to spy on bad actors in wine country. She’d fallen for it again. She slammed the door to her bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, mortified by her own stupidity. 

	In her mind, the old mind that trusted and hoped and dreamed, she moved to France and lived a sunny, warm life with Pascal. Now that it was gone, this dream, she could see it so clearly: sitting in her garden, holding his hand as they sunbathed and drank white wine. Taking the train to Paris together, going to museums, laughing, eating ice cream. Meeting his sisters. Lying in clean white sheets next to him, the golden sun on their naked bodies. 

	What an idiot. 

	A knock came on the door. Pascal said, “Is everything all right, chèrie?”

	She swallowed hard. “Just a headache. I’m going to lie down for awhile.”

	“Feel better, blackbird.”

 





Chapter 12







	The thundercloud rumbled inside her, threatening. Even as she tried to keep her temper, to rationalize his betrayal— that was the way it felt— to see both sides, she lost that battle. Even talking to Annie hadn’t helped. Curled in a ball on her bed she tried not to whimper as she punched in Annie’s number on her cell.

	“He’s working here, just as we suspected,” was the way Merle began.

	“Pascal? What’s he doing?”

	“Investigating Harry’s father, like we thought. Can you believe it? The French government sent Pascal over here to dig up dirt on the poor man.”

	“Weston Strachie was a lying, cheating, abusing son of a bitch. He doesn’t deserve your sympathy.”

	Merle told the story of Troy Lester identifying Pascal and Landon McGuinness the Turd scaring Amanda, making her cry, about the “quite horrible” possibilities ahead. 

	“That’s it?” Annie asked.

	“Isn’t that enough? He didn’t come over here to see me. I’m just a convenient extra.”

	“Come on, that isn’t true. Besides couldn’t the French government have sent anyone? He isn’t the only one in the wine fraud department. He’s out in the boondocks, not even in Bordeaux or Burgundy.”

	“So?”

	“So he probably volunteered because you asked him to come for my party. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t love you, Merle.”

	The word ‘love’ wasn’t bantered around much in the Bennett family. It was freighted with anxiety and vulnerability and danger. It played hide-and-seek, never completely visible. Was it a child’s game for the gullible? Or did it really exist? Merle was never farther from that answer than now.

	“He’s never said,” she said quietly. 

	Annie snorted. “Jesus, girl. It’s as plain as the nose on your face.”

	Was it? She had no answer for that. The sunshine of his affection she’d felt that night in the Hilton had clouded over, obscuring everything. “Why didn’t he just tell me about the investigation? It’s my father-in-law he’s after, dead or not. Doesn’t that mean I should get the courtesy of information?”

	“He’s a cop. They all play it close to the vest with civilians. You’re on a need to know basis.”

	Pascal had kept Merle out of things in France, telling her the facts only when it was absolutely necessary. It hadn’t always worked out well but it wasn’t exactly his fault. But this felt different. He had come here saying all the right things, winding her up, making her— dream. That was just cruel.

	After Annie hung up Merle felt worse, churning with doubts about both Pascal’s motives and her own feelings. Did she want him to say he loved her, to put her on the spot, to make everything more difficult from now on? She wasn’t sure she did. She wasn’t sure she could trust him, or her own emotions. It was much easier to just be a lawyer, to be rational, to do things by the books, using those unwritten rules of behavior, no strings attached. The rules smoothed over the awkward bumps of living. Was life supposed to be easy? Wasn’t it just intrinsically hard, all these choices and feelings and changes and tragedies dumped in your lap? If you accepted that would it make coping with all the chaos easier? 

	She stared at the ceiling and was inclined to hear: No, but maybe it helps.



	At nine o’clock Merle washed her face, pinched her cheeks, and brushed her hair. She emerged from her bedroom to the smell of pizza coming up the stairs. She took the steps slowly, still unsure what to say to Pascal but feeling calmer. The little nap had helped. Time to summon the inner lawyer and get the facts.

	The living room was quiet. No sound of pinging or shooting from the television in the family room. She  wondered where Tristan was then stopped short as the figure of Pascal emerged from the corner of the sofa. He set down a book beside him on the cushion and took off wire-rimmed reading glasses, slipping them into his chest pocket. Merle blinked. Reading glasses? 

	“Bon soir. Feeling better?” He started to stand but she waved him down then curled into the armchair opposite him.

	She nodded. “Much. What are you reading?”

	“Un polar. How do you say, a police novel. Mystery in Italy. Not bad. A little silly. It was the only thing in French I could find. Travel is hard for the reader.”

	Merle leaned back against the old cushions which felt safe and warm in a cold world. “What’s the plot? Policeman goes undercover to get information out of so-called lover?”

	He smiled. “No, he’s got more lovers than brains really—” He stopped mid-sentence as the penny dropped. He stared at her, squinting. “What do you mean?”

	She shrugged. She felt too tired to fight now. The anger had fled, leaving her empty.

	Pascal sat forward, arms on his knees. “Come out with it. Are you upset with me?” She bit her lip, frowning at the cold hearth. Was the fire really gone? She thought she might cry. “I thought you were upset earlier, in the car. Talk to me, Merle. Tell me my mistakes.”

	His voice was soft, slightly hurt, which made her anger rise again. What had she done to hurt him? He was the one— 

	She took a deep breath. No. Rationality, Merdle. Reason. “Did you come to America to investigate Weston Strachie?”

	Pascal looked into her eyes then dropped his head. “That’s what you think?”

	“The evidence suggests it. You’re working for the French government. You’ve been to the law firm to get documents.”

	“I came for you, blackbird.” He met her eyes again, his dark and mysterious in the silent house. 

	“Just for me?”

	“Just for you. I made my air reservation then my superiors in Paris find out. They know I am familiar with the lost wine. I did not tell them about the auction. But they find out.”

	Merle swallowed. It was as bad as she suspected. “They want the money.”

	“Certainly but how do you say? That ship has sailed.” He moved over to a chair next to her, leaning in. “That is not the issue. It is a winery. One of the big, old Bourgogne estates. They have many tentacles into government, so many friends. When they want something done they just pick up the telephone and—” He snapped his fingers. “Done.”

	“But they want the money. They’re going to try to get it back from me.” She was shaking now as the reality of it all hit her: the lawsuit, the college money. She would lose the house. “They will sue me.”

	“Sue you? No, no, blackbird. They only want information from you, about Weston. You are his relative. They think he left you something that shows he perpetrated a fraud back fifty years ago.” Pascal took her hand. “Stop the worry now, blackbird. I would not let them do that to you.”

	“You have that power?”

	“Bien sûr.” Of course.

	She smiled despite her shivering. He was so sure of everything. “Bien sûr,” she whispered.

	“Do not worry about this, blackbird. I have to jump here and there for the envoy but he is a petit officier. It is only because he is in America he thinks he is a big man.”

	“But what— what is this about? What does the winery want?”

	He shook his head. He was going to push her aside again, she could tell before he opened his mouth. “Because I am involved, you know there is a scam. La fraude.”

	“From fifty years ago?”

	“Apparently.” He was rubbing her hands between his, warming them. Distracting her. She stared at him until he looked up.

	“This is my family, Pascal. Can I trust you? I need to know, about you and about Weston. Whatever I feel about him he was Tristan’s grandfather. And you— if we have something, or might have something— ” She stumbled to a stop, the words frozen in her mouth. 

	Pascal frowned. “You can trust me, blackbird. Always. I will not hurt you. But, chèrie, this is just boring government stuff.”

	She stood up, pulling him up with her. Stepping over to the sofa she sat again, patting the cushion to indicate his place next to her. “Sit down, Pascal. Tell me everything.”

 





Chapter 13



	Over the next hour Pascal walked her through the evidence suggesting a scam by Weston Strachie many years before. It began with the vintners. Their winery, Domaine Frères Celice, was a venerable estate nearly four-hundred years old, situated in northern Burgundy in an area known as the Golden Slope: Côte d’Or. Within this region was an even smaller one, Côte de Nuits, the home of some of the world’s most expensive land and vines. There, under a limestone ridge facing the sunrise, sits the grand chateau, complete with turrets, and the military-straight rows of grapes of Frères Celice. 

	The frères, the brothers of old, were long gone. Today four male cousins ran the company. Only one was named Celice but they married well and were wealthy beyond imagining. Their grandfather was one of France’s most important politicians between the wars. He had warned the French about the power of resurgent Germany before the invasion in 1940, when no one listened to him. Grand-père became a hero of the Resistance, saving his famous winery from destruction in the process. 

	Now the Frères Celice owners, savvy businessmen and friends to presidents and relatives to generals, were incensed. A series of rare bottles of vintages just after the War had surfaced. These Celice bottles had been sold one at a time, at small auctions or private sales. Before these recent sales no bottles had been sold, or even located, for decades. How could this be? The Celice family suspected fraud.

	“Because nobody had sold any for years?” Merle asked.

	“They keep a very close eye on their stock, new and old,” Pascal said. “Wine business, and wine fraud, is a high priority in France.”

	He explained that the family, with the help of the French government, had traced the bottles to New York City. No one had actually seen a bottle though, as they all went to private buyers, some for more than $30,000. It was quite possible, the French thought, that these innocent millionaires had bought something very ordinary, not the extremely expensive and deliciously smooth wine as labelled.

	 Quel scandale. 

	“How would that happen?” Merle asked, then remembered the winery where she worked as a guide in the Dordogne. On the off-hours they were filling bottles with cheap wine and slapping fancy labels on them. “Like my friends at Gagillac?”

	Pascal nodded. “That is the usual. It is easy now with fancy printers. The labels can be aged in the oven or with a hair dryer. They look authentic in every way. Sometimes they use old paper and glue in case it is analyzed but that is rare. The rich, they don’t care. They drink the wine and toss the bottle away, thinking they are so superior for buying something so expensive.”

	“Even the non-rich do that.” 

	“Most buyers have no idea if a winery even produced wine in the year on the label. It is simple to put one over on them.”

	Merle asked, “What does all this have to do with Weston Strachie then? Did he import Frères Celice wine?”

	“Not according to his records. But there is some thought that he did, or said he did.”

	“Pretended he did then switched it with cheap stuff?”

	Pascal glanced at her, his face stony. “Would that surprise you?”

	Nothing Weston Strachie had done would surprise her. Not now.



	The talk of wine made them thirsty. Pascal found a bottle of champagne someone had brought for Christmas, the good stuff, the Veuve. He had been eyeing it for days. He popped the cork and poured them each a flute. Merle had missed dinner so she put together a salad with goat cheese and they sat in the kitchen. Pascal tipped his head, watching her. She chewed a bite of lettuce and swallowed.

	“What?” she asked.

	He cast his eyes down. “You said you didn’t trust me.”

	She set down her fork. “You make it hard, Pascal. You don’t tell me anything. My mind goes on hyperdrive. I’m back at the window on the second floor, finding your binoculars. Feeling—”

	“Betrayed,” he said.

	“Like I don’t even know you.”

	“I don’t like that.” He took her hand again, rubbing his rough thumb over the back of it. “You do know me, blackbird. Don’t you?”

	In moments like this the suspicions faded. That was what worried her, that emotion-laden, irrational side that spaced out the memory of bad stuff when Sex-on-a-Stick was close at hand. She hated that her body could turn her mind to mush, that he could do that. Could she actually say she knew him? Knew his heart, his soul? Knew his goodness? 

	The last two years had rocked her. She was unbalanced, unsure of what she wanted, what she needed to move forward. Did she need a man? Besides Tristan, probably not, but would that always be the case? Did she need this man, delicious as he was? Was having a transatlantic love affair more trouble than it was worth if it shone unwelcome light onto shady relatives? How would Tristan feel about his hero Pascal finding even more evidence that his grandfather was a first class piece of shit? Bad enough the boy’s father had been unfaithful and left them to clean up his messes. Did she want Pascal to dig deeper? Did she have any choice in the matter? 

	Pascal was massaging her hand harder as if to bring her back to the present. Two lines of worry deepened between his eyebrows. He did care about her, for her. She could see it on his face. Merle looked down at his big, calloused hand then closed her eyes and tried to peer into her heart. 

	Whatever was there was shrouded, dusky in twilight, still worrying about the past while preparing for the future. 

	So she did the only thing she could think of: She twisted her hand around to hold his and raised his knuckles to her lips.



 







	Chapter 14



	The French envoy at the Manhattan consulate shot his cuffs, thinking wistfully of the cocktail party tonight at the Met. Antoine Girard loved the magnificent art museum, too much some of his colleagues thought. It wasn’t the Louvre, they sneered. But the grandeur of the Egyptian and Greek temples moved him. The prospect of beautiful women, couture gowns, delicious wine, and the adroitly-edited donors to a major American philanthropy was almost too much. 

	He sighed and sat down at his desk, disturbed by the pile of correspondence his secretary had placed in the center. He checked his watch as he pushed it to the right, out of his line of sight. Two hours to kill before he could dash off to the party.

	Beatrice knocked lightly and stuck her blond head into the room. “A call for you, monsieur. Florentin Leblond. Line two.”

	He nodded and she disappeared. He licked his lips and took a moment to collect himself. He knew Leblond of course. Girard had attended the Sorbonne with Florentin’s younger brother. Everyone knew Florentin, an outsize personality wherever he went, and one of the most dangerous men in the business of wine.

	He lifted the receiver and smiled broadly. “Florentin, allo!
Quel surprise.”

	The message was gruff, more a growl than a conversation. It was late in Paris, past dinner, and it was possible many glasses of wine and armagnac had been consumed. Girard was ready with an answer to an inquiry about the investigation. But that wasn’t why Leblond was calling. 

	“Mateo arrives on Air France in the morning. Nine o’clock. You will send a car to JFK.”

	Was an answer required? Apparently not.

	The vintner continued: “He will need some supervision. You know how he is. The cousins made a decision and who I am to go against their wishes? We need a man on the ground there to make sure progress is being achieved. Do you understand, Antoine?”

	“Perfectly, Florentin. I will take care of all the details personally.”

	“Mon Dieu, don’t do that. He needs someone to keep an eye on him, make him behave. I don’t need to explain to you, Antoine, do I? You have someone like that? Someone French but with the balls to keep the boy in line?”

	Momentarily stymied, Girard’s mind flitted through the consulate staff: the security guards, the younger foreign service men, the interns who were mostly college girls. Who could handle a personality like Mateo? Then it came to him.

	“There is a policier nationale here on assignment. Working the wine investigation for you.” And for France, he added silently.

	“He is large? You know Mateo, no slip of a girl.” He wheezed, almost a chuckle.

	“He is tall, yes. He comes from the provinces, a rough sort. He knows how to do things.” Girard winced. How did he know what d’Onscon was capable of? He looked the part at least.

	“All right. Keep a watch on the boy, Antoine. He is to send reports when there is something to report. You will give him information as you get it, yes?”

	“Oui, bien sûr, Florentin.” 

	The vintner grunted and hung up.

	Antoine sat still, flushed, heart racing. Florentin Leblond had that effect on people. But would Pascal d’Onscon feel the same way? He seemed more than a bit surly. Did he respect the wealthy and powerful as he should? Would he watch out for Mateo in a way that his father would approve? And more importantly, in a way that would reflect well on Antoine Girard? 

	Girard’s hand was still on the telephone. There was only one way to find out.

 







Chapter 15



	Merle poured herself a cup of coffee and dosed it with milk, idly stirring as she watched the early morning light creep across the backyard, chasing shadows. Pascal had left early in a Town Car. He’d been gone by eight, something about meeting a passenger at the airport. He wasn’t happy about it. He called the envoy something nasty as he hung up.

	They stayed up late last night, sifting through all the evidence relating to Weston Strachie and his import business. Troy Lester had finally faxed the documents but Pascal already had the same sheets. Weston hadn’t done a huge volume of importing, mostly orders for three-star restaurants and a few specialty shops. Wine wasn’t the business then that it is now. In the early ‘50s Americans drank beer; it was the age of the martini.

	The first letters Pascal showed her were recent. The Frères Celice winery had written to two small New York City auction houses about bottles they were selling, both from a rare 1947 vintage. The language, Pascal said, translating, was harsh, threatening legal action. Yet there had been no replies. This was in May of this year.

	Merle sat down at the kitchen table and spread out the papers. She slipped the two letters from the winery back in the file folder. The documents that interested her were the old ones, from 1949. Two invoices and one lading bill from the period, each listing cases of wine. Merle laid the two invoices next to the lading bill. Did they match up? Was the bill of lading for one of the invoices? It didn’t appear so, or the documents were forged. Anything was possible. One invoice was dated September 17, 1951, for six cases of wine. From her time in France she recognized the appellations, the wine-growing regions. Pomerol, Graves, Saint-Émilion. Famous all. But the names on the bill of lading were different, lesser regions. Not top tier. Not premier grand cru or anywhere near. Even though it was dated less than two weeks later. 

	Had something been switched? Was this even the correct bill for this invoice? She frowned and took a gulp of lukewarm coffee. It seemed impossible. So little documentation, so long ago. The man had been dead since 1954. His wife died with him. The company died as well, didn’t it? She leafed through the paperwork, looking in vain for anything about the business post-’54. He’d never made a will, he wasn’t even 40 when he died. His sister Amanda had stepped in, taken in little Harry, and raised him. The import business faded away.

	Merle got more coffee. It was odd that she’d never known about the house. She assumed it was Amanda’s all these years. No wonder the lawyers wanted to warn Amanda. The French thought she might have something hidden there, old documents, a safe. Something that showed that Weston had been a wine scammer.

	It would be a miracle if anything incriminating survived. Amanda must have cleaned the closets once or twice in 50 years. And the attic was remodeled completely in the sixties. 

	Weston Strachie had been in the process of being sued when he died. That was news. A distributor outside the City had accused him of delivering inferior goods, or so the meager language on the single page document said. It was the top sheet to the suit, between Strachie Wine & Spirits and Bayside Wholesale Liquor, dated February 4, 1954. What happened between that date and March 2, when the car had careened into an oak tree, was unknown. Jotted in a shaky hand below was the outcome: “Dismissed March 25, 1954.” 

	The telephone rang. Merle stood up to pluck the receiver from the wall. 

	“Merle?” Amanda sounded out of breath. “Has Clifton called you?”

	“No. What’s wrong?”

	“He’s— gone.”	

	Clifton Gillespie had come back from the errand that she’d sent him on the day Merle and the lawyers visited. But he’d seen them on the street and knew Amanda was keeping secrets from him. He confronted her, angry, yelling. She began to cry again, never good at being yelled at by someone who said they loved her. They made up later that night, she said, and he apologized.

	But in the morning his mood was still dark. He was up early, demanding coffee and complaining about the bacon. He grabbed his gym bag and said he was going to the ‘Y.’ He drove off in his green Chevy and hadn’t returned. 

	“When was this?” Merle asked. 

	“Seven o’clock. Hours ago.” It was now nine-thirty. 

	“Maybe he’s taking a steam bath. Did you call the ‘Y’?

	“I don’t even know which one he belongs to.” Amanda gasped. “There’s all those girls at the gym in tight clothes. In Florida they parade around outside in next to nothing. He’s still young, Merle. Why would he want an old woman like me?”

	“Now, Amanda, don’t fret. Just because he’s late coming back from the gym doesn’t mean he’s run off with someone.” She paused, thinking suddenly of Pascal. “How young is he?”

	“Twelve years younger than me. That’s a lifetime.”

	Not exactly. “But you get along so well,” Merle said. 

	“Do we?” Amanda sniffed. “As long as his meals are on time,” she added with a touch of bitterness.

	“Has he ever done something like this before?”

	She didn’t answer immediately. “I can’t recall.” Her voice was meek now, very small. “I don’t know, Merle. I love him but I don’t want him to come back sometimes. I’m a horrible person.”

	Merle talked to the older woman for another twenty minutes, reassuring her. Clifton would return in time for lunch. He rarely missed a meal. The prospect of turkey sandwiches and dill pickles was a powerful lure. And so on, until Amanda was calm again, eager to get busy spreading mayo. 

	When she hung up Merle poured herself more coffee and tried to remember what she knew about Clifton Gillespie. He and Amanda had met in Florida, at the retirement village where she’d bought a condo. She’d moved him in pretty fast but why drag your feet when your days no longer seem endless? They’d married last month, Clifton said when Merle called about the party. Amanda hadn’t told her said about the wedding, or a ring, had she? Merle tuned her out. She had to break that habit. It wasn’t polite or respectful or nice.

	In Harry’s office Merle turned on the new computer. Harry’s old one had caused enough headaches when they tried to find all his secrets after his death. A new hard drive, fancy monitor: a fresh lease on life. In seconds she was on the internet, searching for information on Clifton Gillespie. She spent ten minutes fooling around then asked herself if she cared enough to spring for a background check? Amanda was a grownup. Clifton was no doubt having a beer and a sandwich at home by now.

	Switching gears Merle searched for wine scams like those Pascal described. Lots of newspaper articles popped up about a successful wine consultant who had printed up his own labels, filled bottles with plonk, and swindled some of the most famous men in America. What a racket. He sold them bottles of wine that weren’t even made at the wineries in those years, like Pascal said. Vintages that could have easily been researched in minutes. But the rich guys trusted this super-salesman and forked over millions. The consultant, an Indonesian living illegally in the U.S. and high profile as well, had been caught, his little craft room full of labels and printers and bottles, a treasure trove of ‘Catch Me if You Can‘ memorabilia.   

	The biggest up-and-coming scams were in China where the rising middle class had discovered the cachet of a fine French wine. Auction prices had skyrocketed, and so had the demand for fine reds like Pomerols and Lafite-Rothschilds. If a good bottle of red from a fine year went for $8000, a fake one in the original bottle could run $150 and up. The market in used bottles smuggled out the back of restaurants was brisk.

	But how this related to Weston Strachie was murky. Was someone using his company name as provenance, a so-called source of wine to make their counterfeit product look legitimate? Did Weston forge labels and sell cheap wine as the good stuff? 

	Merle picked up the phone and called Troy Lester at the law firm. He confirmed that no one had made a claim against the estate after Weston’s death. Strachie appeared to operate a clean company, except for that little ‘inferior goods’ suit that was dismissed. 

	“That company is still in business,” Troy added.

	“Bayside Wholesale?”

	“Not far from the Levittown address.”

	Merle searched the net again. They’d changed their name slightly to Bayside Liquor Distributors. Their building was hard upon the railroad tracks in an industrial district in Brooklyn. Merle scribbled the phone number on a slip of paper. If she had time she would give them a call, or ask Pascal about them. She went back to her search of fraudsters and con artists in the wine game. 

	Tristan roused himself at last and took a long shower. Merle kept an ear on the hallway, listening to him sing in the bathroom and hum as he dressed. She shut down the computer and met him at the stairs in time to propose lunch. She was laughing at something he was trying to say with his mouth full of bread when her cell phone buzzed.

	It was a text from Francie: “Bosom Drearie’s contact details— please send. Need her for this function!”

 





	Chapter 16





	Le Coquin stumbled down the escalator and skidded to a stop near baggage claim at JFK International Airport. His eyes were slits and a gob of cheese hung on his lip. He turned this way and that, peering at men in suits holding signs for arriving passengers. 

Pascal put a hand on his arm.

	“Monsieur Leblond?” It was impossible to mistake the bear of a man, disheveled, stringy brown hair in his eyes, the huge belly. “Bienvenue aux États-Unis.”

	The welcome was met with a grunt. Leblond rubbed his beard and pushed a lock of hair from his eyes. “Who are you?” he asked in French.

	Pascal introduced himself, offering a hand that was ignored. The stale smell of body odor, piss, and wine emanated from the man. 

	Leblond nodded slowly as if quick movements might be death. “Where is the car? Bring my bags. I need air.” He lurched toward the exit. 

	Nearly an hour passed before Pascal, seething, located all the man’s luggage, having to wait until everyone else on the jumbo jet had claimed theirs. Leblond couldn’t remember how many bags he’d brought. Eventually he settled on three, not four, and they got underway. Pascal rode in the front with the driver, a lanky Russian named Serge. 

	Stretched across the back seat Leblond snored softly. Pascal jabbed a chubby knee to ask what hotel he wanted to go to. He snuffled, confused, then pulled a sheet of paper from his black leather jacket. Pascal unfolded it and told Serge: “Waldorf Astoria.”



	A full complement of the valet staff, plus Pascal and Serge, were required to get the big man and his luggage extracted from the vehicle, registered, up the ornate elevators, and into his suite on the ninth floor. Predictably he was unhappy with the view and everything else. Serge and the valets disappeared. Leblond began pawing through open suitcases, looking for clothes. As Pascal checked his messages Mateo dropped his trousers and everything else and headed for the shower. 

	Merle had texted. Her sister wanted Bosom Drearie’s contact info, the one thing that he did not have. He sent a quick ‘sorry, no info’ back to her. 

	He intended to drop off Le Coquin and go about his business in the City. He had two more wine auction houses to explore. Leblond was a disgusting boor and he had no intention of babysitting him. As he read texts and emails sounds from the bath coalesced into a tune. Pascal’s head popped up. The sound of Mateo’s baritone, his sudden resurgence of energy and particularly the song he was singing, made Pascal hang back. Maybe the man could actually have a conversation. 

	The warm, scented steam from the bathroom seeped around the door. At least he would smell better. The sumptuous suite was as large as a Paris apartment, with a well-furnished sitting area with fireplace, done in blue and gold in traditional French style. Gauzy curtains let in pale morning sun. Pascal looked into the bedroom. Mateo had already destroyed the luxury feel of the massive bed with mounds of clothing exploding from his luggage. A glass decanter lay nestled in an open suitcase. Pascal took a step closer and saw it was cognac, Rémy Martin’s Louis XIII, but looked different, a sleek black crystal bottle with an ornate stopper. Ah, Black Pearl, he’d only heard tales about it. Sold by invitation only and way out of his league. 

	Pascal retreated to the sitting room and eased into an armchair by a window. He listened to a frantic message from Antoine Girard, wondering where he was and what had happened to Mateo. He deleted it. If Girard was so worried he could have picked up the beast himself. He looked at his watch. It was almost noon. He hoped he didn’t have to eat lunch with Le Coquin. The thought of it turned his stomach. Maybe he would go after all.

	Another message was more informative. His superior at the Police Nationale had discovered that Abel Clement, the name sometimes used at wine auctions, was a pseudonym for Denis Toulemonde, a French national living in New York. Toulemonde was a wine consultant for rich players and his number was unavailable. But he was also, the Capitan exclaimed, a certain nightclub singer who parodied female jazz singers. 

	The bathroom door opened with a crash. Mateo emerged, damp, hair toweled and uncombed, but looking better. His face had color again. He wore jeans, high-top basketball shoes, and a fashionable suede jacket that would not keep him warm. He glanced at Pascal while putting on an expensive-looking gold watch. 

	“Ah, Pascal, is it?” He began pawing through his clothes again, looking for something. “Call me a cab. I have a lunch appointment with a special lady. She may not wait for me, you know?”

	“I heard you singing Blossom Dearie, am I right?” Pascal asked, ignoring the order. It was the same song the drag queen had sung, well-known in France among jazz aficionados. 

	“Was I? The taxi. S’il vous plaît,” he added bitterly, as if asking the help twice repulsed him.

	“If Napoleon at Waterloo la la. . .” Pascal made himself actually sing. In a falsetto. He hoped there were no hidden cameras.

	Mateo grinned, amused. “Had an army of debutantes. . .” He swung his hips like a schoolgirl. “To give those British the ooh-la-la.”

	Pascal watched Leblond make an idiot of himself. The more he played babysitter the more he’d get to see this. But he made himself say the words flat and tunelessly: “He’d have changed the history of France.”

	Mateo let out a gust of a laugh. “Too bad Bonaparte was such a stick, eh?”

	“Have you ever seen that man who plays a woman— what’s her stage name? The one who sings the Blossom songs? She does that one.”

	Mateo straightened, focusing on Pascal now, giving him a good look up and down. “You’re a fan then? I should have guessed. Those boots.” He shuddered dramatically.

	Pascal tried not to smile at the jibe. “I’m trying to find her other persona, the wine consultant. For our investigation into your family’s suspect vintages, the reason both of us are here in New York.” Pascal waited for him to acknowledge his mission. It didn’t happen. “Monsieur Leblond, do you know Denis Toulemonde?”

	 Mateo hesitated a second too long. “Who’s that?”

	“The singer in real life. The wine consultant.”

	“Quoi? What?” Now he appeared genuinely confused.

	“You didn’t know? The drag queen’s real name is Denis Toulemonde.” 

	A creeping redness appeared at his collar. He glanced back into his pile of clothing. “I have no idea who you discuss.”

	“The Police Nationale believe Toulemonde is connected to the fraudulent vintages your estate is so eager to discover. And you know him, don’t you?”

	Mateo found the Rémy Martin, unscrewed the cap, and took a swig. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and growled, “Did you call for that taxi?”



 





Chapter 17





	The Soho restaurant was French, of course. Tucked into a side street she’d never seen before, Merle stepped inside and stopped as the familiar scents of French cuisine hit her like ocean waves: garlic, bread, rich sauce, grilled meat, mushrooms, lemon, chocolate. Somehow they mingled, tantalizing, marching together into her psyche to send her back to the countryside. She closed her eyes for a second to picture Les Saveurs, her favorite restaurant in Malcouziac, in all its duck fat glory. 

	The holiday season and all sorts of work-related business luncheons had prevented her from actually going on a date for months. A date: that was a funny word at her age. 

	Then there he was. Pascal stood at a table, wearing the same striped shirt from this morning, waving his napkin at her. The hostess saw him too and led her through the white tablecloths and clinking flatware. He kissed her on both cheeks and a third for luck, pulled out her chair, took her coat, and settled her in. It felt good. His manners, after the embarrassing months going out with ridiculous James, made her feel safe and respected. If that’s what manners were for, there should be classes. 

	He looked different. It was that he was smiling, really smiling, looking around the big room with its crowded tables and bustling wait staff, chest out, enjoying it all. 

	“It’s very French,” Merle said, putting her napkin in her lap as the waiter poured water into goblets. 

	“I’ve ordered the wine,” Pascal said. “They have a nice list.”

	It appeared just like that, a bottle of red, a Château Margaux, on the arm of a young hipster in a white jacket. “Are we celebrating?” she asked. That wine was expensive, no matter what year.

	He squeezed her hand, silent until the sommelier had finished pouring their glasses and vanished. He picked up his glass, looked in her eyes, and said a simple “Santé.” Their glasses clinked.

	“Mmmm. Very good.” Merle set her glass down. “What’s going on?”

	“First we order.” Heads together, they discussed the menu, talking up the merits of duck confit or warm goat cheese salad, chicken pailliard or foie gras. It all sounded good so they ordered too much, happy with their extravagance. 

	“All right, we’ve ordered.” Merle turned to him as he refilled her wine glass.

	He looked at her expectant face. “I have had a break in the case.” She smiled and waved him on. “I— we— have discovered the real name of this singer, Bosom Drearie.”

	Merle squinted. How did the singer figure into his work? She still didn’t know. “Didn’t you know it before?”

	“The man tries very hard to keep his identities separate, as you might guess.”

	“What is his other identity?”

	“He is a wine consultant. He arranges the buying and selling of vintages for rich clients, he buys wine for them at auction, a finder if you will. If you are a millionaire you can trust the housekeeper to buy the groceries but not stock the cellar. For that you need a consultant.”

	“And these clients don’t know that he’s a drag queen on the side?”

	“Absolutely not. Mon Dieu.”

	They paused as the mousse arrived and was tasted. Then Merle squeezed his knee. “Continuez, s’il vous plaît.” 

	“My superiors were aware that the singer Bosom Drearie knew how to contact the wine consultant whose name was Abel Clement. That is why we went to the nightclub, to speak to the performer. The boss didn’t know Clement was actually Toulemonde.”

	“How did you figure it out?”

	“First because of the difficulty finding phone numbers for the singer or Clement. Abel Clement dealt with the auction houses but left no number. That seemed strange. Why would a wine consultant be so private? Doesn’t he want business? Is he a secret criminal? Why would he not give his phone number to the auction houses he deals with? Why are all his rich clients sworn to secrecy?”

	“Because he’s notoriously private.”

	“Exactly. But why? I was able to track down photographs of both Abel Clement and Bosom Drearie. I had my superiors run the photos through face recognition software. An exact match, despite the wig and lipstick. But no Abel Clement anywhere. Then just today they were able to prove that Abel Clement is a fake name for Denis Toulemonde.”

	“Is he a secret criminal?”

	“That remains to be seen. No outstanding warrants.”

	“So you’ve put them together. Is this the break, figuring out the two identities?”

	“Ah, no, madame.” He smiled mischievously. “There is more.”



	Over dinner he told her about Mateo Leblond, today’s airport pickup and French playboy. Merle had never thought much about the word, playboy, beyond the Hugh Hefner references. But a man who is still a feckless boy, who does not work but still plays: that was the way Pascal said it with a curl to his lip. Zee Play Boy. It sounded like a children’s toy. He also called Leblond an idiot, a rascal, a rogue, and a waste of space. He sounded delightful.

	But he wound up being accidentally useful. 

	“The family, the Frères Celice, sent him over to keep the investigation alive. They thought, rightly, that it was going nowhere. Mateo’s father, Florentin, is just like him, a fat bully, but he is into the French aristocracy up to their eyebrows. He knows everyone, everyone owes him or wants to. He suffers no fools, except his oldest son Mateo. He has a blind spot there.”

	“So he’s not all bad,” Merle said.

	“Just typique, the rich who get whatever they want.”

	“Back up now. Mateo helped you?”

	Pascal told her he heard Mateo singing ‘Give Him the Ooh-la-la’ and asked him about the drag queen. When he mentioned Denis Toulemonde though it was obvious he was one of those left in the dark about the weekend action in sequins. But he knew Denis, that was the most important part. He probably had his phone number.

	It took Pascal all afternoon, sitting in Antoine Girard’s outer office, to get someone in the Frères Celice family to give authority to extract Mateo’s contact list off his cell phone. Pascal had guessed correctly that it was a company phone. They finally agreed but wouldn’t give him all of it. The French are privacy freaks. But all Pascal needed was one number. Finally the cousin in charge of the business side of the winery— and most disgusted with Mateo for his extravagances— gave the okay. 

	It only took the directeur général of the Police Nationale to call, that’s all.

	“Wow,” Merle said, eyes wide. “You have friends in high places.”

	“It wasn’t me,” Pascal said. “The French ambassador in Washington called him. They are old school chums.”

	“Of course.”

	“With Florentin Leblond, I mean, the rascal’s father. No one wanted to poke that sleeping giant so they worked around him. I don’t care how they did it. I have a phone number now.”

	“Have you called him?”

	He nodded. “We have an appointment tomorrow.”

	“What will you do?”

	“Gently ask him if he is a wine scammer.” He grinned and plunged a spoon into a chocolat pot de crème.

	As they left the restaurant Merle took his arm and whispered, “We’re only a few blocks from that nightclub.”

	Pascal smiled. “You want to see the lovely Miss Drearie again, don’t you? You’re into that Ooh-la-la.”

	“Let’s just walk over there. Francie wants his— her number or manager’s name or something, for the breast cancer benefit.”

	Pascal was reluctant. He didn’t want to do anything that would scare off Denis Toulemonde tomorrow. Recognizing him from the nightclub would qualify. But they walked over the five blocks, Merle promising they wouldn’t go in. The building was dark again, quiet. Upstairs the windows were still boarded up. The block had a sad, abandoned feel.

	“You stay here,” she said, patting his arm. “I’m not going in. I just want a business card from the doorman.”

	Pascal backed into the shadows to watch as she stepped down to the lower level and rang the bell. She waited, shoulders back in her wool coat, purse over her arm like a matron. She rang the bell again then put her ear up to the door. 

	In a minute she returned to the sidewalk. “Deserted.” They walked back to a busy street, looking for a taxi. “What is the rascal doing tonight?” she asked.

	“Le Coquin? I can only imagine.”

 





Chapter 18



	At exactly 8:13 the next morning both the phone in Merle’s kitchen and her cell phone still in her bag from last night rang simultaneously. She had a cup of coffee halfway to her lips and a man at her kitchen table looking rumpled and sexy. He looked up.

	“Want me to get that?” Pascal asked.

	She set down her cup and dug her cell phone out of her purse. “The thing will pick up— the answer machine.” If in doubt go with the cell phone first. That was her brand new motto.

	It was Francie. “Have you seen it? On Page Six?”

	“Of the Times?”

	“No, silly, the Post. Page Six is online now. Turn on your computer. Call me when you see it.” She hung up.

	“What is it?” Pascal asked, those worry lines between his brows.

	“Something in the paper. Come on.” She waved him upstairs to Harry’s office and turned on the computer.

	“Probably Le Coquin. They’ll be calling me next. I think I’ll turn off my phone.”

	“Were you supposed to escort him around?”

	“That wasn’t happening,” he growled as they watched the website pop up. “What is it? Who’s that?”

	Some Kardashian. “Never mind.” She scrolled down the photographs. Six photos down, there it was, a blurry nightclub shot of, without a doubt, Bosom Drearie. She wore the same pink sequin dress and whipped topping wig. And who was she squeezing? 

	Pascal groaned. “How does he manage it?”

	Merle leaned closer. “Who is that? The rascal?”

	“Unfortunately. He has found his special friend.”

	“Where was this? How did he find her?”

	“Maybe they send out a blast to everyone who signs up. Like a flash mob.”

	“Do you think Mateo told her, told Denis Toulemonde, about you?”

	He frowned deeper, thinking. “It’s possible. But until yesterday he didn’t know they were the same person. I suppose I shouldn’t have told him.”

	Mateo looked flushed, pink and shiny with sweat. He held a vodka bottle by the neck. The caption said they were on Coney Island where an abandoned roller rink had been converted into a dance club for the night. A promoter known only as ‘AgentSecret’ was quoted as saying it was just the first of many exciting pop-up clubs planned. 

	Merle clicked off the screen. “Wouldn’t it be a breach of protocol to mention Miss Drearie’s other persona to her face?”

	Pascal mulled that as they went back to the kitchen. “Can you take me to the train again?”

	“I’m going in to work this afternoon. Can you wait for the ten o’clock train? I’ll go with you.” 

	As Merle dressed she called Francie back. “Sorry, I couldn’t get her number. I went by the nightclub last night.”

	“And she obviously was on Coney Island.” She sighed. “Keep trying, okay? See you at the skating party tonight.”

	Merle hung up, a bit startled that she’d forgotten about the skating party. Where was her inner calendar? Pascal had wiped it. Her family had a tradition of ice skating between Christmas and New Years, with plenty of cocoa for the children and other beverages for the adults. If the weather cooperated Stasia and Rick flooded their huge yard and decorated it with lights. It was always magical. This year was plenty cold enough.

	Back in the kitchen she punched the blinking light on the answering machine, a relic from the olden days that Tristan mocked constantly. Aunt Amanda’s voice sputtered and began. 

	“Merle? Are you there? Sorry to call so early, you’re probably still in bed. Clifton came back last night. No need to worry any more. He was just out returning some gifts. Everything’s fine! Bye-bye.”

 	What was that about? Amanda sounded weirdly chirpy after her agonizing distress of yesterday. Well, it was good that she had Clifton back. Whatever he was up to, at least they had each other. 

	Pascal stood in the doorway, fixing his new scarf around his neck. His hair was still damp, curling over his collar and dripping onto his eyelashes. Merle picked up her briefcase from a chair and felt a rush of affection. It was surreal somehow, that he stood in her kitchen, this man, this Frenchman. Companionship was not to be overrated, not at any age. She was fifty already, somehow. He would be fifty one day too. Would they still have each other then?

	He was looking at her, lip twitching into an almost-smile. “What is it, blackbird?”

	She put her arms around his neck and pulled him close. “You look nice in your new scarf.”

	He laughed. “That is not what your eyes said, chèrie.”



 





Chapter 19



	Pascal waited at the corner near the Alphabet City bar where he was to meet Denis Toulemonde. The area was gentrified, in a way, but kept its gritty face. He liked that about New York, that despite all the money and glitz you could still find authentic corners, places that showed they had lived and survived the worst. 

	This bar had seen better days. Pascal took a tour through it earlier to get a lay of the land, as the Americans said. It smelled of beer and cigarette smoke, reminding him of Paris dives of his own youth. Ripped vinyl seating, scuffed wood floors, and last century’s paint decorated the place.

	With luck he’d see where Toulemonde came from, maybe even his building. It had to be close, otherwise why pick this place? He knew the owner, or frequented the bar. Pascal fumbled in his pocket for a cigarette, lighting it with a match. It was a rare indulgence these days and the nicotine hit him like a bolt of lightning. When he looked up again he saw the man, Denis Toulemonde.

	Walking toward him from the far corner he was dressed conventionally, in gray slacks, a wool peacoat, and scarf. Dressed as a man he still had a sway to his walk, like a tick he couldn’t shake, a deliberate step on tip-toes. He kept his head down. His bald spot glowed. As he turned to go into the bar he looked nervously down the sidewalk at Pascal then the other way at an old woman with a shopping trolley and a small dog. Apparently neither of them concerned him. He disappeared inside.

	Pascal finished his cigarette, ground it out with a heel, and dropped it in a trash can. He checked his watch. He liked to let subjects worry but it was time now.

	The Frenchman was perched on a stool, talking to a bartender. In front of him was a cup of coffee. Pascal paused inside the door, waiting for him to turn. When he did Pascal nodded toward a booth and slid onto the worn bench seat. Denis still wore his navy coat and scarf. The bar was chilly and they were the only customers.

	Toulemonde settled himself on the seat across the table. The bartender delivered his coffee cup and turned to Pascal who waved him off. The sound of the man’s footsteps filled the pause.

	“Bonjour, monsieur,” Pascal began in French. The other man sipped his coffee. “My name is Pascal d’Onscon. Do you prefer French or English?”

	Startled, Denis gave a chuckle and replied in English. “I have been here so long. I dream in English.”

	“Good dreams, I hope.”

	“Sometimes.” He glanced at the bartender who was not coming to his rescue. He pursed his lips then, gathering his annoyance. “What is this about? You are a policier nationale? You have identification?”

	Pascal retrieved his wallet from his back pocket and flashed his warrant card. Denis squinted at it and sat back, satisfied if not happy. 

	Putting his wallet away Pascal explained. “I am with wine fraud, monsieur. You are a wine consultant, yes? We have reason to believe you handled some bottles recently. Two, at least, from Frères Celice, ’47. A rare vintage.”

	Denis had a piggish face, round cheeks and hooded eyelids. His beard was cut very close, not a whisker in sight. His brown hair, thin on top, was gray at the temples. His lips were full and womanly and his nails were manicured. Everything about him was manicured, unsurprisingly. 

	He made a sour face. “Frères Celice? A noble estate but I don’t remember handling any of their bottles. When was this?”

	Pascal brought out a small notebook and flipped the pages. “October 18th. You placed a bottle in an auction at Acker. September second, another bottle was sold at Bonhams. That one sold for $7,000, you might recall.”

	“That wasn’t my sale,” he said, folding his arms.

	“According to Bonham’s it was.”

	“They are mistaken. The people there are notorious for their poor records.”

	Pascal smiled. “I examined their records. Very thorough, both on paper and digital. They were most eager to keep their reputation clean. They cooperated fully.” He paused, allowing Denis to reverse himself. His hands were shaking but no words came from his mouth.

	“You sometimes call yourself Abel Clement but your name is Denis Toulemonde, is it not? Your company is Wine Toulemonde?”

	He clenched his jaw. “What is it you want? None of this is illegal, or any of your business, whatever your business really is.”

	“My business is wine fraud, monsieur. You have heard of this despicable behavior, I’m sure, of selling counterfeit wines, filling old bottles with new wine. There is reason to believe these bottles are not as represented.”

	“This is outrageous. I know nothing about that.”

	Pascal caught his eye. “I believe, monsieur, you do.”

	Denis puffed himself up. “Never have I had such claims leveled at me. My reputation is spotless. I am just the middle man. I do not research the veracity of vintages. I find auctions for customers who wish to remain anonymous. That is all.” He scooted to the edge of the bench seat. “I have an appointment.” He stood up. “Au revoir.”

	Pascal followed him. “We will find the seller. They will not stay anonymous. The estate is judicious, even, some might say, vicious in its pursuit of counterfeit vintages. Even now Florentin Leblond is raging in his Paris apartment, ready to crush someone. You don’t want to get on the wrong side of Florentin.”

	Toulemonde’s entire head had turned red and looked like it might burst. His neck pinched against his collar as he sputtered something then ran for the door. 

	“How is your citizenship status, monsieur?” Pascal called. “Is there a danger of losing your visa? The Americans frown on criminal behavior. If you were to cooperate I could put a good word in for you. But perhaps you would like to go back to France and try your luck with Florentin Leblond. He is such a gentle, understanding man.”

	Eyes bulging, Denis threw himself out the door onto the sidewalk, Pascal at his heels. In the noonday sun the wine consultant began to run, hurdling dog shit and a bag of garbage as he made his getaway down Avenue B, his jacket flapping.

	Pascal smiled, tossing his scarf over his shoulder. The day was still young. 

 





Chapter 20



	The skating party was well underway by the time Pascal and Merle arrived at her sister’s house at 8. Tristan had been there all afternoon, helping polish the ice and set up the quaint skate shack, previously a garden shed, complete with lights and evergreen swags. Stasia and Rick wore costumes every year, usually Mr. and Mrs. Santa, but this year the theme was Dickens’ Christmas Carol. Stasia wore a velvet Victorian dress with a white fur hat and muff while Rick wore tails and a top hat with a red bow tie.

	Merle had forgotten about costumes entirely. It was possibly subconscious. Stasia, to her credit, only shrugged and handed out more top hats and furry ear muffs. Pascal squeezed a black top hat with a tartan band on his head and smiled rakishly for the requisite photos. 

	Out on the ice the teenagers swung each other dangerously, falling and squealing. Merle was happy to see her parents had come this year, not in costume but wearing down coats and huge fur hats purchased on a trip to Russia a few years ago. Merle gave them hugs then went around to Elise who had returned from skiing just that morning. She regaled them with her exploits on the slopes and looked healthy with a little tan on her cheeks. 

	Francie hadn’t brought anyone but she’d put together another massive cheese tray. She just couldn’t get the cheese import business out of her head. She was planning another trip to France this summer to check out exporters.  

	The surprise of the night came later, after mulled wine and awkward pratfalls on the ice, after bruises and spilled chocolate, just when everyone was thinking they were cold enough to go inside. Annie and Callum arrived, carrying bags of fruit she’d gotten at the office and more wine, of course. They quickly put on hats and skates and took turns around the makeshift rink, laughing.

	Pascal sat shivering on a bench made from a snowbank covered with blankets. Callum fell off the ice and declared himself a danger to humanity. 

	“Where is the bag I brought, lass?” he called to Annie. He looked desperately at Pascal. “Wine. Urgently.”

	“I have a corkscrew,” Pascal said. 

	Unlacing his oversized hockey skates Callum put his boots back on and went in search of beverages. Returning with a bottle he borrowed Pascal’s corkscrew attached to a pocket knife. With a flourish he popped the cork and poured plastic cups for Annie and Pascal. Handing one to Annie as she glided by on the ice, he poured another for himself. He sat down on the red blanket and ticked cups with Pascal. They each took a long draught, eager for warming effects.

	The wine was deceptively delicious. Pascal stopped shivering and stuck his nose into the cup. Hints of leather, iron, blackberry. He swirled it, took another sip, and held it on his tongue before letting it trickle down his throat.

	He looked at Callum who huddled on the bench, cold and oblivious to the wine. 

	“What is this vintage, Callum? It is very fine,” Pascal said, holding his cup to the nearest, rather dim, outdoor light.

	“Is it?” Callum frowned into the plastic cup. “I think it was a wedding gift.”

	“Can I see the bottle?”

	Callum reached down to his feet and picked it up, snow caking its base. “Ah, well, it’s French. No wonder.”

	Pascal’s pulse began to pound as he held the bottle, staring at the label. It couldn’t be. But it was. Frères Celice Grand Cru. 1948. He brushed the wet snow off the label frantically and sniffed the open top. The slight scent of mold did nothing to disguise the delicate mix of old flavors lying over the viscous fermented grape.

	“You know it?” Callum asked. 

	“Oui. It is from a famous estate from Bourgogne. Burgundy.”

	“Have some more, mate,” Callum said. “I’m more a whisky man myself. Wish I’d brought some. It’s freakin’ freezing.”

	Pascal stood up, holding the bottle carefully. He had to preserve the contents. While he had no doubt it was a fine vintage, maybe even 1948, the bottle and the wine must be saved. 

	“I think Merle would like some,” he said, turning to Callum. “You don’t mind?”

	“Have at it.” 

	He took a step away, looking for Merle. She was out on the ice again, arm-in-arm with two of her sisters, doing some coordinated skate dancing and laughing. He turned back to Callum. 

	“Where did you say you got this?”

	“At the party, I think. Annie will know.”

	Annie now stood near her parents as they huddled around a very small bonfire, barely big enough to keep four church mice warm. Pascal moved closer as if searching for warmth. Annie smiled at his approach.

	“Why, yes, I’d love some,” she said, offering her cup. 

	He poured a tiny splash and said in a low voice, “I must speak to you about this wine. Over here.”

	Annie wore her elf hat pulled low over her ears, her unruly hair making a cloud over her shoulders. She grinned at him. “Okay, super spy.”

	They stepped away from the bonfire. Pascal leaned close to her. “This wine. Callum said it was a gift at the party. Do you know who gave it to you?”

	“Oh. Hmm.” She tipped the label to the light and squinted at it, her breath frosty over the bottle. “We didn’t get much wine. It was somebody in the family, I think.”

	Pascal stamped his feet impatiently. “Think, Annie. This is important.”

	“It’s good, isn’t it? You only gave me a gulp.” She held her cup out again. He shook his head.

	“I can’t pour any more. Please, Annie. Do you have the card?”

	She brightened. “I brought it wrapped. Let’s look.”

	They found the two grocery bags of fruit the couple had brought to the party stashed inside the skate shack. “We ought to get these oranges inside anyway, they’ll freeze. Help me, Pascal.” She thrust a bag into his arms. 

	The warmth of Rick and Stasia’s kitchen fell on them like a wool blanket. Pascal realized his hands were stiff, frozen, as he set down the bag of oranges on the granite counter. He grasped the wine bottle by the neck. He didn’t want to let go of it but his hands might give out. He set it gently on the wooden table, near a pine-cone Christmas centerpiece, far from the edge. Behind him Annie thumped down the other grocery bag and sighed in relief.

	“God, it feels good in here.” She rubbed her hands together then saw Pascal’s face. “The card, right.”

	She peered into one bag then the other. “Here it is.” She pulled out some torn gift wrap, shiny silver with a red bow dangling. “People are always forgetting to attach cards to wedding gifts or they fall off then nobody knows who gave what and— Ah ha.” She ripped a small rectangle off the paper and read it aloud.

	“Best wishes to Annie and Callum. From the other A & C: Amanda and Clifton.”

 





Chapter 21



	The bottle sat on Merle’s kitchen table in an extra-large zip-lock bag, looking like the evidence that it was. Pascal had poured the wine into a jar Stasia gave him, tightened the lid and put it into another bag. They sat in the darkened kitchen and stared at it. 

	“What now?” Merle said. “Go shake down Auntie?”

	Pascal frowned. “You think she is just a silly old woman.”

	“But she could also be a wine scammer? Really?”

	He shrugged. The bottle looked genuine and the wine tasted like it. To test the wine he would have to take it back to France, to the laboratory at the University of Bordeaux. He wasn’t sure the police or the Frères Celice would spend the money for the analysis, especially after they tasted it. Educated palates would say it was real enough. If the bottle and the wine were not counterfeit where did that leave the investigation? The only string left now was the original owner of the wine, then find its source.

	He let out a long breath. “We must talk to her, no matter what I think.”

	“Of course. Tomorrow.” Merle looked at the clock. “It’s too late to call tonight.”

	“It could be the man,” Pascal offered. “Clifton.”

	“He disappeared for awhile yesterday. Amanda was upset but he showed up again.”

	“What does that mean?”

	It was her turn to shrug. “Lover’s quarrel?”

	“What do you know about him?”

	“Not much. They met in Florida. She usually spends winters down there.”

	“And summers where?”

	“At the house in Levittown, I guess. I never asked. Like I said, we aren’t that close.”

	“But you invited her to the party. With the man.”

	Whose idea had that been? Merle figured it must have been hers. “They were in town for once.” She touched his hand. “Can we go to bed now? You can bring the bottle with you.”



	The next morning they rose early and headed for Long Island. It was the weekend but the traffic was still heavy with the holidays. Pascal slumped in the seat as Merle drove, working his phone. He made calls very late last night, and very early, in French. He had slept for an hour or two. She was afraid to ask what that meant, but for Amanda it couldn’t be good.

	They hadn’t called ahead. Pascal liked to surprise. When they arrived at her door she was in a purple house dress, a gold turban on her head and without makeup. Definitely a surprise visit and a bit cruel. Amanda gasped, covering her face, and retreated down the hallway, leaving the door ajar. “You must not see me like this,” she squealed, moving faster than Merle had ever seen the woman go. 

	They stepped into her living room and shut the door. The house was quiet. The green Chevy, Clifton’s car, wasn’t in the driveway. In five minutes Amanda returned in a velveteen track suit, hair standing on end, vivid swipes of blue on her eyelids and red on her lips. She was out of breath.

	“Merle, darling, you know better,” she admonished. “A lady needs some warning.”

	Nine-thirty, well past time most people were dressed for the day. “Sorry,” she muttered. “Next time I’ll call first.”

	“Is your husband at home, Mrs. Gillespie?” Pascal asked.

	Amanda blinked. “No one calls me that. We only—” She pinched her lips together. “He ran an errand.”

	“Gone to the ‘Y’ again?” Merle asked.

	“Yes! I believe that was on his list.” Amanda folded her hands demurely while smiling suspiciously at Pascal. “Did you want to speak to him?”

	“Does he have a mobile phone?” Pascal asked.

	He did not.

	“Will he be back soon?”

	She certainly hoped so. But she couldn’t predict.

	Merle and Pascal sat on the sofa, crouched forward as if ready to pounce. Pascal was looking around the room curiously. Amanda followed his gaze, blinking. “This was your brother’s house, I’m told. Weston Strachie,” he said. She nodded. “Did he leave you anything in the house that was valuable, when he died?”

	“Oh, they weren’t very well off. None of us was back then,” she said. “Like what?”

	Merle set a hand on Pascal’s knee. “Like wine, Amanda. Did he leave some wine behind? Because you gave Annie and Callum a very valuable bottle of wine for their engagement and we didn’t think you and Clifton were even wine drinkers.”

	Amanda went still as if processing, then melted a little. “I see, that’s all this is. We got that as a wedding gift. Dear me, was it valuable? I had no idea.”

	Pascal opened his mouth to protest but Merle cut him off. “It was a gift then. From who?”

	“People bring bottles of wine for parties. Someone brought it to our wedding reception at the yacht club. We don’t drink wine. Never developed a taste for it, either of us. It looked nice. So we gave it to Annie.”

	Merle stood up. “Sorry to barge in on you, Amanda. We just had questions.”

	“You can call me any time, honey. You know that.” Amanda rose awkwardly from the armchair. 

	Pascal stood too. “Could your husband call me when he gets home? Maybe he will remember who gave you the wine.” He handed her a card. “There’s my number.”

	Amanda’s lip curled as she took it but she tried to cover it with a smile. “Of course, Pascal,” she said sweetly as she ushered them out.

	In the car Merle held the keys in the ignition. “Well, that was a bust.”

	“She’s lying,” Pascal said.

	She turned to him. “How can you be sure?”

	Pascal was hunched over his phone again, scrolling through something. “Because I requested her phone records last night, from here and from their home in Florida, through the consulate and the French government. And his cell phone. Yes, he does have a mobile, she lied about that too. 

	“Now that we have a connection between them and the Frères Celice vintage we have— what do you call it? Probable cause. It was expedited because of a French national’s involvement. And here it is.” 

	He held out his phone. “She or the husband talked to Denis Toulemonde nine times in the last four months.”

 





Chapter 22





	When they returned to Merle’s house Francie’s car, a hot little Mercedes she drove anywhere on a whim, sat in the driveway. She was sitting in it, music playing. She stepped out as Merle pulled into the garage. 

	“Didn’t you get my messages?” Francie called out as a starter.

	Merle shut the van door and eyed Pascal over the roof. The trip back had been tense. She didn’t want to believe Aunt Amanda was involved in anything illegal. Just because they had dealings with Denis Toulemonde didn’t mean they’d done anything wrong. Maybe they were buying wine, she argued. That went nowhere with Pascal. Toulemonde only dealt with high tier clients, millionaires, movie stars, CEOs, investment bankers— not retirees from Levittown. Either they were selling wine they probably stole, or counterfeiting it with the wine consultant. He was their fence either way. 

	Pascal had tried to call Toulemonde a dozen times on the drive. He wasn’t answering. Pascal was itching to confront him but they still had no address for him. They had dropped the wine bottle off at a private lab on the northern outskirts of the city for analysis. Finding someone to look at the bottle and label on a weekend had been a struggle. Pascal’s mood was dark despite the breakthrough. He was afraid the bottle was genuine, he said. Then where would they be? 

	Off the hook, Merle thought. 

	And your investigation would be over. And you will go home. Her heart fluttered. Did she want him to stay or to go? 

	“What’s going on?” Francie called. “Where have you guys been?” She was wearing a down jacket with fur trim and puffy boots. Her cheeks were rosy with cold. “I’ve been calling you.”

	“Come in, you must be freezing.”

	In the warm kitchen Merle put the kettle on for tea and made sandwiches for all of them. Tristan was still upstairs, having slept through Francie’s doorbell ringing. Pascal disappeared, his face grim. When they were sitting down, hands wrapped around mugs of tea, Francie finally explained why she’d come.

	“When I couldn’t get you on the phone I figured you and Pascal were, you know.” She grinned. “Busy.”

	“We went to Long Island to talk to Aunt Amanda.”

	“Eeeuw. Not fun. She’s a cranky old biddy but you’re nice to her, Merle. You always were. Even after Clifton felt Annie up at the party. Double ick.”

	“He wasn’t there.” Merle had forgotten about that. Ick was right.

	“That was lucky.” Francie sipped her tea. “Anyway. Guess what? I found Bosom Drearie’s phone number. After the skating party I was too cold and jacked up, I just got on the phone and started calling all the gays I know from the old days. I called everyone I could think of. I was a maniac, seriously. Finally somebody knew somebody who had her number. One less thing for you to worry about.”

	 Francie’s benefit wasn’t exactly at the top of her worry sheet. Merle set down her mug. Would this help them find Toulemonde? It must. “Good detective work,” Merle said. “Did you call her?”

	“And left a message. I hope she’ll call back today. What could be better than a drag queen named Bosom at a breast cancer benefit? Dentures will fly!” Francie laughed, wriggling in anticipation and patting her cell phone by her plate. “Ring, baby, ring.”

	Merle stood up. “I’ll be right back.”

	She found Pascal sequestered in Harry’s office, the door closed. She knocked and cracked open the door an inch. “Is it safe to enter?” she whispered.

	“Of course, chèrie.”

	He was on her computer, staring at the monitor, clicking away on the keyboard. He glanced up. “If it’s okay that I use your internet. My phone is too slow.”

	“Of course, chèri,” she repeated, standing behind him, her hands on his shoulders. “What are you looking for?”

	“Something about that vintage. The 1948. The other bottles in the auctions were ’47 so I had not done a search for ’48.”

	“Find any?”

	“Yes, but not many. The Frères will not be happy to know that another vintage is on the loose, real or no.” He clicked on something and a wine merchant website appeared. “Here is one, you see. One bottle, long gone. Sold five years ago for $3,500.”

	“So the one we drank must be—”

	“Double that.”

	Where the hell had Amanda and Clifton gotten it? “Do you think they have some millionaire friends in Florida, doling out their wine cellar for wedding presents?”

	“No, blackbird. I do not.”

	Sylvester, Amanda’s first husband, had certainly sold a lot of television sets but whatever he left her hadn’t set her up in that sort of style. Something was very fishy. The best outcome Merle could see was that the groper was the guilty party. She stepped to the side of the desk.

	“Pascal, I have something to tell you. Look up for a second.” 

	He tapped another website then jerked his attention away. “What?”

	“Francie has Bosom Drearie’s phone number. She’s waiting for a call back right now. For a legitimate booking for a real charity benefit.” He searched her eyes. “Francie thinks she’s just a drag queen. She doesn’t know who Drearie really is.”

	He stood up, banging the desk chair against the wall. “Then we must tell her.”



	Francie’s eyes widened as they told her the story of Bosom Drearie and Denis Toulemonde. Pascal kept it low-key, avoiding a mention of Amanda and Clifton’s possible involvement. Francie’s sense of the dramatic bubbled over anyway. Her freckles faded as her skin flushed with excitement. Her eyes shone. Of course she was game, she said, when he proposed a little subterfuge. More than game: ready, willing, and able, she said, batting her eyelashes. She seemed to be over the trauma of last summer completely. 

	They waited all afternoon for the phone to ring. Tristan left to meet some friends. Pascal tapped away at the computer, searching deep into the internet. Merle and Francie built a fire in the fireplace and out of desperation baked cookies while talking about what to say and how to say it.  

	The light faded from the winter sky. Tristan returned, ravenous. Pascal searched the refrigerator, sliced potatoes, and put together a sausage-potato fry. Francie made a salad and they ate, tense and silent. Tristan looked from one to the other, wondering what was up. They laughed and shrugged. He grabbed a dozen cookies.

	Merle made up the guest room for Francie and put fresh towels in the bathroom. She found a pair of pajamas for her sister and a new toothbrush. Francie took a hot shower and got ready for bed. Still no call from Bosom Drearie or her manager.

	At eleven they decided to pack it in. “She’ll call tomorrow, I guess,” Francie said. “Dang it. Doesn’t she know we’re waiting?”

	Pascal stayed in the study, the tapping of computer keys a soft coda to the evening. Tristan was catching up on his homework, deep into a novel, when Merle told him good night. She was reading in bed at midnight when Francie burst into her bedroom. 

	“She called, Merle. It’s on!” Francie waved the phone around and stamped her feet. “We’re meeting for lunch in the city.”



 











	Chapter 23



	Murray Hill was bustling. It was noon on New Years Eve and the partying had already begun in its quiet way. In between the Civil War-era townhouses and dry cleaners, the cheap ethnic restaurants and leathery business bistros, the occasional tiara twinkled, a cork popped, and a cry of good cheer went up. 

	Miss Drearie insisted on meeting in a small Indian restaurant called Curry on Murray. Mostly a take-out place it had a tiny sitting area to one side, six tables by the front window. Francie had dressed with care, having to resort to something from Merle’s closet but satisfied with a conservative Greenwich look. Suit, boots, colorful scarf, dark coat, sunglasses. A socialite, if that’s what she was supposed to be, didn’t overdo it. 	Merle and Pascal were casual, unremarkable, in jeans. Merle felt cozy in Francie’s fur-trimmed jacket. They stood on the corner down the street from the curry shop, watching as Francie walked confidently toward the rendezvous. Pascal was looking at his phone like 90 percent of New Yorkers. 

	“Is it working?” Merle asked.

	Pascal nodded. “Perfectly.” 

	He had paired his and Francie’s phones so that they knew where the other was. It was an app for parents and children, or married couples, so they didn’t have to constantly text: where are you? Today, with luck, it would serve a greater good. Merle could see the little map on Pascal’s phone with the moving red dot that was Francie. It seemed safe, letting her sister do this. But after last summer Merle wasn’t sure what was safe any more. She didn’t want Francie in danger. She looked back up the street and saw an NYPD policeman talking to a man sweeping the sidewalk.

	 Excellent. Cops are close. In case Bosom Drearie goes wild with a hat pin.

	Merle took a deep breath. It was the middle of the day, in a public place, with a very recognizable performer. Francie was a pro, she’d be fine. 

	“Should we go to the coffee shop?” Merle asked.

	“When the other shows up.” 

	Francie disappeared inside Curry on Murray. They lost sight of her but her red dot assured them of her location. Ten minutes passed, then the hot pink figure in high heels began turning heads, coming toward them from the far corner.

	“Nice outfit,” Pascal muttered.

	She wore a tight pink sweater, fuchsia pencil skirt with matching scarf, and black high heels with shiny silver nylons. No coat, just a white fur stole slung across her shoulders, a large shiny handbag over one arm, and a boatload of swagger. Her hair was less of a bird’s nest but still platinum and huge. Something sparkly caught the sunshine and twinkled in the waves. She wiggled fingers encased in black gloves as people greeted her. At the curry shop she paused, smiled at her admirers one last time, and went in. 

	Pascal took Merle’s hand. They crossed the street, making their way to a Greek coffee shop	 across from Curry on Murray. They kept their eyes forward, stepping into the cafe and finding a table near the window. They ordered coffee and baklava. 

	The wait was draining. Merle sipped the bad coffee and nibbled the sticky pastry and wished she’d never sent her sister in for this. Francie was out of sight, out of view from the plate glass window which was half covered with posters anyway. 

	Merle’s phone rang. She looked at the number: Aunt Amanda. She showed her phone to Pascal. He mouthed: Outside.

	“Amanda,” Merle said into the phone. “How are you today?” She stepped onto the sidewalk.

	There was a strangled cry and a long pause, then: “Oh, Merle. Can you come over here?”

	“Um, of course. What’s happened? Are you all right?”

	“Me, yes, well, no.” Another sob. “I’ll tell you when you get here.”

	“Wait— I.” But the line went dead. Merle called her back but the line was busy now. She tried again, punched her phone, groaning.

	What the hell. The woman was infuriating. What was happening? Did she just like to wind people up?

	Inside Pascal was silent, watching his phone. He had said the meet in the curry shop would be quick, ten or fifteen minutes. Merle sat down again and fretted about telling him about the call. He seemed so focused. He took a sip of coffee. 

	“Amanda wants me to come see her,” Merle said. “She seems upset.”

	He nodded, staring at the phone. “Tell her you’ll come later.”

	Merle called her three more times then gave up. The call the other day when Clifton went “missing” went through her mind. Amanda could create a scene out of almost nothing. Let her sit awhile with her phone off the hook or whatever. There were more pressing concerns. What was going on with Francie? Was she all right? Was she working her considerable charm? Was she eating curry? Was she inking a deal with the Drearie? 

	Nearly thirty minutes passed. Then the red dot began to move. 

	Pascal tossed some bills on the table. “Allons-y.” Let’s go.

	They stood on the sidewalk, dawdling for a moment, watching the curry shop out of the corner of their eyes. Had Francie been successful? Miss Drearie wasn’t wearing a coat so slipping the phone in her pocket was out. Where could she drop it? 

	Francie and the drag queen came out of the cafe, talking and waving their hands. They laughed, gave a little hug of the socialite variety— a flick of fingertips on shoulders, and parted, walking off in different directions. Pascal stared at his phone.

	“She did it,” he whispered. 

	As she rounded the corner Francie turned and gave them a thumbs up. Her instructions were to wait for them at Saks or Tiffany, somewhere in midtown, until they called her other cell, the one owned by the law firm. 

	“All right,” Pascal said, taking her elbow. “Walk with me, chèrie.”

	Miss Drearie was out of sight, around the corner, as they began tailing her. There was no need for close work unless the signal failed. So far so good. Francie must have dropped it in that giant handbag that banged against Drearie’s hip. Merle worried they would never get it back, that Francie’s personal data would be compromised somehow, but Francie had no qualms. She could kill that phone and get a new one, she said. It would be worth it for the drama.

	Walking in high heels over cracked pavement and puddles of melted snow, stopping to pet dogs and swat various men on the backside, all made Bosom Drearie’s progress slow. Pascal was sure she lived nearby, she knew too many people.  He’d thought that about the bar on Avenue B too. Maybe folks just recognized her, Merle thought. Maybe she would jump into a cab. They kept about a half block back, stopping wherever there was a shop window to let her stay ahead.

	She turned left again at the next corner. When Merle and Pascal reached it they looked for the hot pink figure. She was gone. Two cabs were stopped at the far intersection. 

	“What does it say?” Merle asked. “Is she in a taxi?”

	Pascal held the phone close to his face, watching. “She’s still moving. Inside one of these buildings.”

	He began to walk down the sidewalk, pausing to watch the red dot, trying to figure out her location. Merle shivered, her anxiety up a notch. What were they going to do exactly when they found her? What was Pascal going to do? Merle didn’t think she wanted to be here.

	Her phone rang.

	“Amanda? I’ve been so worried. Are you okay?”

	“Are you coming?” Her voice was tiny and soft now. 

	“I’ll be there soon. Tell me what’s going on. Talk to me, Amanda.”

	The old woman made a little mewling sound and blew her nose.

	“It’s Clifton.” She choked then, sniffling. “He— he had an accident. They think he had a heart attack. Oh, my lord, it’s just like Wes and Emilie. He hit a tree, Merle. He’s gone.”

 





	Chapter 24





	Merle stared at the traffic, stunned. “What?”

	“Gone.” Amanda sniffed. “Somewhere in North Carolina. The police were here for an hour. One is left. They made coffee.”

	Pascal was waving at her, frantically pointing to an old brown brick building with a fire escape hanging above the sidewalk. Merle took a breath and began walking toward him. 

	“Why was he in North Carolina?”

	“I have no idea. That’s the thing. He left yesterday morning, said he was running some errands, and he didn’t come back.”

	“He didn’t call you last night?”

	“Oh, Merle. He died last night, they said. He must have been in those woods, along the highway, sitting in his car for hours. He was driving and something happened. He lost control, that was their words.”

	Pascal was pointing to the building door. “Hang up the phone.” Merle kept the phone to her ear. “I need you,” he hissed.

	“I will come as soon as I can, Amanda. I’m sorry about Clifton. He seemed so— full of life.” The old woman began to sob and Merle ended the call.

	“What happened to Clifton?” Pascal asked as they went up the six steps to the door. A bank of mailboxes with buzzers was fit into the wall on the right. He bent to examine the names.

	“Dead,” Merle said. He straightened, frowning. “Car accident.”

	Pascal cursed under his breath. “Bad luck.”

	“For you or for Clifton?”

	“Both of us.” Pascal looked at the boxes again. “Here. ‘All World Inc.’ Toulemonde: tout le monde. Press the buzzer. You remember what to say?”

	She stepped closer and pushed on the button. Her mind buzzed with the news of Clifton and she took a second to focus on the task at hand. 

	No answer. How long do you wait? Pascal gestured to hit it again just as a scratchy voice came out of the speaker. “Yes? Who is there please?”

	Merle bent closer. “This is Francine Bennett. I believe you have something that belongs to me. If we can’t come to some agreement I will have to call the police about the theft of my phone.”

	A long pause. Then: “I don’t know what you’re speaking of. Do I know you?”

	“You know you do. Check your handbag.”

	Another long pause. The door opened then. Two women, young, laughing, already dressed in sequins and pearls stepped through. Pascal caught the door and pulled Merle inside with him. He headed for the stairs. “Third floor. 3-B.”

	Less than ten seconds later they stood outside the shiny black door of 3-B. Merle caught her breath and slipped on the sunglasses that matched Francie’s. Pascal stood to one side, out of sight of the peep hole. She straightened, raised her fist, and tapped on the door as she reached into her pocket, head down. The sound of footsteps inside stopped behind the door.

	“I don’t want any trouble. I just want my phone back,” Merle called. “Just give it back. I have a reward for you. Look.”

	She held up the $100 bill to the peep hole. “Open the door and it’s yours.”

	“How do I know I can trust you?” the voice behind the door said.

	“Because you have my phone. That’s what this is about. You stole it from me at Curry on Murray. It has a tracker in it and I followed you here. Give me my phone and I give you the hundred. No questions asked.”

	Merle held her breath. She didn’t look much like Francie but their voices were similar. She heard a clicking as the locks were undone. Pascal crouched, ready.

	The door swung open. Before anyone could say anything Pascal stepped into the breach, pushing the door wide. Merle was right behind him. She closed the door quickly.

	“What is the meaning of this?” Denis Toulemonde stood there in a hair net and pink sweater, wearing trousers, barefoot. “How dare you?!” he said, his eye makeup smeared. “Get out of my apartment before I call the police!”

	“What will you tell them about the phone in your handbag?” Merle asked, crossing her arms.

	“You—” he sputtered. “You aren’t Francine Bennett.” 

	“She was too afraid to come. She’s my sister. I told her I would get her phone back and here I am.” She held out her hand, palm up. “Hand it over, Miss Bosom Drearie.”

	Toulemonde froze, looking at Pascal who had yet to speak, then at Merle, then back at Pascal. His mouth was open, tongue on his teeth. Merle backed up, leaning against the door, as Pascal stepped away, farther into the immaculate sitting room, small and tidy with a rose velvet fainting couch, needlepoint chairs, and other old world touches. He moved in front of an oil painting, tucking his hands behind his back.

	“This is a Pissarro,” Pascal exclaimed. “Well, well. You’ve done very nicely for yourself, Monsieur Toulemonde. A lovely still life. What is it worth? Five-hundred-thousand Euros, a million?”

	“I inherited it,” Toulemonde said, sliding the hair net off his scalp and stuffing it in his pocket. “And it’s not a Pissarro. It’s a copy. It was my grandmother’s.”

 	“Fascinating. Where’s the phone?” Merle asked. 

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I have been here all day.” His French accent was getting more pronounced. He ran a hand down his pink sweater and had the decency to look abashed.

	“Except when you were at Curry on Murray with my sister who you just admitted knowing.”

	Merle held out her own phone and showed him a photo she’d taken as the two of them left the curry shop, in the fake hug, cheek to cheek. “You are Bosom Drearie, are you not, Mr. Toulemonde? Same sweater. Why try to hide it? The jig’s up.”

	He froze then, stunned, then crumpled, collapsing dramatically into a chintz armchair, bent double, hands on his head. “Please. I have to keep my worlds separate. Please.” His voice had turned to a whine. “This is— it will ruin everything. I beg you.”

	She stepped back. He’d admitted his identity. It was Pascal’s turn now. Instead of feeling anxious she now felt sorry for the little Frenchman. He was making pitiful guttural sounds and gulping air.

	“Things can be arranged, monsieur,” Pascal said ominously, his tone changed. Denis looked up, mascara running in black rivers down his cheeks. “You have some information we require.”

	He looked confused, glancing at Merle, at the big silver handbag on the floor by the door, then back at Pascal.  “You’re the— the policier.” Light dawned in his eyes. “You threatened me.”

	“And I am back to do it again.” Pascal smiled at him. “If you do not cooperate with the names of the sellers of the Frères Celice vintages we will expose you as this.” He waved a hand over Denis’s figure. “Your business as a wine consultant—” he said consultant like a dirty word— “will be over. Your little intrigues as a seller of counterfeit wine, done. But that, mon ami, is terminé. Because we will be watching you. If you fail to cooperate in this investigation we can only assume the worst. We will tell every wine auction and broker in this city and beyond that you are not to be trusted. You deal in fraudulent wine. You knowingly pass off wine that is worthless as the finest vintages. You cook up labels in your kitchen. You pour cheap wine from Argentina into Bordeaux bottles. You are a fraud, a criminal.”

	Denis gaped, unbelieving. “No. Monsieur, please. I do not do these things. Do not—” He broke into a sob. “Please, monsieur. What do you want?”

	“The truth about Clifton Gillespie.”

	Denis dabbed his eyes with a tissue. “Who?”

	Pascal said, “He gave you these bottles of Frères Celice ’47 and ’48. Or did you do your own handiwork on the bottles?”

	“Mon Dieu, I don’t do that sort of thing. I hear about it, bien sûr, there are rumors. But I never have knowingly sold a single bottle that wasn’t genuine. I stake my life on it, monsieur. My mother’s life.”

	Pascal tipped his head, his eyes boring into Toulemonde. “All right. You are no crafter of old labels. It was Gillespie. Where did he get the bottles?”

	“Who is this Gillespie? I know no Gillespie. Is he a wine broker?”

	“In a way. He contacted you nearly ten times in the last months and you pretend you do not know him. He gave you the Frères Celice.”

	A squeak came up his throat. “No, no. I know no one by that name, I beg you.”

	Pascal put his hands on his hips. “Well, then, I hope your blue blood customers enjoy buying their over-priced wine from a man who sings in nightclubs as a woman. Come, Merle. I believe we are done here.”

	“Wait.” Denis jumped up. “I will show you all my records. You will see. I know all my customers, buyers and sellers. I am completely honest, monsieur. You must believe me.” He held his hands up like he was surrendering at a stickup. “Completely honest, monsieur, in every way. Nothing at all to hide.”

 





Chapter 25



	The train from Penn Station to Levittown took an hour, stopping to let passengers on and off through Queens. Pascal and Merle spent most of the time on their phones, standing near the exits for privacy. Merle called Francie and told her to go home, that there was something she needed to do for Amanda. She reassured her younger sister that all had gone well at Denis Toulemonde’s and the French wine industry had a new heroine.

	Merle couldn’t follow everything Pascal was saying, rattling on in French. He spoke to several people. One sounded like the envoy from the consulate, Antoine Girard. That conversation was intense. More short calls, sharp words.

	She found a seat. The train clicked along, stopped, disgorged people, wheezed forward again. She tried to call Amanda to explain she had to take the train today but she’d be there soon. The line was busy. Was she calling Clifton’s relatives? 

	On her phone she scrolled back to her photos of Toulemonde’s account book. Zooming in again on the page where ‘A.M. Wilson’ had consigned two bottles of Freres Celice ’47 to Wine Toulemonde for auction. September 16th. Toulemonde claimed it was a man, Mr. Wilson, with gray hair, about sixty-five. 

	Merle shut her eyes, thinking hard. Sylvester Wilson had been gone for nearly thirty years. Had Clifton stolen wine to sell? Did he steal it in Florida, or get it from Amanda? Or was she calling the shots? Was it wine that Harry’s father had imported years before? Was it counterfeit as the vintners believed?

	Pascal dropped into the seat next to her. “One more stop?” She nodded. “Did you reach her?” 

	“She never answered. She may not even be there.” She glanced at him. “Would Toulemonde warn her?”

	“I think not,” Pascal said. “Just the whiff of illegality would be devastating for his business.” He waved his phone. “I am wanted back in Manhattan.”

	“By whom?”

	“Girard. It seems Mateo Leblond has got himself arrested. He has been grabbing women in the buttocks at the clubs while drinking heavily.”

	The vision of Leblond with Bosom Drearie popped into her head. “Oops.”

	Pascal smiled. “I am heartsick.” 



	The yellow cab dropped them off in front of Amanda’s cottage. A police car sat in the driveway, a white Nassau County cruiser. The drapes were closed across the picture window when they knocked.

	A policewoman came to the door, a middle-aged officer with hard, deep-set eyes and brassy hair pulled off her face. “Yes?”

	“I’m Merle Bennett. Amanda Gillespie is my aunt. She called me.” She gestured toward Pascal. “And this is my friend, Pascal d’Onscon.”

	The officer sized them up then pushed open the storm door, letting them inside. “She’s pretty messed up. I didn’t want to leave her alone.”

	“Thank you, officer,” Merle said, offering her hand. “We’ll take it from here.”

	“She’s lying down in the back,” the officer said as she gathered her bag and slipped out the door.

	Merle stepped quietly down the hall toward the bedroom. The door was open just a crack, the light out, curtains drawn. Amanda was sitting on the edge of the bed with a small trunk in her lap. She had the lid up and appeared to be touching whatever was inside. Merle paused, watching her. The expression on the woman’s face was strange, hard, determined, but smiling.

	Merle tapped on the door. Amanda jerked, letting the lid of the wooden trunk drop shut with a clunk. 

	“Aunt Amanda?” Merle pushed open the door. “I’m here.”

	“Oh, thank goodness. At last.” She rose quickly from the bed, setting the trunk to one side on the bedspread. “I thought you’d never get here. Come, I’ll make us some tea.”

	Merle wrapped an arm around the older woman as Amanda held onto her. She didn’t look distraught but her grasp was tight and warm. She pulled Merle toward the kitchen but stopped in the living room. Pascal stood by the sofa, hands behind his back. 

	“My sincere condolences, Mrs. Gillespie,” he said, lowering his head.

	Amanda stiffened. “Thank you, Pascal. You didn’t need to come.” She let go of Merle and shuffled into the kitchen, banging the tea kettle against the faucet as she filled it. The ritual of making tea, the ordinary task of boiling water, the comfort of steam, was universal. Merle found the sugar bowl, spoons, and cups and set them on the classic plastic and chrome kitchen table. Pascal sat down. When everything was set Amanda hesitated, holding onto the metal chair, then lowered herself slowly.

	“It was nice of the police officer to stay,” Merle offered, blowing on her hot tea.

	“Judy is a good person,” Amanda said. 

	“You know her personally?” Pascal asked.

	“Now I do,” Amanda snapped. Her eyes were clear. No sign of crying. “She’s been here for hours.”

	“What did you find out?” Merle asked. “About the accident.”

	“He lost control. That’s all they said.”

	“Why was he in North Carolina?”

	“I guess he wanted to go home. He didn’t like the cold weather. He was always complaining about it.”

	Pascal said, “But he didn’t ask you to go with him?”

	Amanda shrugged. “We had a little fight.” She looked at Merle with pleading eyes. “You know how it is.”

	“What about the wine in the car with him?” Pascal was on point, dogged.

	“What wine?” Amanda said, eyes flashing now. 

	Merle frowned. No one had mentioned wine in the car.

	“A case of French wine, in the back seat. Some of the bottles broke. It made it look like he was bleeding more than he really was.”

	Amanda began to breathe faster, her ample chest rising in jerks. Her eyes darted around the kitchen. Pascal was watching her closely. He glanced under the table then behind him. 

	Merle took the old woman’s hand. “Amanda, we know about the Frères Celice wine you sold. It’s okay. Really.” 

	Amanda pulled her hand away. “What are you talking about? I’ve just lost my husband, the love of my life. How can you start questioning me?” Her face squeezed and reddened.

	“No one is questioning you, Mrs. Gillespie,” Pascal said mildly. “Why would we question you? Have you done something wrong?”

	“Stop it, you— you awful, horrible man,” she shrieked, getting to her feet. Her tea cup tipped over and spilled hot liquid over the tabletop. Merle went to the sink for a towel to sop it up. “How could you bring him here when I’m so fragile?”

	Pascal folded his arms, smiling. “Fragile? Does that have a different meaning in English?” 

	She threw up her hands and cried out. “Get out! Get out of my house!”

	“Now, Amanda, don’t upset yourself,” Merle said, patting her on the shoulder. “Pascal didn’t do anything. And we have to call a cab when we leave. We took the train.”

	“Yes, madame, I am so sorry to cause you distress,” Pascal said even though no one believed him. “Perhaps we should all have a little wine to relax. Forget this tea. Wine is the thing. That’s what we do in France when we must settle our nerves.”

	“I don’t like wine.” Amanda fell back into her chair again, her temper gone. 

	Pascal glanced at Merle. She said, “Is that why you sold the Frères Celice? Because you don’t like wine?”

	Amanda shook her head slowly but said nothing, lips in a tight line.

	Pascal said, “I imagine that case of wine in Clifton’s car cost a bundle. Such a shame. Eight-thousand a bottle, times twelve? How much is that, Merle?”

	“Ninety-six thousand dollars.” 

	“Down the drain,” he added.

	Amanda’s chin jutted out, her jaw working. “How could he? After all I did for him.” 

	“The bastard,” Merle added for good measure. “Stealing your wine.”

	“Was that the last of it?” Pascal asked. 

	Amanda’s shoulders slumped. “There’s more,” she said quietly.

	“Come now,” Pascal said. “You must have sold it all off by now. The yacht club membership is more than a hundred-thousand even if you don’t plan to have a wedding reception there. And buying the beach house and the four condos in Florida was expensive, wasn’t it?”

	The old woman glared at him. “Not for someone like me.”

	“Someone smart, very clever, you mean.”

	Pascal had told Merle on the train what he’d found out from Florida state officials, that Amanda had grossly underestimated her real estate holdings there. She was much more wealthy than she let on.

	Amanda was smiling coquettishly, her mood turning flirtatious. “Clever and patient. The patient ones always win, if they’re smart.” She and Pascal smiled at each other for a long beat. They both knew it was over. 

	Merle touched the old woman’s arm. “Can I see it, Amanda?”



	Beneath the hall runner, a heavy old Oriental rug, on a spring-loaded mechanism for easy access if a person had a key, the trap door to the cellar waited. Amanda pulled the key from her cleavage where it hung on a long chain. She muttered about Clifton’s betrayal, how he must have taken it off her in the night. Pascal pulled the latch and the well-oiled hinges pulled back, revealing a steep flight of stairs. A light came on automatically. Pascal offered his hand to the old woman and she took it, stepping down the wooden steps.

	“There’s a railing on the right,” she called, her mood light, almost excited. Showing off her big secret at last.

	Merle stepped below. Pascal followed, both bending over to miss hitting their heads on the edge of the flooring. The basement was unexpectedly large and high-ceilinged. The air was musty and cool. Somewhere a fan rattled. The floor was cement. Besides a few paint cans it was empty.

	“This way,” Amanda said, pulling a cord for another lightbulb. Merle blinked into the shadows. She was having flashbacks of the cellar in Malcouziac, the wine cave hidden behind a half-century’s junk, inside a wooden door very much like the one in front of her now. Weston had fashioned this cellar like his original one and squirreled away another stash of fine vintages. What a cagey old reprobate.

	The mildew smell, the dark: it brought back the bad times in Malcouziac as well. The thieves, poor crazy Justine LaBelle, the awful mayor. The stone house in its original, rank state, the mice, the pigeons. And then, as Amanda rattled her keys, a curious lightening came over Merle. Weston Strachie was dead. And good riddance. But that wasn’t it, exactly. Something else was gone. That cloak of shame, the responsibility, the guilt of his actions no longer smothered her. He was dust and she was alive. His power over her, strange and weirdly malevolent as it had been, was gone. 

	Merle felt lightheaded. She looked at her feet. They were planted firmly on the ground.

	Amanda unlocked the door with a second key and turned on a light inside the cellar. It was clean, cool, and tidy in here, racks lining the two long walls. The wood racks were nearly three-quarters empty. 

	“You see, plenty more.” She squinted at the bottles as if counting them. She frowned then gave a small shrug. “Wes never told me about the wine. He didn’t tell anyone. He left us to figure it out for ourselves. It took me ten years to work it out, to find the right keys. Ten long years when I could have used the money to help Harry. Of course it wouldn’t have had the payday then.” She patted a bottle lovingly. “Good old brothers. They’ve been good to me.”

	“To you?” Merle asked. “Did Harry know about this wine?”

	Amanda acted like she hadn’t heard the question, running a hand down the rows. 

	Merle raised her voice: “Wasn’t it Harry’s wine too, Amanda? Or Sylvester’s?”

	“Wes never said. Sylvester didn’t even know about it. He wouldn’t have noticed I had extra money if you hit him over the head with it. I always said he was so clever, a financial genius.” She looked at Merle. “Don’t be stupid. There was no will.”

	Pascal put a hand on Merle’s arm, as if she was going to strike the old woman. Her temper was simmering; it was possible. His cell phone rang. “I’ll take this upstairs,” he told her. “Be gentle.”

	Merle backed up to a wall and calmed herself. Something about being called ‘stupid’ by this diabolical old bitch. But no, use your time wisely, Merdle. “How did you do it before Clifton? Sell the wine.”

	“I had someone deliver it. You may not realize it, dear, but it’s not difficult to get someone to deliver a package for you in New York. Doesn’t cost that much. Of course I prefer hand delivery. So when Clifton came back from Florida with me this fall he got the job.”

	Came back with me? Her condescending tone set Merle’s teeth on edge. Then it occurred to her: “You weren’t really married, were you?”

	Amanda chuckled, still in her own private dream-land of cleverness. “He wanted to get married. But just for the money.”

	“So you sent him back to Florida.”

	“No, dear. That was his idea. He really was quite a bastard when he wanted to be.”

	“Well, I’m sorry he’s dead,” Merle said quietly.

	“Oh, me too. Quite sorry. Very sad.” 

	Footsteps clomped down the wooden steps. Pascal appeared in the doorway again. “Ladies? We should lock up the wine now.”



	By the time they had relocked all the doors, turned out the lights, and helped Amanda navigate up the stairs, it was getting dark outside. Four-forty-five, twilight of the month and year, New Years Eve had arrived in all its ordinary lock-step. Merle sat Amanda down at the kitchen table again as Pascal arranged the rug over the trap door. Amanda took a sip of lukewarm tea and asked Merle to microwave it as cars pulled up out front. Their headlights streamed across the dead grass.

	Pascal answered the knock. 

	“Who is it?” Amanda called. To Merle she said, “The neighbors are always so kind. Word must have gotten out about Clifton.”

	Pascal stood in the doorway. “Company for you, Mrs. Gillespie.”

	She stood up, smoothing her blouse and smiling. “Is that you, Ruth?”

	A large black policeman moved into the kitchen, followed by two more uniformed officers. “State Police, ma’am. Amanda Wilson, you’re under arrest for the death of Clifton Gillespie. You have the right to an attorney. . .”



 





Chapter 26



	The taxi stopped in front of a busy liquor store just before the bridge. Pascal jumped out and returned five minutes later with a bottle of champagne and two plastic cups. As the driver pulled through the toll center and onto the bridge, Pascal popped the cork, letting it bounce around the interior. They laughed as bubbles went everywhere. The cabbie cursed in some foreign language.

	Merle lay her head back on the seat, angling herself so she couldn’t see the meter ticking away the dollars. It was worth it, she knew it, taking an expensive cab ride home. But her Yankee ways went deep. Pascal’s phone rang for the seventy-fifth time.

	“Is it Mateo again?” she asked, eyes on the Sound, twinkling in the moonlight.

	“May he rot in hell.” Pascal downed his champagne and poured himself more.

	“I can’t believe Amanda would poison Clifton.” It was still too fresh, this revelation. But her brother had the same lack of morals. 

	“I can’t believe they did the autopsy so fast. But they knew what they were looking for.”

	“Because of the sandwich? She actually packed a lunch for his getaway?” She laughed. Merle remembered how Amanda had complained that Clifton always wanted his meals on time. “That is rich.”

	“Packed him an arsenic-laced sandwich and sent him on his merry way. I guess he didn’t like it much. He only ate half.”

	“Conveniently leaving the evidence.” Merle turned on the seat. “Pascal, while everything was crazy out in the living room I looked in that wooden trunk in her bedroom.”

	“Tampering with evidence?” he scolded.

	“It was empty. I think he stole her money too. She must have been keeping it under the bed.”

	He said, “They found a large amount of cash on him. But thankfully no wine.”

	She turned to him. “What? You made that up. To make her mad enough to turn on him?”

	He gave a Gallic shrug. “How do you say it? A man’s got to do what a man’s got to do.”

	His phone rang again. He swore and hit the button. “Allo?” Merle could hear an irate voice as he held the phone away from his ear. “Mateo, c’est vous? Ce qui se passé? Vraiment?” He winked at Merle, his lip twitching. “Oooh-la-la. Dommage.” 



	They arrived at Rick and Stasia’s New Years Eve party in their dirty jeans, late, grubby with city grit, and half drunk. It had been hours since they’d eaten. The champagne, mixed with relief that answers to most of the questions had been found, that justice had been served, had gone to their heads. The State Police had told them that the North Carolina cops were stumped at first by the car accident. Clifton had lost control, that much was true. But his Chevy had run off the road outside Raleigh, into the ditch, and up the other side, crashing through an old fence. It came to rest in a pasture. The next morning loose cows alerted the neighborhood to the event. Clifton was found dead with no visible wounds, lying in the grass beside the open door of his car. With no injuries, the medical examiner immediately suspected a toxic substance. The half-eaten sandwich provided the answer. 

	Inside Stasia’s immaculate, sparkly house Merle fell on the meats and cheeses. She made herself several small sandwiches, thinking of Amanda’s vile cleverness. How did you do that, put poison into a sandwich for someone you live with? What if he’d lost control of his car and killed someone else? Amanda didn’t care about that. She cared about very little beyond her bank account. Had she ever loved Clifton? Were they just partners in crime? Did he steal her money or did she give it to him to make him look guilty? Whatever went down they had fallen out. Big time.

	Merle remembered her wish that Clifton was responsible, not Amanda. Now she silently backpedaled, hoping her unkind thought hadn’t stuck wherever it landed in the cosmos, that whatever had happened hadn’t been her fault because of her intention to spare Amanda. Who obviously didn’t deserve sympathy. 

	Merle ate and drank and hugged her kin. The tension seeped away. Normality returned in the warmth of her family. Such good sisters. Elise, in a short black dress and her hair wrapped up, lipstick bright, eyes twinkling, that odd but pleasant young lawyer on her arm. Francie, defiantly single in silver lamé and five-inch heels, giddy, boasting, brash, and lovely. Annie with her Scotsman, in his tartan tonight, his strong legs encased in black socks and shiny boots.  Stasia, the rock, the gatherer of good tidings, the maker of good moments. They were all so perfect, so right in their individual ways. And yes, Merle realized she was a little bit drunk. Still she loved them all, so much.

	Pascal regaled the sisters and their friends with the story of Mateo Leblond and his naughty exploits in the dangerous discos of Manhattan. The story of Amanda, aunt and surrogate mother to Harry, was not so funny. She had been charged with first-degree murder but the drama that was the old wine wasn’t done.  Although the bottles in the cellar were almost definitely genuine even without contemporaneous paperwork, the vintners of Frères Celice wanted it analyzed in France, at the high tech labs at the Université de Bordeaux. It would be Pascal’s job to escort the bottles home. Would he bring them back as well? The idea made Merle smile.

	At eleven-thirty Tristan thundered up the stairs from the family room with his cousin Oliver on his heels, giggling madly, looking for someone to kiss. Merle raised her eyebrows, searching the room for someone unrelated to him and under forty. The boys grabbed a box of sparklers and headed outside instead. Merle sank into a chair, exhaustion catching her like a freight train. She was going to need a vacation from her Christmas vacation.

	Annie was near the stereo, putting in a disc. A breathy voice emerged from the speakers. It was Blossom Dearie, her adorable girlish voice across the decades, from a smoky Paris nightclub to right here, right now. Francie and Annie linked arms and sang along like the rowdy patrons of the Black Dog. “Give him the ooh-la-la,” they trilled, wiggling their hips and causing an uproar.

	Pascal found Merle just before the clock struck midnight. He held her coat, two sparklers, and a lighter. “On y va, chèrie. Il est temps pour les cierges magiques.” 

	Time for magic candles, time for sparklers. 

	Tick-tock.

	Merle’s infamous inner clock wanted to be accurate, wanted to say, yes, it is definitely eleven-fifty-five on the last day of the year. But something rebelled inside her. Stop the clock. Freeze this moment. Be here, stay. Stretch it out, love this time with all your being for as long as you can. What else is there but this moment?

	On the front lawn a skim of snow clung to the grass. The half moon had risen above the pine trees, turning the blue-black world of dead midwinter into something shimmery and fine. They laughed with the boys whose sparklers lit the yard, their young faces so happy, so light. Pascal lit his sparkler and touched the other to the flame. He handed it to Merle. Inside the house the adults were counting down the seconds. 

	Silly, silly grownups. Don’t they know?


	Merle took Pascal’s free hand and squeezed it. This moment, she thought, trying to sear it into her memory, and her heart. 

	Hold on. Hold on.

	“Five, four, three, two, one.” Tristan and Oliver whooped. 

	Pascal swirled his sparkler in a figure eight, an infinity of light, then reeled her in and kissed her hard, his mouth sweet with grape and promise. 

	His breath warmed her ear. “Happy new year, blackbird.”
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Two Families and a House
 
Bennett Family
 
Jack +  Bernadette — parents of five daughters
•
Annie, engaged to Callum Logan
•
Stasia, married to Rick. Daughter, Willow. Son, Oliver
•
Merle, widow. Son, Tristan. Boyfriend, Pascal d’Onscon
•
Francie, divorced
•
Elise, single
 
Logan Family
 
Fiona, widow, mother to two sons
•
Hugh, married to Davina
•
Callum, engaged to Annie Bennett
 
 
Kincardie House
 
Jinty Arbuckle, caretaker
Vanora Petrie, housekeeper
Mrs. MacKeegan, cook
Killian Yarrow, chauffeur
Gunni, sheep man
Craigg, retired caretaker
 
 
 
 



Chapter 1
 
A Tuesday in May
 Northeast Coast of Scotland
 
 
The Scottish landscape sped by the window in flashes of greens, ruby reds, and golds as Merle Bennett sat curled into the train seat, holding Pascal’s warm hand. All the planning, coordinating, and anxiety of the last few months evaporated as they passed fields of sheep, horses grazing on emerald pastures, trees aglow with new finery, and tiny villages squatting low along roadsides.
As a pessimist Merle never thought it could all come together, even with her prodigious check-lists. But there is one important reason to be a pessimist. As one you are subject to pleasant surprises, and Merle was experiencing one now. Things had come together. Stasia, the hyper-organized sister, had wielded her mighty binder full of maps, weather charts, and suitcase-packing diagrams. Merle provided lists of clothing required for each day of the week. Annie, the eldest and the bride, had floated along on everyone else’s plans. The younger sisters were blissfully ignorant of all lists, treating the whole thing as a big adventure. And it was, Merle supposed, if you looked beyond the machinations to make it all happen.
Annie’s wedding was in five days. Merle was crazy about Callum Logan, as he made her sister happy. That was easy to see. But it would be stretching it to say that she thought six months ago that this wedding would happen. Moving entire families across the Atlantic Ocean, coordinating flights, getting passports for some, renewals for others, hotel rooms, rental cars, all that plus the actual wedding planning. Not to mention trying to make everyone happy. It was a nightmare to Merle. In the end she only had to coordinate herself and Pascal. And that, as it turned out, was easy. 
He had his head back, eyes shut, black curl drooping on his forehead. The sway of trains made most people sleepy but Merle rode one almost every day. She rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb. Almost everything about Pascal was easy, she thought, and that made her twitchy. Life in general didn’t fit that pattern. There were compromises and disappointments, failures and chaos. People left you, grew up, moved away, died. There was so much room for loneliness and disaster.
Life was irritatingly random. So she made her lists, trying to control what she could and cross the rest off.
They slowed to a stop in a small town. The station was bright, cheerful, with splashes of blue paint. Sunshine poured through glass panels in the roof. Everything she’d heard about Scotland seemed wrong. It was beautiful, peaceful, full of spring flowers, blue skies, and happy faces. 
She made a quick promise to herself to smile all week. Her son Tristan wouldn’t be here to remind her. A glance at Pascal might do the trick. It shouldn’t be that hard. She was happy for Annie, who despite years of protestations and bohemian ways, was actually getting hitched. 
It was amazing. It was romantic. And it felt inevitable the way the best things do, as if life had finally given up throwing obstacles in your path and wrapped its warm arms around you and whispered those happy words you’d been longing to hear.
This is your moment. Go live it. 



Chapter 2
 
The Highlands
 
This is it.
Annie stared out the window of the car as they wound up through the hills sparkling with spring green and sheep and quaint houses. She heard the words in her mind with various thunderous overtones: “This is IT!” spoken with foreboding and doom. Or: “This is it!” with an air of excited anticipation. She couldn’t decide which voice was hers: doom or excitement. And that was the dilemma.
Callum seemed to be feeling something strange too. He hugged his side of the back seat, brow tight as he gazed at his homeland. He didn’t seem overcome with cheerful childhood memories, in fact, he’d barely said a word since leaving Aberdeen. The train ride up from Edinburgh had been just long enough for most of the party to take naps. Annie hadn’t. She felt jittery from the plane, from something that roiled inside her. Could it be bad food? Jet fumes? Thin air?
Their romance might have been called ‘whirlwind,’ if not for her age. Annie called this time of life Medicare Lite, the late 50s, when things start to go downhill. Your hair turns gray, your teeth go yellow, the strength in your limbs that was once so much a part of you that you took it for granted now feels iffy on the best days. She’d had to give up running, not that she adored it that much. But the decision was made by her knees, not her mind. The indignities. You ignore them, you must. There is no choice or you fixate on everything to come. 
But what if ‘things to come’ included getting married at the ripe old age of 55? Annie shut her eyes. It was embarrassing to be in love at this age. It was a different feeling than she’d felt at 20, or even 40. She knew love. She had been in love a few times, with perfectly respectable men, clear candidates for matrimony. But she’d held herself a little apart. She could see that now. She’d been afraid to lose herself, whatever made her unique, afraid to fall headlong and nonsensical into the other. She was so into her self, to being free and strong and opinionated. Wouldn’t marriage dilute her essence? Wouldn’t being someone’s wife make her someone else? The doubts had killed a couple of decent love affairs.
Was she still holding something back? 
She loved Callum. She knew she did. That wasn’t in question.
The question was her life. My Semi-Perfect Life. She worked in environmental law, satisfying work that served the greater good. She had tons of friends. Her parents were still alive and often kicking. She had four fabulous sisters, some more fun than others but all good people who had followed her footsteps through law school, and the cutest nieces and nephews. She had a decent savings account. She took vacations. She went to the opera and Rolling Stones concerts, and shopped at farmer’s markets. It wasn’t a perfect life but it was functioning. It was a full life. She was happy.
Was wanting more— or even if ‘more’ fell into your lap all sweet and adorable and kind— was that crazy? Was it selfish? Was it bad luck? Was it just plain too much? Sometimes she felt overwhelmed, like she’d bitten off such a huge bite that she couldn’t quite swallow it.
She and Callum met at a state bar association dinner in Harrisburg, of all places. The locale (the Holiday Inn) wasn’t much but it was neutral ground. She lived in Pittsburgh, he in Manhattan. He wasn’t a lawyer (a plus). He worked in investments in a big bank. He was dating a lawyer, a red-satin, nose-job type who would probably be on Fox News soon, the sort of arm-candy men adored. That is, smart, long-legged, and gorgeous. Annie came solo, representing her firm. She had long since given up dragging innocents to legal functions, no matter how gala they sounded on paper. 
They met in the crowd at the open bar in the back of the large room set up for dinner. His date was off schmoozing. They talked. He teased her. She teased him. They laughed. They drank. They talked some more. He had a lovely, soft brogue that reminded her of Sean Connery in the old James Bond movies. They went outside and missed the dinner. They exchanged phone numbers. 
It happened fast, movie-style, love-at-first-sight, if you believed in that sort of thing. Annie didn’t, or didn’t trust it. She was just in it for giggles, to stick it to Miss Long Legs, for a romp in the City. She was never opposed to a romp with a handsome man.
That was eighteen months ago. And now she was being chauffeured into the Scottish Highlands to his family estate to— words failed her. Even with the wedding dress tucked carefully into her suitcase, she couldn’t fathom the event, the ‘marriage.’ She knew she had some mental work to do before the ceremony on Saturday. Some emotional work. She tried to relax. Wedding jitters, that’s all it was.
The hillsides looked happy; they were bursting with brilliant spring flowers. Bluebells carpeted the sun-dappled woods, creating a landscape of simple wonder that seemed quintessentially, dreamily Scottish. Annie glanced at Callum. Was he rejoicing? These were his bluebells, his Highlands, his home.
In what fantastical embodiment of her Semi-Perfect Life had she imagined this? It felt surreal— and not in a good way. She didn’t care about the wedding ceremony. That didn’t worry her. She had no lifelong dream of white lace and eternal vows. She’d told them that so they planned the day for him. She just had to show up and smile. 
They rumbled across a short wooden bridge and there it was: the manse, the estate, the castle. Oh, crap, it was huge! Medieval, and there were servants, like some cracker box domestic drama. Annie felt a small terror well up. What the hell was wrong with her? This was so unlike brave, rambunctious, independent Ann Bennett. 
Who was she? 
And what the hell had she gotten herself into?
Her eyes felt hot in a way she hadn’t experienced in ages. She swallowed hard. She would not cry. But she reached behind her for Callum’s hand. 
Not entirely to her surprise, he met her halfway.



Chapter 3
 
Kincardie House
Aberdeenshire, Scotland
 
 
 
As Jinty Arbuckle balanced on the stone portico, slick with mold left from a wet Scottish winter, the cars appeared around the hill. The soft roar of their approach to Kincardie House echoed in the narrow vale. The clickety-clack of tires on the narrow wooden bridge announced each vehicle like the beat of a drum. First the big black one, a lumbering beast unsuited for rural roads, its shiny paint marred with spatters. 
 She squinted at the flash of infrequent sunshine glaring off a windshield. A second and third car, less posh, followed. They rolled into the gravel park and engines shut down. 
Jinty put on a smile, her teeth sticky and mouth dry. Her first guests. Her stomach felt a bit off but she put her shoulders back to greet them properly. Her predecessor as caretaker was an ancient man of the hills. She was the future in her dignified navy calico dress. 
A couple sprang from the black car, laughing. Her smile froze at the loud Americans, so exuberant when measured courtesy obviously made the best first impression. She’d learned that in her two years in Glasgow at the hard-worn two-star hotel where she’d worked up to night manager. Shabby it may have been but the service was impeccable, if she did say so herself.  Not that she hadn’t thrown a few tossers out on their ear. She’d have none of that trouble with this crowd, would she? Just middle-aged Americans on holiday, loud but benign. 
A couple stepped out of the second car, more quietly, and peered up at the grand old house. Doubtless they’d never seen anything so grand in America, all turrets and slate and leaded windows. Jinty puffed out her meager chest and smoothed her dress. The weather this fine May day was strangely warm, the welcome sunshine cozy on her cheek. 
The first couple, the laughing ones, turned out to be the bride and groom. So only one was American. And she a bit long in the tooth to be a bride, with wild hair and wrinkles. Nice though, the way she offered her hand, like a real person. 
“Jinty Arbuckle, caretaker of Kincardie House,” she replied. It still sounded strange. “Welcome.”
“Lovely to be here,” the bride said. “You’re awfully young to be caretaker, aren’t you?”
She dipped her eyelashes. She was precocious and proud of it.
The groom was the young master of this house. He lived across the pond these days. Callum Logan gave her a grin. Handsome devil with that dark hair and blue eyes and ‘I’m-grand-so-sue-me’ air. So this was Hugh’s brother.
“So pleased you’ve come to Kincardie, Miss Arbuckle,” he said. “Has my mother been on your neck about every detail? I’m so sorry.” Then he laughed like he wasn’t at all sorry, or unfamiliar with his mother’s demanding nature. 
“I hope you’ll find everything to your liking, sir,” Jinty said. “The staff has been working hard. Best wishes to you, sir.” 
Was she overdoing the ‘sir’ business? He wasn’t a duke. 
He must have seen a flicker of tension. “Call me Callum. I’m sure everything will be fine.” 
My, he had a lovely voice, almost as nice as his older brother. Too bad Hugh and Davina were staying in the village. They were proper Scots, elegant and fashionable, the sort of person she’d like to be someday. But there were just the six bedrooms fit enough for guests and Mrs. Logan had given them all to the bride’s family. 
From the second car another sister. An underfed, intense sort of woman who softened a bit when the man with her was introduced. A musky Continental type in leather sports coat, dark jeans and motorcycle boots. Jinty mumbled their names: Merle and Pascal, trying to memorize them.
Another sister emerged. Pretty with ginger hair and freckles, she could have been a Scottish television presenter. Jinty squinted suspiciously. Radiance of that quality was unusual. Francie was on her own, it appeared, and not happy about it. She had dark circles under her eyes and talked sharply to Merle about the luggage. 
From the third car stepped a short man in a well-cut suit and tie and yet another sister, the youngest of five, the pretty one snarked. Well, it wasn’t a crime to be young. 
“Long flight,” Merle remarked with a smile.
“And train,” Francie added.
“And dirt road in a rental car,” the youngest, Elise, said. She had the family freckles but was dark-haired and short like her man. Named Bruno, he was French like the musky one. He got the last bedroom as a friend of Hugh’s. He had hooded eyes and greasy blond hair combed forward like Caesar. He squeezed Jinty’s hand awkwardly with both of his. At least he didn’t try to air-kiss her, she thought, cringing, as she led the parties into the foyer and began dividing them up into guest rooms according to Mrs. Logan’s elaborate plan. 
Outside, the driver of the black car retrieved their bags, lining them up on the wet stones. Jinty barked at him and he took no mind as she moved them onto the mostly dry portico. Nothing in the Highlands was actually dry. Less wet was the goal.
As she gave the driver a two quid tip as instructed, she spied Gunni gallumping across the approach to the old coach house now converted to a garage. She called to him to help with the luggage as the driver made his escape. 
Gunni stared across the yard as if he couldn’t comprehend. Jinty felt sure it was an act. He wasn’t that thick. He just hated taking orders, from strangers, and from her. Sheep were his thing. He adored the Highland sheep with their shaggy wool coats and black faces. He came alive at lambing, they said, and cried like a baby if a wee woolly was lost. With people he was less affectionate.
His straw-like yellow hair sticking out from his knit cap, Gunni lumbered over finally and carried bags to the appointed rooms, silent as the grave. Just as well since Jinty barely understood a word he said.  No one tipped him. She’d heard Americans could be tighter than Scots. That was saying something.
Lord, they’d brought enough for a summer. The pile of luggage was impressive for just one week in the bonny hills. One week to get an over-ripe sister married off to a son of the clan. One week to sort out family disputes which anyone could see were brewing. 
One week to drink too much, be too cozy, and drive each other mad. Word was one more sister lurked about with wee ones and old folks, staying at the old Hydro in the village. At least the ceremony was there, not here at Kincardie House. We’ll have drama enough, Jinty predicted.
As if on cue Mrs. Logan arrived in the ancient Rolls, driven by the chauffeur, Killian. Jinty had developed a fondness for Killian with his broad shoulders and floppy brown hair. She tore her eyes away from him. Must be professional in front of the lady. 
Lord, she’d dyed her hair a wicked shade of — scarlet? Fire engine red? Mrs. Logan blew into the house like a hurricane, scattering servants and throwing well-laid plans to the winds. Her son was getting married! Saints preserve us! She’d given up hope! Everything must be top drawer. Here are the lists for tomorrow. Here are the menus. Here is the list of the lists.
Jinty pushed back her shoulders and took a deep breath.
Just one week.
 



Chapter 4
 
Inside Kincardie House
 
 
Merle tapped on Annie’s door, next to her in the dim second-floor hallway complete with furry heads and glass eyes staring down. Kincardie House, this amazing, gorgeous old country estate, had been in Callum’s mother’s family for generations, she’d been told, so be sure to praise it whenever possible. Merle shivered and pulled her jacket tighter. She just hoped there was heat in the old pile. 
Annie threw the door open. “Get in here,” she said, pulling Merle into a nearly identical room as hers and Pascal’s, with dusty flocked green wallpaper, wood paneling, and sporting prints. But Annie, it appeared, wouldn’t be sharing a bed officially until after the wedding. 
“So it’s true?” Merle asked, peering around at luggage. “Separate rooms?”
Annie arched a brow. “Mother has some old-fashioned ideas.”
Merle’s eyes widened. “You call her ‘Mother’?”
“Only for giggles. I want to call her Fiona but Callum says, not yet.” She sat on the high, four-poster bed that creaked loudly. “She moved into the Hydro Hotel for the week which was very generous. Did you see it as we went through the village? Those big iron gates? Looks like a Victorian mental institution. Might be more helpful if it was.” She looked around the room. “Can you dig all this? Callum told me not to expect much, that it was dark and dreary but it’s just, you know, so Scottish.”
Merle frowned. “But he described it. He must have. You knew he was rich, right? But a hunting lodge — like the Queen? Is that what this is?”
Annie shrugged. “There’s a bear skin rug in Callum’s room.”
“I suppose his great-grandfather was some titan of industry.”
“Made a fortune selling weapons to the British government. A real Lord McWarbucks.”
That was an appalling legacy. But Callum had left it behind. Investment banking wasn’t the most moral of professions but it was a step above gunrunning. He seemed normal and modern. He’d fixed Merle’s cellphone on the train and discussed wine with Pascal and Bruno. Bruno, now there was a mystery.  Elise seemed ready for the challenge, flirting with him mercilessly. What happened to her boyfriend Andrew, the pudgy classmate that they all thought was going to pop the question? He hadn’t come over. Maybe like Tristan he had work to do. Merle’s son was in the middle of finals. 
“Can you imagine actually living like this?” Merle mused. “It’s like one of those gothic romances we used to devour. Remember ‘Mists of Shadow Island?’ I read it again this winter.”
“Faintly. Did it live up to your memory?”
Merle walked to the window. “For characters, hmmm. So-so. For atmosphere, definitely.” She had actually deconstructed the old paperback, filling in a spreadsheet on her computer one weekend with all the chapters outlined, characters described, tropes identified. Just for fun, and to fill the dead hours of the weekend. There were so many dead hours these days, with Tristan busy at school and Pascal so far away. Pascal, she mused happily. They were together for at least a few days.
“It’s all atmosphere in the Highlands,” Annie was saying. “Fog, rain, sheep, and heather.”
“No ghosts, I hope. There were some ridiculous ghosts in ‘Shadow Island,’ all clanking chains.” She would cut out the ghosts. If — if what? Focus, Merle.
Annie laughed. “Maybe this will be the week Brigadoon comes back, just in time for the wedding of the Scottish laird! Let’s hear it for bagpipes, kilts, and whisky.”
“I can deal with bagpipes. I hope.” Merle peered out the leaded window. “Look at that hillside. The colors. Oh, Annie, it’s breathtaking.”
The hill opposite the manicured grounds of Kincardie House rose up and faced them in all their spring glory, covered with flowers and verdant green. To the right, past the outbuildings, the dirt drive stretched away toward the village, across the wooden bridge sheltered by a graceful old oak. 
What a setting. It was picture postcard idyllic.
Annie joined her at the window. “We timed the wedding for the bluebells. Callum insisted. He’s sentimental about bluebells.”
Merle glanced at her sister. Annie wasn’t sentimental about anything, much less flowers or weddings. How had she managed to find a man like Callum? They were so different, and not just the age difference. Annie was fourteen years older. The rumor was that ‘Mother’ wasn’t too happy about the union. But she was throwing this weeklong party so she must have come around. You didn’t give your elegant country estate over to a bunch of crude Americans if you were against the match.
Merle turned back to the view, unable to think clearly when presented with such an impossibly beautiful sight. At the bottom of the hillside, near the fenced pasture, sweeps of brilliant bluebells merged into something green then light purple before melting into scraggly trees hugging the ridgeline. Dots of white clustered on the hills beyond. “Are those sheep?”
“The finest Highland breeds. Black-faced, shaggy, some exotic ones. That’s what the estate does now. It’s famous for its sheep.”
Ah, sheep. Much more civilized than tanks and ammo. “The wool must make some cozy sweaters,” Merle said, shivering again. “I thought it would be summer.”
“I think this is as warm as it gets in Scotland,” Annie said. “Tomorrow, after the fitting for the dresses. We’ll all buy sweaters.”
The sisters had been both dreading and anticipating the first look at their bridesmaids dresses for the wedding. The entire flight over was full of carping about them. Francie in particular. The secrecy that Callum’s mother had kept the design drove her crazy.
“Are we going to hate the dresses? You can tell me.”
Annie smiled mysteriously. “Hold your water, lassie.”
 
_________
 
Francie flopped back on the satiny down comforter and squinted at the elaborate plaster cornices around the old ceiling. Her room, as far as she could tell, was no better or worse than her sisters’. So there was no point ruminating on that injustice. God knew she had plenty of others. The plane ride had been a nightmare of screaming babies and smelly old man feet. The train from Edinburgh to Aberdeen was all right but she was so tired she slept through it. Then smashed into that rental with Merle and Pascal as they spoke their honeyed French lovey things to each other.
She was the perpetual third wheel in coupledom. 
She sat up and rummaged in her carry-on. Was it too early for Scotch? She’d bought a nice bottle of Highland Park at the airport and was dying to break it open. 
Just a wee dram. It was smoky and burned on the way down but it made her feel a bit better. This trip, this wedding, it was all too much. She had to attend solo, the first blow. She wasn’t dating anyone she could ask to spend several thousand dollars to fly to Scotland for a week. And she couldn’t afford to buy anyone a ticket. Her finances were another source of worry. But she would not go there. This week she would HAVE FUN. 
How though? She opened the bottle again and poured out another dram. What was there to do here in the countryside but pick wildflowers? She sank into a hard rocking chair. 
Annie marrying Callum was so unfair. He was much too good-looking for a person who didn’t even care about things like that. And much too young.
He’s nearly my age. Francie wondered idly if she had a little crush on Callum. Probably not. He wasn’t her type. She liked ethereal poets, greasy-haired dreamers, hopeless romantics who needed her firm hand. Not bankers. Ugh. Almost as bad as a lawyer. Imagine being married to a money man, even a hottie like Callum. How dry would that be, talking about stocks and bonds at dinnertime? No, she’d take someone deep and philosophical, an intellectual, a songwriter or painter, someone who needed her, someone she could help become a better man. 
She put her head in her hands. Who was she kidding? She’d take anyone who’d have her. She had become rather . . . indiscriminate. She’d had six boyfriends in the last year, if boyfriend was an old-fashioned word for sex partner. She dumped most after two or three dates. They put her to sleep with profit-and-loss margins, or laughed like horses, or had very small penises. 
Francie sighed dramatically. Then she made herself smile. She’d heard a smile will make you actually feel better from the outside in. She stretched it wider, waiting for the effect. 
“It will be a great week,” she whispered, licking out the shot glass. “Absolutely super.”



Chapter 5
 
Kincardie House
 
 
 
“Help you, miss?”
Elise spun around from her awkward position, peering sideways around the doorway into the kitchen. It was a large, utilitarian, heavily-tiled space with a huge wooden table in the center. It smelled of baking bread at the moment that was heavenly. It made her so hungry, that smell. She’d been starving herself for months to fit into the size 4 dress she’d told Annie she wore but hadn’t actually fit into since college. 
That rigid young woman, the caretaker with the blunt-cut bangs, granny glasses, and imperious air, stood close behind her, having snuck up silently. She held a stack of folded linens and tipped her head to one side, eyeing her curiously. 
“Just exploring,” Elise said. She’d worked out that ahead, not half because that was exactly what she was doing. The other half was looking for the yummy Frenchie, Bruno. She pulled up all five-foot-two of herself and gave the caretaker full eye contact. “Jean, is it?”
“Jinty,” the young woman said. “You can call me Miss Arbuckle if you prefer.”
Elise punched her playfully on the shoulder, causing the caretaker to jump. “We’re pretty informal in America. Jinty then. That’s cute. Is it short for something?” 
“Janet. But don’t call me that.” She paused, frowning. “Is there something I can get for you?”
“Oh. Oh, yes.” Elise smiled sweetly at the sourpuss. “Is it possible to get a glass of red wine? Nothing fancy. A claret perhaps?” She’d heard them order claret on public television. 
“There will be drinks before dinner.” Jinty checked the large grandfather clock ticking away in the hall. “In one hour. In the library.”
“How formal,” Elise purred. 
“Mrs. Logan respects tradition.”
The woman strode away in her sensible oxfords and dark dress, back ramrod straight, one hand on top of the pile of cloths. Elise almost laughed. Had she stumbled into a costume drama? Well, she decided right then to mix things up, make a little mischief, break a few rules. Mrs. Logan and her stupid schedule. Who was Mrs. Logan to her? She hadn’t signed any ‘Good Behavior’ paperwork. Mrs. Logan wasn’t her mother. The Bennett parents were staying in the big brick hotel, the Hydro, in the village. Out of sight, out of mind. Besides she was a grown woman, over 40, single, and free. 
Traveling overseas was a bit like going to an out-of-state convention. All bets were off. Out the window go those uptight constraints of the female lawyer: be polite, think before speaking, wear no mini, don’t speak too loudly, be subtle, join the right clubs, blah blah blah.  She hated the lawyer lifestyle. It felt like a straight jacket, a carefully tailored and conservative Brooks Brothers one. 
Her sisters wouldn’t care if she caused a little mayhem. They never noticed anything she did. 
She felt the first charge of adventure when she’d met Bruno at the railway station in Edinburgh. He’d just flown in from Paris. They were the same height, that helped, and they peered a bit too long into each other’s eyes. After the train ride he offered to drive her up here and along the way he spoke in that delicious accent, much nicer than Pascal’s, and kept glancing lecherously at her legs. She was glad she’d worn the short skirt after all, even though it was so tight it kept riding up to her crotch. 
Andrew, whom she’d left behind in the U.S., rose up in her mind. He’d be knee deep in briefs by now, the work that she’d left behind. She hadn’t invited him to the wedding and it was obvious he expected to be invited. He’d get over it. 
They’d been dating for nearly a year; she liked him. It might be serious, it might not. She just didn’t want him to come. She wanted to be free, of everything, including good, stolid Andrew, who had already made partner in the firm while she had not. She would punish him a little for that. No, she would not think about Andrew all week. She’d earned her liberty, and a bit of naughtiness, after all that excruciating dieting.
Her oldest sister getting married. Annie, who vowed she’d sooner burn another bra than writhe under a man’s legal thumb, had thrown all that out for a cute man in a kilt. She appeared to be serious. Big frigging destination wedding, with all her sisters as bridesmaids, country dancing, and bagpipes, no less.
Annie had always been more a mother to Elise than a sister. Elise was two when Annie left for college. Their relationship was not terribly close, not like Francie. But the five Bennett sisters were like their literary namesakes apparently, all looking for husbands. Except for Stasia who lived the Sadie-Sadie-Married-Lady dream. Husband, kids, a job at a fashion magazine, and a perfection streak: it was enough to make you puke sometimes. 
Stasia and her kids were probably swimming and hiking and horseback-riding, sneaking away from the family in the glorious anonymity of a big hotel. Elise was furious when the arrangements were announced. She’d be stuck in the countryside with her single sisters when she could be pub-crawling and kilt-lifting. But now she wondered if she hadn’t gotten the better deal: a fabulously creepy, isolated country estate with a million rooms, gloomy servants, and sheep. One big Victorian hide-and-seek. Finding out Bruno was staying here might have improved her outlook.
Elise let out a giddy chuckle. She’d already snooped around one end of the house. She’d found one whole wing closed off, stripped of furniture, plus the vacant third floor servants’ quarters. Things might not be as grand as old lady Logan made out.  At least the public areas were keeping up appearances, all gleaming wood and shiny crystal chandeliers. 
Now where was Bruno? 
She sniffed the kitchen air. That bread. Was it possible to gain weight between now and the wedding? She vowed to at least try to behave on that front. 
So many other possibilities for bad behavior awaited, many of them calorie-free. 
Jinty disappeared around the corner. Elise started opening doors off the main hall, poking her nose where it did not belong, picking up objets d’art, running her fingers over bookshelves, searching for dungeons and secret passages. 
Oh, this would be fun. 
________
 
Pascal and Merle arrived a few minutes late to the cocktail hour in the library. A plump, disheveled woman with a red nose had identified herself as the housekeeper when she knocked on everyone’s door a half hour earlier. ‘The summoning,’ Merle called it. The ways of upper class British were a mystery to Pascal. He changed his shirt to be safe. In any case he was already undressed.
Being with Merle again was like coming home. No matter where they met— France, New York, or Scotland— their bodies remembered, relaxed, and rejoiced. Yes, he could say his body rejoiced at her touch. He wasn’t ashamed of the need he felt. It had been nearly six months since they’d been together. Six very dry months. 
Busy months at work. That was a blessing. He’d worked on a big investigation of grape importers who were selling their South American fruit to French wineries who then labeled it as a product of France.  This time the grapes came through Italy. The mafioso were thick into it again. It was an old trick, not particularly cagey, but a big case. Lots of paperwork, plenty of court appearances. You had to keep a thumb on these gangsters who threatened the AOC system, the appellation d'origine contrôlée that made French products pure and original. 
He’d even been loaned out to the fromage task force for six weeks this winter. Cheese had the same problem as wine: fraudulent ingredients cheapening the distinction and the taste. They had brought down a ring of milk importers, cow’s milk labeled sheep and not from France at all but from Holland. A success. But he disliked the fromage people. They smelled. 
As they lay in the canopy bed, too small but douillet — cozy — he had held Merle close, stroking her hair. The thought came to him that he couldn’t keep doing this, spending months apart. She lived so far away, an ocean away. And yet, what could they do? Was he to give her up? Would she find a new beau, someone fat and ridiculous like her last man? He couldn’t bear the thought. But he also couldn’t afford to fly across the Atlantic to see her on a whim. Not on a policeman’s salary. 
A new job. Was that the solution? Could he work in America? Surely they had enough policemen. He couldn’t imagine starting over. He wasn’t a rookie, un bleu. He kissed the top of her head. He would think of something. He felt adrift. An unusual and uncomfortable state. 
Now, with Merle on his arm, looking delicious in a green-and-blue print dress and bright yellow shoes, her hair up off her neck (he loved her neck) he felt the sensation again. How could he keep her close? He had to figure this out. 
Merle steered them over to the autre Français, Bruno, who chatted with Elise. The youngest Bennett sister was flushed — from wine? — and bumped Bruno with her shoulder coquettishly. Ah. So that’s how it is.
“Bonsoir,” Pascal said as Merle went to get them wine. Bruno mumbled something. He wasn’t a friendly sort, or the type of man Pascal trusted, to be honest. Being a policeman made one suspicious but still, he was not impressed with this Bruno.
“So. You live in Paris then?” Pascal asked him.
“Mais oui. Un appartement in the Sixième, near the Seine. Very small but I love it.” Bruno sneered, or smiled perhaps. To say one had any sort of abode in the Sixth Arrondissement of Paris, around Saint Germain-des-Prés, the priciest area of the city, was not the sort of thing one led with in polite company. No doubt it was a huge 19th-Century flat with a parquet floors, fireplaces, and a view of the river. He was informing Pascal that he was rich, had inherited a company, a title, or a country estate.  That he was an elite. A not-so-subtle game of la surenchère, of one-upsmanship, was afoot. 
“Et vous, d’Onscon?”
Pascal took note of the use of his surname. They weren’t to be friends. “I work in Paris at times. But mostly in the south of France.”
The short man nodded, lip curling. He was quite Napoleonesque. Even his hair, combed forward like an emperor— but what was that color? It had been bleached but the roots were dark. Pascal supposed it was fashionable. It gave Bruno the aura of having recently been in disguise. Wasn’t he too old for a punk hairstyle? Pascal examined his face for wrinkles and found few.
Elise spoke up: “Pascal is a policeman, Bruno. For the National Police. So be good.” She nudged him again. 
“Ah, but I am always good, chérie,” he purred, patting her backside in a familiar way. She giggled. Pascal thought he might be sick. He must warn Elise about Bruno. But what could he say, he didn’t even know the man’s full name. 
“Pardon. My throat is parched,” Pascal said, walking away to find Merle. She was talking to the young caretaker who was pouring wine tonight.  
“It’s all so lovely,” Merle was saying. “We’re so grateful to have use of the house for Annie’s wedding.”
“It’s our pleasure to have you here,” Jinty replied, sounding anything but pleased. Then she looked up at some newcomers at the door, her face alight. 
An elegant middle-aged couple had arrived, dressed more formally than any of the Americans, the man in a dark suit, white shirt, and navy tie, the woman, a stunner with long black hair and flashing blue eyes, wore a sleek gray dress and high heels. 
“Who is that?” Merle whispered. Pascal shrugged as they watched the couple greet Callum warmly, both hugging him. He introduced them to Annie then turned to the group. 
“Everyone?” The party paused. Elise stopped whispering in Bruno’s ear. Callum said, “I want you all to meet my brother, Hugh, and his lovely wife, Davina.”
The Bennett sisters gathered to greet the brother and his wife. Pascal shook their hands and went back to his wine. Callum’s brother had streaks of gray in his dark hair. He was stiff but that might just be Scotland. There was something about the wife though, she seemed unusually nervous. Maybe shy, he mused, until it came out in conversation that she had been a model as a teenager (no surprise) and now owned a fashionable shop for women in Edinburgh. Hugh was in finance like Callum. Doing well by the cut of his suit.
The lady, Callum’s mother, Mrs. Logan, flitted in to say hello. Annie was talking to the wife now, with Merle. Jinty delivered glasses of wine to Hugh and Davina, smiling eagerly. Definitely a preference there. People were so transparent. The liars, the cheats, the ones with something to hide: the world was full of them. And in this room? Flirtations. Nothing too serious. Unless you counted that goujat, Bruno. What was the term in English? Bounder? Cad?
Then it was time for dinner. A sparkling candelabra, white-serviette, five-course affair of the old sort. The Bennett sisters did their best to keep things lively. Mrs. Logan beamed at the crowd from the place of honor. The lamb was agréable au goût — quite palatable. Callum brought around a bottle of whisky, something called Talisker, smoky with pepper notes. Intense, complicated, with a strong aftertaste, like two families mingling.
Pascal pulled Merle’s hand into his lap and looked at the smiling women around the table, his heart full of their joy. 
With the whisky, he somehow survived. 



Chapter 6
 
Kincardie House
 
 
The kitchen was warm and moist, clattering with china and silver, the extra staff bumping awkwardly into each other at the sink, as the remains of dinner were cleared. Jinty had performed the serving of the dishes herself as there was no footman or maid these days. The lack of staff would have shocked the original owner, Old McRoberts whose portrait complete with stiff collar and mutton chops hung in the library. That was a different time. Jinty had begged Mrs. Logan for a girl from the village for the week, for all the extra work, but of course that was deemed wasteful and unnecessary. They would make do.  
Killian, the chauffeur, had his hands deep in suds, washing plates. The cook, Mrs. MacKeegan, sat on a stool in a corner, exhausted. Five courses was at least two too many for the old lady. She wasn’t entirely well, Jinty thought, watching her wilt. 
The housekeeper, a newcomer like Jinty, was talking a mile a minute to anyone who would listen. Vanora Petrie was from the village, a bit rough around the edges. Mrs. Logan must have been desperate for help, or, more likely, unwilling to pay for a professional. Vanora confessed her last job was pulling the tap at Carnagan’s, a workingman’s pub. The woman, in her late 50s with a taste for drink herself, had cleaned up decent and knew her way around a dust rag if she felt like it. Rumor was she’d been fired as a cleaner at the Hydro. Would she last the summer? Doubtful. Wait until she had to strip all the beds and wash all the linen. 
Vanora was drying plates as they came from Killian’s suds. Who knew a chauffeur could double as scullery maid? It made Jinty smile, watching him from behind, swinging cutlery. She could almost imagine him in their own kitchen, working side by side. The only staff missing in the kitchen was Gunni. He had set the table though then eaten alone in great gulps before he disappeared back to his beloved sheep. Mrs. MacKeegan said he wasn’t fit for society anyway.
“Did you hear about the big blow comin’?” Vanora was saying, eyes wide with excitement. “Maybe tomorrow, they said on the Beeb.” 
Killian stopped washing and stared at her. “Radio Scotland, ye yob,” Vanora said, swatting him with her cloth. “What? Ye never listen?”
“Some wind then?” Jinty said, hoping to distract them. 
“Big wind, the fella said, in crazy circles. The kind they call — what do they call ‘em?”
“Hurricanes?” Mrs. MacKeegan said helpfully.
Killian muttered, “No hurricanes come to Scotland.” 
“Aye but they do,” Vanora declared. “They have a different name, that’s all, innit.”
“Stop yer flap and take ol’ Craiggie his supper,” the cook said.  The former caretaker, eighty-two at last count, lived in a stone cottage near the barn, his reward for fifty years of service. That and the wee Highland pony that Mrs. Logan’s father had given him. Gad, he loved that horse.
Vanora protested. “I’ll not be dryin’ then— ”
“A weather bomb?” Jinty said, the term coming to her at last. “Is that what you mean, Vanora?”
“That’s it,” she replied, triumphant. “Yon weather bomb, rain and wind and huge waves. Coming through tomorrow or the next.”
Jinty felt a flash of anxiety. “Radio Scotland, you say?”
Killian turned his handsome gaze on Jinty and she flushed. He growled: “Not this time o’ year. The old stick’s in a guddle again. Weather like that comes in winter. New Year and the like, not in Maytime.”
Vanora put her hands on her hips and ignored the plate of food covered with tin foil that Cook was handing across. “I heard it meself, I sweer. I ain’t makin’ it up.” She threw down the dishcloth, took the plate in a huff, and waddled out into the gloaming of last light. 
“Do you have a radio set, Mrs. MacKeegan?” Jinty had a smart new mobile but the service was so poor in the valley it was worthless. 
 “She’s a gype, eh? Forget it, Jinty.” Killian glared at her before turning back to the sink. 
She was stunned for a moment by his speaking her name. He knew her name! Cook was telling her to stop by her room, that she had a wee radio. Mrs. MacKeegan worked for the Logans in Edinburgh, then for the widow after the old man passed some years gone by. Jinty wondered if Cook liked Mrs. Logan enough to be yanked to the countryside every summer, working with an unruly collection of newbies each time, taking orders from that grand and annoying lady. It would be enough to make anyone tired.
Jinty tried to focus. She must know about the storm. Mrs. Logan and the others would be distracted by lace and flowers.
When the kitchen was cleaned and the tumblers removed from the drawing room, Jinty slipped outside to the women’s quarters in the back of the house, leaving the last guests on their own. Mrs. Logan wasn’t around and Hugh, the older master, had left hours before. She’d lost track of Callum. She couldn’t have three masters this week; it wasn’t fair. Besides there was weather to monitor.
Mrs. MacKeegan was in her baggy nightgown, her eyes heavy with fatigue. She handed over an ancient pocket radio at her door and went to bed. In her room Jinty plugged it in, fiddling with the dial. The speaker was crap, scratchy and tinny. Then suddenly the voice of a male presenter came through, clear as a bell in his Oxbridge manliness.
“Keeping you updated on all the latest weather here at Radio Scotland. Calm and clear this evening from the Borders to the Highlands. Showers over the Outer Islands after midnight. Coming up, we’re watching a large storm gathering in the North Atlantic, three hundred miles north of Ireland now and headed east. Warm ocean temperatures this year have fed this unusual late storm phenomenon, a swirling mix of wind and rain. Much like a hurricane but of course our northern storms are not particularly tropical. It’s moving rather fast at the moment and is not expected to reach the coast of Scotland from the west as these ‘weather bombs’ often do. Looks like no cause for immediate concern. We’ll be keeping an eye on it. No flood or tide warnings are in place at this time.”
Jinty relaxed back on her bed, pulling off her shoes and throwing them across the room with a thud. Once again Vanora was just a crazy — what did Killian call her? — a gype. A fool. She’d got it wrong again, the drunken cow. 
Jinty reached over to flip off the radio, smug now, as the presenter continued: “The weather models are however a bit strange this year. Blame it on El Nino or what you will. There is a chance of the storm gathering strength north of Britain, bumping off the coast of Norway, then swinging back down to hit us from the northeast. A slim chance, very rare indeed. But one we’re keeping our eye on for you. Stay tuned to Radio Scotland as this progresses. We’ll have all the latest in news and weather for you.”
Jinty pressed the heals of her hands into her eyes. No. The weather must be fine for the wedding, for the parties leading up, for the keeping the mud out. All they needed this week was a rainstorm to muck things up. 
Jumping from bed she scanned the sky: clear and calm, as the weatherman said. Nothing to worry about. A few raindrops, not uncommon, only a daily thing. 
She cupped her hands against the glass. Someone was walking out there in the dark, headed for the pasture beyond the stables. Probably Gunni, roaming about, looking for a woolly to shag. 
No need to worry about the guests. No need to worry at all.
 
———
 
Annie announced she was beat, going to bed early, and slipped away from the gathering by the fire in the drawing room. She was tired but that wasn’t all of it. She was actually beyond fatigue into a sort of numb state where your thoughts jumble and your fingertips tingle. Her rhythms were off, as were everyone’s. Even Callum said he was feeling the jet lag although it didn’t show as he talked animatedly to Hugh and Davina. 
Annie just wanted to be alone. To walk under the stars for a moment. To think, to decompress. The staff was still in the kitchen, talking and washing up, as she stepped past them toward the rear door. She’d scoped it out earlier, knowing she’d need an escape plan, a way out of this old house and all its memories that weren’t part of her. It was hard to believe this all real, all happening— to her.
That surreal feeling, a dislocated-ness that she’d felt in the car hadn’t abated. At the ripe old age of fifty-five: a full-on fancy white-dress wedding. If someone had told her two years ago that she’d be a bride any time before her dotage, she’d have laughed in their face. Even last summer she couldn’t imagine it, even after he asked her. Even after he made such a case for the two of them, together. 
Nope. Didn’t seem possible.
But here she was. Pinching herself at regular intervals. 
To be clear: she was in sound mind when she said ‘yes.’ Callum was smart, funny, kind, sexy, and excellent in bed. Much better than she was, heading into her golden years. 
She’d always been so zen, living in the moment. Don’t worry about the future, it will take care of itself. But now she couldn’t think of anything else. In five years she’d be sixty. She was so much older than Callum. She remembered the Beatles when they were together, she remembered Ziggy Stardust and the end of Nixon. She remembered a different America than the one Callum knew, a simpler life without laptops and smart phones and the constant go-go-go, one he couldn’t imagine. 
He said it didn’t matter, that the two of them together, that mattered. That their pasts were moot, they would make new memories. He was right of course. 
And yet. There was that moment last week with her assistant administrator in the environmental law firm where she worked, the laughs they spontaneously shared, the strong connection. She would miss him, miss working there. There was a man at the airport who caught her eye. Men shouldn’t be catching her eye on her way to her wedding. He somehow looked just her type, graying hair, rugged tan, frayed jeans, fringed jacket; he even wore beads. Callum would never dress like that, even when he got old. And what about when she broke her hip or her hair fell out or she up and died on him? What then? 
And what if he changed his mind and wanted children? It was unfair to the child to adopt at 60, wasn’t it? She wasn’t that type of woman. She was no saint, no Earth Mother, as much as she loved the planet.
Looking around back at the amazing house, the lights shining through diamond panes set into thick stone walls, casting yellow streaks across manicured lawns, it occurred to her that she hardly knew Callum. He’d never taken her here, his ancestral home, never even described it. He’d spent summers here as a boy that must have been wild and free. It bored him and he despised it, he claimed, but that must have just been a line to keep its grandeur a secret. How could he possibly despise it? It was magical, full of stories and scents. The fabulous manor. The freaking bluebells and heather. Green rolling hills and comical fat sheep. He wanted to come back at bluebell time, to be married among the brilliant flowers. That meant he had a deep emotional connection, didn’t it?  
Annie walked carefully in the near blackness. Only a fading glow over the western mountains lit the way. Overhead the stars were dim, the moon absent. She tried to remember where the bluebells started. How far was that? Would she fall in a ditch and hit her head? She reached a stone wall, carefully crafted without mortar, tumbling in places. She picked up a fallen stone, rolled it in her hands, and replaced it on top of the wall. 
She tried to imagine Callum playing here with his brother Hugh, going fishing in the river with his father. When had his father died? Why didn’t she know the details about his father? She didn’t even know his name.
She smelled the clean Highland air, let it fill her lungs. The scent of pine and something sweet hung in the breeze. Was this place to be part of her? Well, why the hell not? Just because you lived in a rundown cottage in Pittsburgh and didn’t own anything besides a second-hand car and an old television didn’t mean you couldn’t be part of something more, something bigger. But was that why she was marrying Callum? To claim part of bonny Scotland for herself? To inherit a country house in the Highlands?
That was a repugnant thought. She wasn’t the ‘owner’ type. Things, houses, didn’t matter to her. People, causes, the big blue sky, the Earth mattered. And she loved Callum. She was being silly, frightened of herself, of her passion for him. This was where Callum was from, but it wasn’t him.
This incredible place was just a bonus. They would come once a year, at bluebell time, and reconnect. Otherwise they’d live their Manhattan life. She would abandon her ratty sofa, pack up her vinyl, and move into the city. If she hated his high-rise apartment— and she already did— she’d find something more her speed. Something warm and comfortable, without chrome, with a little patch of garden. He would let her. Of course he would. He loved her. She knew that as much as she knew her own hands, wrinkled and spotted and soft.
She let out a deep breath and watched the stars come out. A meteor streaked across the sky, a shooting star. She made a wish. It would work out. It would all be done in five days. 
Five freaking days.



Chapter 7
 
Wednesday
Near Kincardie House
 
 
The mist along the road swirled and lifted as the wind picked up in the morning gray. Even Scottish mist was thick with stories, more than damp, a little bit magical. Merle took Pascal’s hand, glad they had decided to forgo the communal breakfast and walk into the village for the fitting. She was eager to see her parents who’d arrived late yesterday with Rick and Stasia. And of course their two kids, Willow and Oliver, out of school for a week. Merle wished Tristan had come but he was serious about his grades, looking forward to college with a sharp eye. And who was she to argue with that? He was so like her: practical, a bit obsessive, and driven. 
A wet squall hit them full in the face as they turned the corner and emerged from the little valley onto the flat land surrounding the village. Merle flinched, closing her eyes as she zipped her parka up to her chin. “We should have worn more clothes,” she muttered, dropping Pascal’s hand to stuff hers into her pockets. 
“Here, wait.” Pascal stopped her, pulling up her hood and tightening it. “You forgot about it, no?”
She smiled. Her face was dripping. He didn’t have a hood or a hat and rain was now sluicing down his neck. “Welcome to Scotland, merry land of moisture.”
“It will pass. What do you say? I am not sugar.”
She reached up to give him a kiss. “Sweet though.”
It was embarrassing how gooey she got around Pascal, how he made her feel sixteen again. She ducked her chin. “Come on, let’s go fast and get out of this.”
Just two miles from Kincardie House to the village, this morning in the rain it felt much longer. The road turned to mud. Their pants stuck to their legs and chilled them. Another gust of wind broke a branch on a tree and bounced it toward them. Pascal laughed and took her hand again, beginning to run. “I love the rain,” he called. “La belle pluie.”
Running got them to the village faster but plunging hell-bent through puddles wreaked havoc with their clothes. Mud splattered up to their thighs, their shoes were caked and brown. They fell into the lobby of the Hydro, laughing and shaking themselves like dogs. The clerks at the reception desk gasped, staring. Merle tore off her parka and bent over to shake out her hair on the mat by the big glass doors. 
“Madam, if you would just— ” A young but very stiff valet was pointing them to another area off the main lobby, a cloakroom complete with towels, rubber boot trays, and coat racks. “We can assist you here.”
The valet handed them both white towels and left them to dry off. “It must rain here once in awhile,” Pascal said. 
“We’re soaked to the skin,” Merle said, pulling her soggy trousers off her legs. She unlaced her shoes and held them by a finger, muddy things. She peered into the marbled lobby with its elegant guests and liveried valets. “We can’t walk around the hotel like this.”
Pascal pointed to the wall behind her. A house phone hung there. “Call your sister.”
Within minutes Stasia arrived with terry cloth robes, funny slippers, and passes to the hot pools in the basement of the hotel, the Roman baths the Victorians built the Hydro for a century-and-a-half before, back when taking the healing waters was all the rage. In Merle’s state, drenched and chilled, the thought of a hot bath in any size pool was delicious. Pascal blocked the door to the cloakroom while Merle slipped out of her wet things and into the robe and slippers. The dry clothes warmed her almost as much as watching Pascal strip down. 
Stasia waited for them in the lobby with plastic bags for the wet clothes. They hugged. Her usually-immaculate hair a mess and a little bleary-eyed from travel, Stasia assured Merle that the family had arrived safely. All of them were still asleep. They were free to go soak and warm up. 
“One problem,” Merle said. “No swimsuits.” 
“That’s a problem?” Pascal asked. 
“This isn’t the Côte d’Azur.”
He blinked at the rain, blowing sideways now. “You are right about that.”
Stasia tapped her arm. “You can use mine and Rick’s. Get a coffee and I’ll meet you there.”
 
Later that morning the Bennett sisters squeezed into a small seamstress’s work space over a gift shop on the main street of the village. An air of anxious anticipation went around the circle. Merle felt warm from the luxurious soak and completely loved, cozy with her sisters all together, and miraculously dry. Stasia had convinced the housekeepers to run their clothes through the laundry while they were in the baths. She thought of everything.
Sitting on the worn floral banquette that encircled the waiting area, Merle squeezed Stasia’s hand and bit her tongue to keep her from thanking her sister for the fifth time.  
Giggles of relief passed through the sisters as they realized Mrs. Logan would not be present at the fitting of the bridesmaids’ dresses. If they hated them, they wouldn’t have to lie. 
The general consensus was they would hate them. They were ready for hideousness. An elderly lady who only knew them by their measurements had decided what they would wear to their own sister’s wedding. It was outrageous. Presumptuous. And bossy. The Bennett sisters could take almost anything but bossy. Especially the bossy sisters.
But first they got to see Annie in her wedding dress. This too had been kept under wraps. Merle had begged Annie for a glimpse, a photo, a sketch, anything. But she refused. Was she nervous about her dress? Merle hoped it wasn’t because the dress was a prom nightmare. 
No worries. Sighs and ‘aaaahs’ followed their oldest sister as she stepped out of the back room in her gown. It was simple and slightly Bohemian, with a high-low hemline, the front hitting just below the knee to showcase the most gorgeous tartan heels you ever saw. Elise dropped to her knees to touch them, exclaiming, “They’re adorable.”
“It’s Callum’s tartan. He wanted me to wear something,” Annie said.
“And it’s something blue,” Stasia said. The tartan was navy and dark green with thin red and yellow stripes. 
“What do you think of the dress?” Annie asked. “Too plain?”
A chorus of ‘it’s perfect.’ And it was. Cream-colored silk with small embroidery around the bodice, floaty sleeves (she insisted on sleeves at her age), and a graceful skirt: it was Absolutely All Annie. 
“Did you bring it with you?” Merle asked when Annie returned to the waiting room. She wore her jeans and wellington boots again, looking relieved. 
“Fiona wanted me to pick out something from a catalogue from Edinburgh but I couldn’t do that.” Annie leaned closer. “I hope the other dresses aren’t too awful.”
“You haven’t seen them?” Merle asked. Annie raised her eyebrows and winced.
Elise was first in the fitting room. The older sisters had privately whispered their relief that she’d shed a few pounds for the ceremony, for her health obviously. 
What would they do if they hated the dresses? Wear them, of course. That’s what every good bridesmaid did. 
When Elise stepped back into the room, a look of fixed horror on her face, there was a silent moment. Stunned, they stared in wonder at the dress. It looked well enough on Elise, pinching at her waist a little but she had it zipped up. It was the amount of material. Gad, it must weigh a ton.
“What the — freaking — bonny — Highland — hell.” Francie said with her dramatic flair. On her feet now she pulled out the tea-length navy chiffon skirt, layers upon layers of froth like a fairy princess dress, until it went all the way up toward the ceiling. Yards and yards of chiffon, and under that yards and yards more of varying shades of blue and white. “I am speechless. Speechless, I tell you.”
“If only,” Annie whispered.
Merle blinked, taking in the enormity of the dress as Elise spun to show them the back. The bodice of the dress was tartan, done in shiny satin. The plaid itself wasn’t unattractive, the same as Annie’s shoes, navy and green. As tartans go there were uglier ones. There was just so much of it, draped awkwardly across the chest, arms, and back like a cape, plus the sleeves down to the wrists, followed by cuffs of lace that hung over the hands. Even the lace had trim, a ribbon of tartan on the edge. A white satin sash circled her waist, complete with giant bow, tipped with— wait for it— more tartan. Somebody couldn’t decide when enough was really enough.
“Check these out,” Elise said, pulling up the voluminous skirt and sticking out one foot. The shoes were red heels, chunky and matronly. And on the back, more tartan in the form of a big bow on the heel. 
The seamstress, Mrs. Begbie, hung back, eyes wide and hand over her mouth. She was a forty-ish woman, slender and elegant, with sensible shoes and strong, capable hands. Her dark hair was pulled back severely into a bun but she had a pretty face, now marred with concern. 
“I can let it out a wee bit, miss,” she said quietly to Elise. 
“It fits fine, thank you,” Elise said, a bit tetchy. “It’s the dress itself. Was this your idea, Mrs. Begbie? This— sash? Is this supposed to be attractive?”
Annie rose at last, gaining her voice after the shock. 
“It’s not that bad,” she said. A chorus of protest from Elise, Stasia, and Francie, angry, furious, and opinionated. Merle kept her mouth shut. The dress was over-the-top, way too fancy for Annie. Like something from— ? The land of Brigadoon, that was it. A fairy-tale romance of a Scotland. Not something for a practical, down-to-earth, hippie-girl wedding. Annie’s dress was understated and elegant, age-appropriate and tasteful. It fit her personality to a T. The bridesmaids would completely overshadow the bride. No one would even see Annie in the ocean of plaid and chiffon. But the sisters would wear the dresses, come hell or high water. Because that’s what a bridesmaid did. 
Merle had been an attendant many times over the years including at Stasia and Rick’s wedding. And at Francie’s wedding to Phil the Flyboy, a pilot for Virgin Atlantic. That hadn’t lasted but the ceremony was everything modern and sophisticated, as you would expect from the ultra-fashionable Francie. It was natural that she was most offended by this dress, although Elise was a close second. 
Let them have their outrage. But it wasn’t their wedding. They would wear the stupid dresses, get Annie married, and go home. It didn’t matter. One thing Merle had learned after years of marriage and losing her husband was that the wedding day was just a blip. The real adventure was living the life that came after.  
“Mrs. Begbie did not design the dress. Mrs. Logan did.” Annie turned to her sisters, hands on hips. “She sent me a photo from a magazine. She said that was her inspiration but it wouldn’t be exactly like it. That it would be unique.” 
A disapproving harrumph exploded out of Francie. Annie glared at her. “And as special as her son is, to her and to me. As she hoped the wedding day would be for both of us. I didn’t know it would be this— elaborate. But she let me see her ideas ahead of time. And she paid for them. So here we are. The dresses are done. We have four days until the wedding. You knew there was a chance you wouldn’t like them. So you don’t. That’s on you. You are not going to spoil things by making a big fuss and hullaballoo about— about tartan and chiffon.”
The sisters hung their heads, chastised. Stasia was first to apologize, giving Annie a hug.
“Of course we won’t spoil things. We are all excited to be here for you on your wedding day. And I have to say, I like it. The dress is— what it is. Very Scottish and— festive. Like a celebration.” She glanced at Francie who glowered fiercely while clutching a handful of chiffon in her fist. Elise tugged on it but Francie was latched on. 
“Let go, Francie,” Stasia demanded. “It will be all right.” 
Francie did nothing, frozen in her anger. Then Elise said she was sorry. “I apologize  too, Mrs. Begbie. You did your best. It’s very well-made.” She sucked in her stomach and the tops of her breasts bulged precariously above the neckline. 
Merle went to Francie, uncurling her fingers from the fabric. A set of wrinkles marred the chiffon. “Francie apologizes too, don’t you?”
Her angry eyes switched around the room, from face to face. Francie had done something different with her auburn hair today, wound little braids over her ears, quite odd and not very attractive. Her mascara must have run in the rain, leaving dark blotches under her eyes. She looked slightly deranged.
Francie nodded at last, lips clamped together. “Say it,” Merle whispered.
“Sorry, Annie.” Her voice was hoarse with fury. 
Merle frowned, trying to both figure this out. That was what the middle sister was for, deescalating a crisis. But what was going on with Francie? She hadn’t been herself on this trip. Normally she was a happy, energetic person, outgoing and charming, plus being one of the five of them who really loved the law. 
She’d changed since the events in France last summer, for the better, becoming more appreciative of the little things in life. More ready to laugh and embrace whatever came along, even when she abandoned her cheese importing idea. Had that been a bigger blow than she let on? A black cloud hung over her in Scotland. And there was the incident on the plane when she somehow got her hands on three or four mini bottles of vodka, hiding them in her pockets. That made Merle wonder.
She ran her hand down Francie’s back, trying to calm her. Her shoulders felt hard. Tension radiated from her spine. She twisted away, stomping to the other side of the room. 
“All right then,” Stasia said, clapping her hands for attention like a camp counselor. “Who’s next?”



Chapter 8
 
Kincardie Hydro
 
 
 
Pascal sat in the mostly empty garden room café at the old hotel, sipping his third espresso and reading a newspaper he found lying on a table. The Roman baths had been just the ticket, as the Americans say. He felt warm and relaxed, his clothes mostly clean and more importantly dry. His favorite leather boots would never be the same after the drenching but at least he’d always remember Scotland. 
The newspaper was full of stories of young farm families and their animals. A lottery winner, a corrupt politician. He sighed. Relaxed he might be but the coffee made him a bit itchy. As a Frenchman, and a policeman, he was accustomed to sitting around for hours, drinking coffee, and watching people, but he’d never liked it much. It bored him to imagine what people were saying to each other, what inane opinions they had on politics or religion or football. If he couldn’t actually hear their voices, respond to their comments, and take them in for questioning, what was the point? The French could be so lazy at times. He preferred action.
He downed his coffee and stood up, handing the newspaper to an elderly gentleman sitting alone at the next table. He was dressed in tweeds, with leather patches like a hunter. How odd, Pascal thought, as he left the cafe in search of action without weapons. 
Outside the glass doors at the front of the hotel the rain fell in sheets, blown by gusts of wind, running in a river down the pavement. He asked the clerk at reception how long it would last. Perhaps he could walk back to the chateau if it stopped.
“Even umbrellas will be no use today. I shouldn’t go out again if I were you,” the red-haired clerk said slyly. He must have been on duty when Pascal and Merle made their wet appearance.
Pascal frowned and glanced at his watch. The women were all going to lunch together in the village. What were the men doing? Callum had presumably come into town with Annie. It was nearly noon. He would find Callum, get lunch or a ride back to the house.
“Can you give me a room number for a guest?”
“I’m sorry, no. But I can connect you on the house phone.” The clerk pointed to a telephone on a far table. Pascal stepped to the telephone.
“Connect me to — um.” What was Callum’s brother’s name? “Hugh Logan, if you please.”
A woman answered.
“Mrs. Logan?” Young one or old one? It must be young one. Pascal could only remember how attractive she was, not her name. “This is Pascal d’Onscon. Merle Bennett’s friend. We met last night at the house?”
“Yes, Pascal. How are you today?” Definitely the young one. She had a lovely Scottish accent, more so than her husband who probably worked with bankers from all over the world and had to sound more English.
“Bien, merci.”  He spoke French and wondered why. “I am looking for Callum to see if he wants to get some lunch. Perhaps you would like to go as well?” he added, just to be polite. His subconscious was flirting, speaking French. Stop, Subconscious. The curse of the French. He could get himself into trouble. 
Thankfully she was engaged to help her mother-in-law with flowers for the wedding. “Callum and Hugh should be here in a few minutes. Room 311.” Wait ten minutes, she said, and the men should have returned.
Pascal found an out-of-the-way bench to check email on his Blackberry then made his way through the warren of hallways and additions to the third floor, east wing, second staircase. He paused at room 311, his fist at the ready. Voices were raised inside the room. 
“What the hell are you waiting for?” 
“Fuck off. It’s my decision, not yours.”
“You will regret this. You need to tell her now, Callum. Before it’s too late.” That must be the brother, Hugh.
“Too late for what? You think she won’t marry me?”
Pascal took a step back and lowered his arm. He really didn’t like eavesdropping. He should leave. 
“Who bloody knows? She’s your fiancée.” Hugh was shouting now. “You’re being a right idiot. You know that.” 
“You’re so high and mighty. You told Vina then?” 
“Of course. Don’t be so scared. You’re being a child. Listen to me. You have to tell her the whole story. The unvarnished truth. Give her a chance!”
“A chance to what? Pull out of the wedding? Is that what you want? You never wanted me to be happy. You and Mother both blame me for leaving. You never wanted me to go to America. And now I’ve found real happiness and you want me to throw it away.”
Pascal had heard enough. He put his head down and tried to stop his ears as the brothers continued shouting. The hallway was well-carpeted, thankfully, and as soon as he got to the stairwell their voices faded. 
Back in the lobby he escaped into the café for a nice quiet lunch by himself. Not so boring after all. Taking a table near the windows overlooking a duck pond and a soggy croquet ground he sank into a chair and ordered a glass of wine from the waiter. 
His own brother popped into his mind. Pascal rarely saw Stephane. He lived in Brussels with his large family and returned to France for holidays only. They met last year for a short visit in Saint-Rémy-de-Provence. The children wanted to visit a chocolatier and his wife did some shopping at the market. Stephane and Pascal had a pleasant lunch by themselves. They talked about the children’s chances at admission to the grandes écoles, the important colleges. Pascal had thought nothing about the visit actually, not that it was awkward, or rare, or pathetic. Now he wondered. What sort of family were they?
The average one, apparently. Callum and Hugh must see each other infrequently. Annie had never visited Scotland with Callum, she said, and it appeared to have been some years since Callum himself had come home. Whatever it was that Hugh was so adamant that Callum tell Annie was none of his business. Their brotherly problems were their own. He vowed to stay out of it as he ordered steak frites and another glass of a rather fine Saint-Émilion. He felt the embarrassment from overhearing something private fade as the wine went down. Scotland in the rain wasn’t completely uncivilized. 
As he emerged from the café, satisfied but wondering what the hell he would do with the rest of his afternoon, Pascal saw Rick and his son standing in the lobby. He greeted them like long lost friends, which was not far from the truth. 
“We’ve called a taxi to get into town,” Rick explained. “This weather.” He frowned, shuddering.
The boy, Oliver, looked more excited about rain. His blue eyes danced. “They say it’s a huge storm. Swirling winds and stuff.”
Pascal glanced at Rick who nodded. “Weather bomb. Just what we need.”
“Weather bomb?” Pascal asked.
“Like a hurricane,” the boy chirped. “Wind and rain and crashing waves.”
“Lucky we’re so far from the ocean,” Pascal said. He glanced outside again. “Could I go into town with you? I seem to be abandoned.”
The village was quiet in the driving rain, another river running down the hilly main street, making a pond at the bottom. The taxi splashed through, depositing them outside a menswear shop where Rick and Oliver planned to do some shopping. Pascal shrugged to himself and jumped through the puddles into the store which smelled of wool. What else was there to do on a rainy day? And apparently he needed waterproof clothes.
After trying on boots and a long black raincoat that made him look like a cartoon spy but was guaranteed waterproof, Pascal leaned against the counter, prepared to wait. Oliver was trying on a Scottish kilt, a silly affect in Pascal’s eyes but he believed in tradition. The Scot should wear his traditional costume but in his mind a man in a skirt was not a man of action. The decision on tartan design took some research but at last came down to the modern Anderson version, a lively sky blue and red. Rick was an Anderson but admitted he was actually Scandinavian. He shrugged, unconcerned.
It took several clerks to get Oliver cinched into the costume. He and his father laughed at the state of the boy’s shins. He’d been playing rugby and had the scars to prove it. Tall socks were the answer, the proprietor said. The kilt had a hefty price but it appeared Rick was willing to get one for the boy.
Oliver was reedy and fair, with an eager, innocent smile. The apple of his father’s eye at sixteen.  Pascal felt a strange pang; he missed Tristan. Merle’s son was as close to a son as he had. He and his ex-wife never got around to children. She ran off and, sensing failure, he put domestic life behind him. But today, in the cold, running down muddy lanes with Merle, he felt wistful. Was he getting old? He wasn’t really the sort of man who settled down. He was a policeman— hard, cynical, and driven. 
He frowned to himself. Was he? 
Rick joined him at the counter. “He says he’s going to go commando like true Scots.” Pascal smiled politely, confused. “Nothing underneath,” Rick explained. “I think that’s the only reason he wants a kilt. Swinging free.” Rick laughed again, shaking his head.
“What are you wearing to the wedding? Also a kilt?” Pascal asked.
“No, just an ordinary black suit. And underwear. You?”
“Same.” 
That was settled then. 
“Are you meeting the women later?” Pascal asked. He felt a little lost without Merle. There were so many relatives and they didn’t all get along. But he and Merle, they were good. As good as two people who lived four-thousand miles apart could be. “Isn’t there cocktails?”
“At five,” Rick said. “We’ve got some time to kill. Too bad about this storm. I was hoping to go fishing or hiking or find a whisky tour.”
Pascal looked around the shop again. “I might have to buy more clothes if we go straight to cocktails. It’s in the village?”
The drinks party was a meet-and-greet for Mrs. Logan’s local friends, Rick explained, to be held in the back of an Italian restaurant. Being married to Stasia, the hyper-efficient sister, meant Rick was a font of knowledge about logistics, times and dates and places. They were to arrive at five, mingle for an hour with the old biddies, then head back to Kincardie House for a big dinner. Rick had a satchel full of their clothes for the evening, packed by his wife.
“What’s the house like?” Rick asked.
“Massive. From the time of Queen Victoria, they say. Country chateau.”
“Oliver and Willow will love it,” Rick said, fiddling with his phone. Was he unimpressed with mansions? Rick worked in banking or stocks or something. Money seemed to be the thing if you lived in New York. But he was a likable man with thick brown hair, big hands, and a prominent chin, the type who wore V-neck sweaters and boating shoes when not in a sharp suit. “Did you see Callum today?” Rick asked.
Pascal shook his head.  Technically he’d only heard him. “No.”
Rick frowned, leaning in. “I don’t know if I should say this, but Callum and his brother and some woman were having a huge knock-down argument outside the hotel in the parking lot, before the rain started. Shouting. I wonder if everything’s all right there.”
Pascal groaned internally. But it might be nothing. “Hugh’s wife? Black hair, tall, bit of a looker?”
“Right! Very pretty. That’s Hugh’s wife?” Rick raised his eyebrows, whistling appreciatively. “We only met Hugh for a second at breakfast. I was just out getting some air, you know. Caught a few words. Appeared that the argument was about the wife. She stood there with an angry look and they kept pointing at her.” He pulled a face, his voice low. “But I shouldn’t say. I don’t know any of them.” 
Rick left to help Oliver decide on the rest of his Scottish attire, the black jacket, the furry purse, the socks. In the end Pascal bought a second Mac in a Sac for Merle, a new pair of wool trousers and a dress shirt (black naturally), socks, and waterproof chukka boots. He drew the line at waterproof socks. His feet had a petite odor problem. No foot sauna was required.
He tried not to think about Hugh and Callum and Davina and whatever they were arguing about.  He blocked out the natural curiosity of the policeman. It wasn’t his affair. If Rick was going to gossip about the in-laws that was his choice. But Pascal was going to rise above that. How he wished he’d walked away when he first heard them talking in the room. He was at fault. People needed privacy. They deserved it.
By the time the kilt was fitted and packed, all their purchases were wrapped carefully in tissue and put into plastic bags against the weather, it was four-thirty. Time to hit the pub, Rick announced, getting directions to the best and closest from the grateful shopkeeper. Pascal pulled on his sinister trench coat that nearly brushed the toes of his ruined boots. Oliver laughed and said he was going to call him ‘the man in black.’ 
Pascal flipped up the hood dramatically and cocked his head like a pirate. “You will laugh, my son, when I am dry and you are very, very wet.”



Chapter 9
 
Kincardie House
 
The afternoon was well along, the rain settling in for the long haul, when the retired caretaker of Kincardie House heard the knock on the door of Moss Cottage. He’d just sat down from poking the fire and groaned, pushing himself upright again. The ten steps to the door went slowly. Craigg cursed his old body, the bowed legs, the creaking knees, the knotted hands. How had this happened, he asked every time he had to walk. He sometimes shook a fist at the sky. How had he gotten so old?
But it was Vanora at the doorstep, all smiles with a plate of something under a towel. He waved the housekeeper in, welcoming the company and the vittles. It had always been the basics for him as a rule, no frills or coddling. Even— especially— when he was caretaker, way back when old McRoberts was the laird. Right after the war when he’d arrived here, all vim and vigor, working all day without a break, climbing the yonder ben, feeling the strength in his shoulders. His service in the war had toughened him. Craigg didn’t want to get soft and lose the ability to carry on through harsh winters, through the lambing, through the forest walks and heather runs. He wanted to keep up with the dogs so he kept himself to himself, maintained discipline and eschewed strong spirits and rich food. 
And look where it got him. Vim and vigor turned to piss and vinegar, sour to the taste. Unable to walk ten steps without pain. Mebbe giving up pudding wasn’t such a brilliant plan. 
Vanora seemed to think cakes and pies were just the thing. He wasn’t going to argue. Not when the worst was done and he had to live with it. He waited while she set the plate on the kitchen table and pulled a bottle of whisky from her pocket.
“Something for the rheumatism, ol’ Craiggie?” she grinned like a cat.
He didn’t like that name, not the ‘old’ part nor the ‘Craiggie' part. He didn’t want to be old or given the name of a bairn. He did want some of the drink though. It made the pains go soft for awhile.
They drank in silence for a minute, letting the golden liquid do its magic. Then Vanora began to talk. She was a talker, filling the quiet with stories of people in the house, the weather, the animals. He waited until she took a long sip of her dram.
“What of the sheep?” Craigg asked. “Has Gunni got them in the pasture?”
“I don’t rightly know,” the housekeeper said, surprised. “You want I should find out for you?” She batted her eyelashes like the young woman she was not. She was a girthie thing, round in the middle and greasy on her crown, with a trace of a mustache that Craigg found fascinating. Sometimes he couldn’t keep his old eyes off it. 
He shrugged. “They’ll be all right. Just some rain.”
“Oh, it’s a biggun, Craiggie. I listen on the radio. They say it’ll get worse before it gets better. It’s a huge storm, coming down from the North Sea.”
She babbled on about the rainstorm, quoting some man she’d heard on the wireless, talking of things she knew nothing. May was not the time for such a storm. It would fizzle out over the Shetland Islands, as these storms often did. If it came from the west, more likely in winter, the Hebrides would shield the coast a bit. 
A wee bit of rain? What was she blathering about? Scots knew rain. It was their ugly second cousin, the one who comes early and leaves late, pisses on the flowers and ruins the party. 
He asked her about his Highland pony, Annabelle. “And my shiltie, she’s still good and warm? She’s not out in this muckle.”
“I checked on her on my way here. All cozy, she is. I took her a carrot.”
He frowned. “I can feed her, woman. I was in the barn this marnin’.” 
“Of course you can, Craiggie. She loved the carrot anyway. It’s not fattening.” She patted her own middle and laughed. “Only vegetables,” she cackled. 
“Annabelle ain’t fat.” The woman was wearing out her welcome. 
His shiltie was a pretty little thing, white as a fairy flower, with black dashes on her forelock and soft mane and tail. The Highland pony was a sturdy breed with a heavy coat, they could stand this rain much better than a gawky housemaid could. 
Craigg sighed, draining his glass. He coddled the pony. She wasn’t young either. He loved his little Annabelle. They had grown old together.
“If you have to feed her give her oats,” he grumbled. “Tell Cook thanks for the supper.” He hoped the scunner would get the hint but Vanora poured herself another dram. He waved his hand. “No more for me. I’m feelin’ tired.”
Vanora took her time but eventually she did leave him alone with his thoughts and his cold supper. He put a kettle on, poked the fire, and when tea was done, settled in under a blanket to listen to the wind whistle and the rain thrum on the roof.
Moss Cottage wasn’t much: small, dim, and damp, cold in winter with mice in the attic. But Kincardie was home, to him and his Annabelle, and forever would be. 
He closed his eyes and thought of that day, the day he climbed high into the hills, his legs strong and sure. Looking for stray ones, calling to his best dog Bhric, the one with the spots on his nose, watching the flowers color up the vale and the sun slice through the clouds like gold lightning. Sitting on the ruins of the bothy, communing with the stones that once sheltered many a sheep man like himself. When the land, and all that roamed there, seemed free and easy, never to change.
Now that was a day.
_________
 
Jinty stood at the kitchen window, watching the light fade from the hills and the raindrops streak across the glass. Dinner was almost ready, a haddock tonight. Cook was dashing around, tasting sauces and barking orders. For the Kincardie caretaker the last few days had been brutal, especially compared to the sweet springtime air, the leisure before the American guests arrived. Jinty had to make three runs into town for food and supplies in the downpour, grabbing the last torch batteries on the shelf while she was at it. This storm would be the death of her, she could feel it.
The only saving grace to the day was having Killian chauffeur her on the shopping jaunts. It was a rare and wonderful feeling, looking at the back of his head. He rarely spoke to her but she didn’t mind. Just being out and about with him seemed adequate. There was an odd smell to the Rolls, like there was a problem with the gas line. She mentioned the odor as they arrived back at Kincardie.
Killian had glanced sideways at her and mumbled, “I’ve been working on the engine, that’s all it is.” 
Now, at the window, she could see the lights on in the coach house. Killian would be tinkering with the old automobile, she reckoned. And there was Vanora, pulling on her green mackintosh and floppy waterproof hat as she shut the door to Moss Cottage. Jinty ground her molars. The housekeeper was a disaster: unreliable, inefficient, and irritating in her backtalk. She’d told Jinty earlier, right out there in the open, plain as day, that nobody wanted to take orders from a toonser brat like her. What did she expect, coming here with her uppity city ways? Well, she expected people to respect her position, Jinty thought. To do their jobs without complaint, not run off and swill whisky at every opportunity. 
Even Mrs. Logan was beginning to get the full picture about Vanora, not that she could change anything now, in the middle of wedding preparations. They’d just have to muddle through, try to keep the woman sober enough to tidy up. They had a break tomorrow, no big dinner for sixteen like tonight. That would be a relief but one Vanora would no doubt take advantage of by getting blootered. 
Gunni appeared in a yellow mac, lumbering out of the barn, jamming a rain helmet on his head. Vanora stopped when she spied him and called out to him. He kept moving toward the pasture. Vanora followed him, her mouth flapping. Gunni kept walking in his big rubber boots, splashing in the drive. She kept after him like a runty duck, finally grabbing his arm to get his attention. 
Jinty tensed. Gunni didn’t like to be touched. 
He stopped all right, staring at Vanora’s hand on his arm. Then he glared up at her and shook her off. She took a step forward— what the hell is she doing— and Gunni brought his arm down in an arc, backhanding her, hitting her smack across the shoulder. Jinty gasped. But it must not have been a hard blow as she only staggered awkwardly. Vanora righted herself, put her hands on her hips and watched him skulk off into the rain. 
“Jinty!” Mrs. MacKeegan screeched. “Time for wee nibbles in the library. Where is me help? Lordie, we will never make it through this night.”
________
 
The cocktail hour was halfway through when Merle excused herself from her parents and found a quiet corner of the library to sit with her wine. It had been wonderful to see her parents again but she was a little worried about her father. The overseas travel had been hard on him. He was taking some medication that made it hard for him to sleep on the flight, he explained. Jack Bennett was no longer young. Merle was thrilled they had made the journey to see their oldest daughter get married but concerned they were overdoing it. Their mother Bernadette, Bernie to all, seemed no worse for wear but they both were tired, she said, and they had decided to take a taxi back to the hotel for a quiet dinner and early to bed. A good plan, Merle thought. Pace yourself.
Her sisters seemed calm enough after the blow-up about the dresses. Stasia and Rick with their kids, were exclaiming over Kincardie House, Elise was hanging on Bruno like they were glued at the hip. Annie was glowing, smiling too much which was sort of odd. Francie was Francie, throwing back wine. It had been a trying day, made worse with the miserable weather. Between the fitting with the hideous dresses and the party for Mrs. Logan’s old friends in the village, Merle was ready to make it an early night herself.
 She smoothed her purple dress, glad she’d brought enough clothes for all these various events. At least Mrs. Logan had been correct in the number of soirees and the formality of each. The sisters had laughed at her lists but they were a good thing. Merle appreciated a good list. 
Merle gazed into the red wine swirling in her glass and hoped no one would bother her for a few minutes. She couldn’t think when she was forced to make chit-chat with all these people, even if they were mostly family members. She needed a break to mull over her talk with Annie, to decide how serious it was. As they’d dressed this afternoon, before returning to the village for the cocktail party, Annie had confessed to Merle that she was having, well, she called them pre-wedding jitters. But they sounded suspiciously like old-fashioned second thoughts. 
“It’s the age thing,” Annie said, climbing into the four poster bed in her room and sitting cross-legged next to Merle. “I just can’t seem to get past it. He’s so young, Merle.”
“It’s not like you’re robbing the cradle. He’s past forty.”
“I mean, so much younger than me,” Annie said quietly. 
“I thought you were past this. We talked about it last fall.”
“I know. But I keep picturing him planning some grand adventure, to hike the Inca Trail or chase penguins in Antarctica while I’m wondering if they sell Depends in Patagonia. My old age is just going to be one humiliation after another.”
“Don’t be silly. He’s a banker, Annie. He has office hands.”
“You know what I mean. There will come a time when I have my hip replaced and he wants to go snowboarding or sky-diving or something.”
“Honey. That happens to all of us, if we’re lucky enough to get old. Look at me. Harry never wanted to do any of that stuff, no mountain climbing or even a family vacation. There are worse things than letting your buff young lad go sky-diving by himself.”
Annie winced. “I could be his mother!” 
“Stop this.” Merle stared at her sister. “What’s going on?”
Annie took a deep breath and watched the rain on the hillside. She closed her eyes for a second. “I don’t know if I can do it. Make vows. Till death and all that.” She sighed.  “I never wanted to get married.”
“You just hadn’t met Callum.”
“That’s not it. Remember Ben?” Merle shook her head. Annie gazed out the window. “Ben Walthers. I almost married him in law school. You don’t remember?”
“No.” 
“You must have been off at college.” She sighed again. “He was in my class at law school. Ben was beautiful, probably still is. Tall, dark, and gorgeous. He was in love with me and I guess I loved him too. I told him I would marry him. We set a date.”
“You set a date? You never told me this,” Merle said, incensed. “No one ever did. How could that be?”
“We kept it quiet. I brought him home a couple times but we didn’t tell our parents about the engagement. I didn’t want a ring or anything. I don’t remember why exactly; it seemed more exciting to have this big secret, I guess. God, he was a romantic. Anyway, I broke it off. It wasn’t anything he did, really. The sex was great. He didn’t shout or drink or anything. He was crushed, I guess. He never spoke to me again. But I just couldn’t stomach being somebody’s wife. It wasn’t me. After that I decided I would never get married. I’d have lots of boyfriends, and I did,” she said, grinning. 
“Lots,” Merle concurred.
“Stay single, stay happy: that was my motto. It worked for me. That was who I was. Who I am.”
“People change. You get older, you see the companionship you get from married life,” Merle said. 
Annie eyed her sharply. “Did you have that? Companionship? With Harry.”
“There were good times.” A few. But she had a point. Merle and her late husband had led separate lives.
The conversation, Merle thought now in the library, had come to no conclusion. Annie had confessed her doubts and remained ambivalent. Had she talked to Callum? About the age difference thing but only that. He had reassured her that they would work all that out, that it would be fine.
Merle thought it would be. But this whole “don’t see myself as a wife” line of thinking was worrisome. Not that the other sisters would disagree. They’d all been shocked when carefree, wild-thing Annie got engaged. They were equally amazed to attend a weeklong ritual of exotic events in the vein of a destination wedding. Chiffon nightmare dresses be damned.
It shocked Merle that Annie had never told her about this beau, this Ben. She’d met lots of Annie’s boyfriends over the years but didn’t know she’d ever been engaged. Isn’t that something you would share with your sisters? Did the others know? What other secrets were her sisters keeping from her?
Pascal caught her eye. Merle smiled up at him. He was wearing new clothes that he’d purchased in the village and had combed his hair straight back. He looked different. Refined almost, which was strange because she liked his roughness, his anti-establishment uniform of black t-shirt and jeans, uncombed hair, three-day beard. He stepped over to her and took her hand, pulling her to her feet.
“Come. You must help me show these heathens the proper way to make a toast.”
Francie, Rick, Oliver, and Willow were gathered in a circle. Willow, Stasia’s oldest, was tall and blond with a sheet of hair that fell to her waist. She was wearing something expensive, Merle thought, and looked lovely as always. Francie looked better now, looser and rosy after two cocktail parties. She snagged a couple glasses off the bar as Merle joined them, handing one glass to Pascal and keeping the other for herself. How much had Francie had to drink tonight? God only knew. At least she was smiling.
“All right, are you ready?” Pascal asked. The teenagers — Willow was 20 now, in college — held out their glasses. Merle raised her eyebrows at Rick. Did Stasia know the children were drinking? Especially Oliver, he was only sixteen. Where was their mother? By the door, Stasia was putting on her coat. She was going back to the hotel with Jack and Bernie. Rick smiled at Merle, unconcerned about anything. Apparently everyone was grooving on the mellow tonight. 
They all raised their wine glasses, clinking. 
“Now, this is where it gets tricky,” Pascal instructed. “Make a toast, Merle. No, wait. While Merle is speaking, at the end of her toast, the glasses come together.” They clinked prematurely. “No, no, wait until the end. While you meet in the center look into the eyes of each person in the circle before you sip. Very important. Every person. Then only a small sip to seal the toast. No gulping, Oliver.”
Pascal looked at her. “Now, Merle.”
Elise pushed into the circle then, wearing a sleeveless black dress and stilettos, and pulling Bruno with her. “Hey, wait for us.” She giggled, cuddling close to her new favorite Frenchman. “You know what to do, don’t you, Bruno?”
“Bien sûr, chérie,” he murmured, kissing her right in front of them, a short smooch but on the lips, no European air kiss. 
Pascal squinted menacingly at Bruno, then nodded at Merle to begin.
“All right. Um. A toast to the end of rain and a sunny start with much love and luck for Annie and Callum and their lives together.”  
“To Annie and Callum,” Pascal said, staring pointedly at each of them, holding Merle’s eye the longest, arm outstretched. 
With a long pause they each repeated bits of the toast, glasses chiming, eyes moving purposefully around the circle. Oliver blurted: “To the end of this weather bomb! Enough rain already!” 
Francie chuckled. “Rain, splain. Down the hatch!”



Chapter 10
 
Kincardie House Dining Room
 
 
“So you found a secret passage?” Bruno whispered. They were seated at the long table, candles glowing, sterling a-glitter. So many people, so many strangers.
“In a sense. What is your foot doing? Settle down, you. My sisters are watching,” Elise whispered back, setting down her fork.
“What did your sisters do to you today, chérie? Was it fun?”
“Compared to what you did to me last night? It was work. Just trying to hold my tongue is excruciating. You wouldn’t believe how catty they are.”
“All of them? Even Mademoiselle Annie,  how do you say— the blushing bride?”
“She barked at us about the dresses. They are absolutely disgusting. We will all look ridiculous.”
“I’m sure you will look formidable.”
“Not as formidable as I look naked.”
“Hmmm. Do not speak of the naked while I am trying to eat. What is that d’Onscon character up to? He gives me evil glances.”
“Pascal? He’s probably jealous. He’s used to being the only Frenchman in the room.”
“Let’s start a story about him. A petite gossip. What shall we say? He is married and running around on his poor little French wife? That would be amusing.”
“Uh, okay. Merle might not like it though.”
“But it could be true. She should know.”
“I think she does know. He’s divorced.”
“Are you positive? The French do not divorce. Maybe he has her secreted away in a petit chateau. She is under lock and key, given stale croissants and brown water. Let’s tell the servants. That maid who smells of drink in the morning. What is her name?”
“Miss Petrie? She strikes me as a gossip.”
“Perfect. I will tell her tonight. Right before I ravish you in the secret passage.”
“But all I found was the wine cellar. It is brimming with bottles. Will that work?”
“Oh, chérie. Ooh la la. It will be perfect.”



Chapter 11
 
Late Wednesday
Kincardie House
 
 
Merle was in bed, listening to the thunder rumble and crash, when the storm front finally hit the Highlands with its full punch. The drenching rain they had been experiencing all day turned out to be just the opening act. She lay next to Pascal in the cramped bed, his body heat making her throw off the duvet, as the shutters began to flap against the stone walls. A burst of wind rattled the windowpanes and whistled through the latch. 
Their room faced north, the direction of the storm according to the housekeeper, Miss Petrie. “Call me Vanora,” she’d said last night as she exclaimed about the weather. The storm seemed to energize her. “This old place? We’ll be fine. These stone walls are rock solid,” she cackled at her own joke. The young caretaker reminded Vanora that she’d only worked here for a month. “How would you know?” Jinty asked. No love lost there.
Merle went to the window. It was too dark to see much, with the rain pelting down. A puddle had formed on the sill as the wind forced drops through the frame. She could feel chill air on her face, a wet, briny mist. Was that the North Sea she smelled? 
She crossed the room for a towel. As she mopped up the rainwater a crack of thunder sounded directly above the house simultaneous to a lightning strike near the outbuildings. A yellow flare shot up, popping and sparking three times then simmering out. An electrical line? Merle turned the knob on the bedside lamp: still working. She snapped it off again. 
Pascal snored on musically, oblivious, full of a delicious dinner and much drink. Merle tried to remember how much wine she’d had. She needed to keep an eye on Francie. One out-of-control drinker was enough in the family. And what about Elise? She and Bruno were awfully cozy, whispering to each other during dinner then slipping off for whatever. Stasia had left early, back to the Hydro with Jack and Bernadette, foregoing haddock. She was so good. Her children got giggly and Rick was in another world, floating somewhere. Had the dipping atmospheric pressure caused everyone’s cogs to loosen? 
Annie went to bed early, kissing Callum as he left to drive Rick and the kids back to the village in Bruno’s rental car. Were the bride and groom all right? Had they talked? Merle felt a disturbing thread of worry for her sister. This should be a wonderful, joyful week but it wasn’t turning out that way.
The long dinner table seemed like a dream, the candelabra with white tapers, the bowls of bluebells, the sparkling crystal and gleaming silver. Mrs. Logan sat proudly at one end. She’d obviously pulled out all the stops for her younger son. Callum sat opposite her at the other end of the table, with Annie on his right. There were even place markers to show you where to sit. It had been awhile— or ever— since Merle had been to such a formal affair. 
Callum’s brother Hugh and his wife Davina sat in the center. No seat of honor for the married couple apparently. There appeared to be some clenching of jaws and hard glances when the brothers spoke before dinner. Maybe they didn’t have a close relationship. They lived so far apart. Merle knew she was lucky to live near her sisters and her parents and to have good relationships with all of them. Well, most of them. Families could be so hard on each other. 
Had Hugh and Davina gone back to the hotel? She wondered why they weren’t staying here at Kincardie House. Surely Bruno could have stayed elsewhere, should have stayed somewhere else. It was awkward to be displacing all the owners. She remembered now, the chauffeur had driven Mrs. Logan, Hugh, and Davina back to the village.
The wind raged on, battering the house with debris and lashing it with rain. Merle pulled on her robe and peeked out into the hallway. Annie’s room was dark and quiet.  A light shone under Francie’s door. Merle knocked lightly. “Francie?” she whispered.
Merle poked her head inside. Francie lay on her back, spread-eagle on top of the covers, fully dressed, mouth hanging open, eyes closed. 
Merle eased off her sister’s shoes, rearranged her legs, and pulled the covers over her. A bottle of whisky and a glass, half full, sat on her bedside table along with reading glasses. Since when did Francie need reading glasses? Poor girl, she looked like a wreck. Her window rattled like gunfire. Merle stuck tissues in the crack until it quieted, pulled the curtains tight and turned out the light. 
In the hall light also shone from under Elise’s door. Her room was empty— no big surprise. She must be with Bruno. Pascal suspected him of some sort of bad behavior. Seducing women at the very least. Poor Andrew. The lawyer had such cow eyes for the youngest Bennett sister. She would break his heart.
In the dim hallway lamps high on the walls illuminated musty animal heads and photos of hunting parties. Merle considered her options. It was three a.m. She could wake up Annie and talk, but that hadn’t gone well. She needed her sleep. Merle could go back to bed, but the storm made her edgy. She could go make a cup of cocoa in the kitchen, if she dared. 
Tightening the robe’s sash Merle padded down the red carpet to the stairs. A lamp on the landing was off. She tried to turn it on but nothing happened. Was the power out in this part of the house? How was she going to heat her cocoa? Then she remembered the kitchen had an old Aga range, six or eight metal plates on the top that lifted up to reveal burners. Gas burners. She’d seen one in a fancy showroom in Connecticut. She hurried along, trailing a hand on the wall for reassurance in the dark.
In the main entrance hall now, the thrill of adventure hit Merle. This was so like the book she was— not writing exactly— what was she doing? Outlining? Sketching? She’d spent a handful of happy weekends ruminating on it, reading old gothic novels, finding the bits she liked, deconstructing the plots. There was something so satisfying about a gothic novel, with its romantic elements not over-baked, its scary parts not too terrifying. 
Pausing to drink in the delicious atmosphere of thrashing weather so she could describe it later, Merle stood in the high-ceilinged entry, listening to the rain. 
Dearly beloved, it did rain in Scotland. No fooling around. 
The richness of the bluestone floor suggested dark secrets: she was writing in her head! Must stop. Then, as if to bring her back to reality, a flash lit the windows followed by a boom that rattled the house. She popped into the library to look out the front windows and was horrified for a second. The electrical line was still live, arcing and dancing like a mechanical cobra in the empty gravel park. By its light she could see a large dark thing obscuring the view of the river. A branch? Or something even bigger. 
This— what did Rick call it?— this weather bomb, it was crazy weather, whatever you called it. A black shutter pinwheeled by, then a roof tile, and another. She stepped back, pulling the heavy brocade curtains over the tall window. What if a slate tile came crashing through the glass? Someone should have latched the shutters. Too late now. She ran back to the hallway leading to the kitchen. 
The big, greasy room had one window which let in no light, just crashing sounds. She felt on the wall for the light switch. The power was definitely out. Merle’s eyes had adjusted to the dark but she was unfamiliar with the layout. There was a big table in the center, she knew that. She stepped in, reaching for the edge of the worktable, inching her way around it by feel. 
Maybe she didn’t need cocoa. Maybe she could find the bar instead and drink whisky until morning. Her heart thudded with anxiety instead of excitement now. This storm was too real, a force of nature unlike anything she’d seen. She’d been in blizzards and thunderstorms but no hurricanes or tornados. Wind was terrifying. What would happen? Would the roof be torn off? Would there be fires?
She could sense the presence of the range, big and comforting like a mother, waiting in a corner. Touching it, she felt for knobs. The Aga radiated constant warmth but how did you turn the burners on? Where were the pans? Where was the refrigerator? Should she open it if the power was out? 
Oh, hell. This was ridiculous. There was no way she was going to find cocoa, let alone fill a pan with milk or even find a cup in the dark. 
No cocoa for you, Merle Bennett. What a childish idea.
Back in the entrance hall she stopped again on the big Oriental carpet to listen to the storm battering the house. A door slammed somewhere, letting in a whoosh of sound then silence again. Footsteps on stone floors.
“Hello?” she called. “Who’s there?”
A figured approached. “It’s Jinty. Who’s that?”
“Merle Bennett. Are you all right? There’s no power. Do you have flashlights?”
The caretaker wore a long green raincoat and her short brown hair was stringy, dripping onto her shoulders. “I left them here. Like a fool,” she muttered, shaking rain off her hands. “I am drookit.”
“You’re what?”
“Drookit. That’s the word for drenched around here. I barely got through the rain upright. The wind is fierce.”
“Where is your room?” Of course the staff had rooms on the property. They were too far from town, and needed at odd hours. It was all so 19th Century.
“The women are in the converted chicken house in the back garden. It’s quite nice, better than it sounds. Killian and Gunni are above the old coach house. The coachmen’s space.” 
What a silly conversation to be having as Jinty left puddles on the carpet. “Is the power out over there?”
“Gone. But dinnae worry, we have a generator. It’s not the first time we lost power.”
Jinty’s accent was somehow more pronounced in the dark. Merle said, “Is there anything I can do to help?”
“We just have to wait it out. We’ll get things fixed up in the morning. You should go back to bed, mum.”
“Should the shutters have been secured?  I saw one fly off.”
“Mostly for looks. Like so many things.” Jinty struggled out of her coat. “Tell your family everything is fine, will you? The house is secure. We’ll weather the storm. No worries. I’ve got to find the torches. Good evenin’.”
More like ‘nasty evening.’ Merle crept back upstairs, wondering how anyone could sleep through the raging wind. The hall fixtures were dark now. Pascal was still snoring. She tiptoed back into Francie’s room and felt for the bottle of whisky. Got it. Now a glass. She peered closely at Francie. Breathing at least. 
Back in her room Merle stood at the window for a moment, wondering how the family members staying at the Hydro were faring. Were they awake? Were they drowning their fears with whisky? Did they have power? What about the telephone lines? 
Merle felt on the dresser for her cellphone. She had a weak signal, one bar. The power level on her phone was at half. She clicked it off, poured herself a small glass of Scotch, and settled in to listen to the storm. 
 



Chapter 12
 
Thursday
Kincardie House
 
 
The rain was still coming down in sheets, pounding the roof slates and the hillsides, when the Bennett sisters climbed out of bed the next morning. Merle had finally slipped under the duvet as silver light began to peek over the Highlands, showing the devastation outside, the flooded yard, the huge tree struck by lightning, the roof tiles scattered over the grounds. Disheartened she gave up her vigil. Pascal had taken over the small bed and she wedged herself in next to his warm body, thinking that staying in bed with a Frenchman during rainstorms was never a bad idea.
But he was up early, swearing in French at the scene outside. “Merle! Wake up! The wind must have risen in the night. There are trees and leaves everywhere. Sticks. How do you say— branches.”
Annie arrived then, falling into their room without knocking, blinking hard. On her heels came Elise, looking rosy, then finally Francie, looking green. They all talked at once, exclaiming about the wind that had kept them awake, the power that didn’t work, the water that no longer flowed from the faucets. Merle shooed them all out, telling them to get dressed in something warm and meet downstairs in fifteen minutes for breakfast. 
“You have a plan, blackbird?” Pascal asked, smiling. “What is on your list?”
“I don’t have a list,” she protested. “But a plan? We have to get the generator working. And clean up the mess. The staff will need help. Bring the new raincoats.”
Sausages, eggs, and coffee waited on the sideboard as usual. They ate by candlelight in the dim dining room. “Very romantic,” Elise cooed. 
“Speaking of, where is the little man?” Francie asked. She looked like hell this morning, her mascara from yesterday smeared on her face and her hair uncombed. At least she’d changed into jeans and a sweater. 
“Francie, shhhh.” Elise widened her eyes.  “He’s very sensitive.”
“In my experience, Elise,” Francie continued, even louder, “all short men are sensitive about being short. It’s one of those short man things.”
“He didn’t go out in the storm, did he?” Pascal said. He’d wolfed down his breakfast and was on his second cup of coffee, looking no worse for wear. Merle squeezed his knee under the table. He ignored her. “Our little Bruno wouldn’t try to be a hero, would he?”
Elise frowned. “Why would he go outside? Of course not.”
“Still lounging in silk pajamas and smoking jacket then,” Francie said, unwilling to give up the topic.
“For your information he wears nothing to bed.” Elise giggled.
“A charming picture,” Pascal muttered. 
“But perhaps too much information,” Annie said. She looked bright-eyed this morning and whatever turmoil she might be feeling didn’t show on her face. Her hair was pulled loosely back and she had put on some makeup, out of character for an old bohemian but she looked pretty. She asked almost casually: “Has anyone seen Callum? I can’t get through on his mobile.”
“Isn’t he back?” Merle asked. Annie hadn’t checked his room yet. “Well, go.” 
After Annie’s footsteps on the stairs faded, Merle whispered to Pascal: “I hope everything’s okay there.”
Francie was listening. “What everything? Are Annie and Callum having problems?”
“No,” Merle said. “Of course not.”
“Maybe she’s mourning the death of her singlehood,” Elise said. “She told me to sow as many wild oats as possible. ‘To get while the getting is good,’ unquote. And I always listen to my big sister.” She smiled broadly.
“Loud and proud,” Francie said, rolling her eyes.
Merle shrugged and went back to her sausages. She wasn’t going to discuss Annie’s doubts about getting married, even with her sisters. That was up to Annie.  
“Besides she’s not mourning anything,” Francie added. “She told me that he was the man she’d always been waiting for, and she got all dewy-eyed when she said it. Who knew she was such a romantic?”
A shutter clattered against the house then, swinging around and banging into the window opposite the dining table. The sisters jumped in unison then smiled at each other. 
“Remember those old novels you gave me, Merle?” Elise said. “What was that one about the girl who was engaged to some weirdo who lived in a creepy old house just like this one? She explores around —”
“Jane Eyre,” said Francie. “Except she wasn’t engaged to Mr. Rochester.”
“Not Jane Eyre. I do remember the classics, Francie,” Elise said. “This one was kind of ridiculous, the ending was beyond silly but I loved it. The hero was all sullen and brooding. It was so dog-eared by the time I got it I figured all of you had memorized it.”
“Most of the gothics had creepy houses,” Merle said, thinking about all the book covers. Usually a girl in a shredded white nightgown was racing up the stone steps, looking back in fright. She couldn’t think which one Elise was talking about. Maybe Merle never got that one back from her. She made a mental note to ask for it. She might need it if— well, if she wanted to read it again. 
“This whole week is just like one of those novels,” Elise cried. “Dark nights lit by candles. Brooding servants. Lashing rain. A sinister force causing strange happenings and blood-curdling disasters. I wonder what will happen when the clock strikes twelve.” She made ‘woo-woo’ ghost noises. 
“We will all get lunch,” Pascal said. “I hope.” 
He stood up. “Now I must do my manly duty and help restore order.” He winked at Merle, grabbed his raincoat, and left.
Elise watched him then collapsed into a deep sigh. “Oh, Merle. You lucky duck.”
Merle frowned. Did Elise have a crush on Pascal? Was her sudden infatuation with Bruno a reaction to Merle’s relationship with Pascal? It was hard to come to a wedding solo. She got that. But why was Elise being so— ?  
“What’s happening with you and Andrew these days,” Annie asked Elise. “I was hoping he could come to the wedding.”
Elise dropped her voice. “I told you. It’s not like that.”
“What is it like?” Francie asked, completely focused on baby sister. “He’s just not into you? You told him to fuck off?”
Elise bristled, clanking down her tea cup. “What’s it like with your flavor of the month, Francie? Ross or John or was it Ed? I can’t keep up.”
“Knock it off, you two,” Annie said without much conviction.
Merle stood up. “We need to help clean up from the storm. There’s a closet full of rubber boots in the back hall. You’ll need the tall ones, not whatever you brought. There’s a lake out there in the yard. If you need something look back there. I’ll find some garbage bags for the trash.”
“But it hasn’t stopped raining yet,” Francie protested.  As if to emphasize her point the wind contributing a whistling sound, piercing the air like a train signal. “What’s the point?”
“I’m not going outside,” Elise said. “It’s nasty-ville.” 
Merle threw her napkin on the table. “Suit yourselves, ladies. Wouldn’t want to break a nail.” 
 
The dim room off the back hall was labeled ‘Boot Room’ to distinguish it from the cloakroom, the gun room, and the hat emporium, Pascal surmised. He pulled on a large pair of black Wellington boots and found two mismatched gloves. With his new mackintosh he felt as waterproof as humanly possible. The hood of the coat even had a little bill to keep the rain from sluicing straight down his face. He congratulated himself again on his purchase and stepped out the back hall door into the maelstrom. He was immediately drenched from a stream of water coming off the roof, landing directly on his head. 
He jumped out of its trajectory and landed in a huge lake of muddy water, over a foot deep. It splashed up inside his raincoat and down the rubber boots. He swore, stepped and sloshed up the hill, out of the lake toward the barn. Mud, soggy leaves, and random trash covered the yard. As he reached the old stone structure wooden shakes flew into his face. The barn’s old roof was shedding shingles like dandruff. 
More swearing. His right cheek was gashed and bleeding. He ignored it, struggling with the heavy barn doors, swinging one wide enough to step through, and closing it behind him. The barn was far from cozy. Rain streamed through the holes left by the missing shingles. Down one side he saw a row of stalls for animals. On the other side equipment was heaped around a rusty tractor, various motors and unidentifiable parts. He scrounged through them, looking for the generator. But nothing that looked like one came into view. 
He sighed, picking up a gas can. Empty. He had flashbacks of the burning barn in Provence last summer. All for a stupid animal. Or a very smart animal, either way, he was still annoyed about the danger the truffle dog had put them in. He replaced the gas can, looking for another. A dusty red plastic one sat in the far corner, also empty. 
A noise came from the stalls. He peered into each one, over the high gates. In the first one by the door stood a small white pony, nickering at him. 
“Hello there. How are you doing this fine morning?” The horse didn’t even reach his waist. Pascal looked around for something to feed him. A bag of oats sat on a barrel. He used a metal scoop to pour oats into a feedbag hanging inside the gate. The pony almost bit his hand trying to get to them. “Hungry eh?” He patted the coarse mane. 
A leak in the roof had made a muddy mess of one corner of the pony’s stall. Pascal considered. Should he move the animal to another stall? The pony seemed dry enough but what if the hole worsened, or the storm worsened? He walked to the back of the barn, looking for sky through the roof. The very last stall was the best, with no obvious roof breach. Pascal pulled open the gate, inspected the hay on the floor, kicked it a few times then forked some over from a dry pile in the neighboring stall. The water trough was full, as if waiting for an inmate. 
The pony followed the feedbag hungrily as Pascal carried it from the old stall to the new one. He filled it once more. Did no one feed the poor beast? Patting the little horse he left the barn, emerging back into the littered yard.
Perhaps he should have found someone who worked here before searching for the generator. They probably had it going themselves by now. He enjoyed the drama of this rainstorm but really— enough was enough. His watch said nine o’clock. What was on the wedding agenda today? He had no idea. The ceremony was scheduled for Saturday, two days away. They would have to get busy to clean things up by then. He peered, blinking rainwater out of his eyes, at the sky. Nothing but gray and falling water. At least the wind had died down. 
Merle said the chauffeur and sheepherder slept in rooms over the garage. Pascal climbed the outside stairs and knocked on the old wooden door. The rain pelted his back. 
He rattled the handle and opened the door a crack. “Hello? Anyone there?” The room, one large space with two beds and dressers at opposite sides, was empty. The place was messy, the beds unmade, mud and shirts on the floor. 
Back on the ground he peered into the garage through the side window. No vehicles inside. The chauffeur hadn’t returned with the Rolls Royce. Pascal turned to the gravel park: empty. Callum hadn’t returned either. If they were going to go to town they would have to walk. 
Pushing his wet hands into his pockets Pascal walked down the drive to inspect the fallen tree that had taken out the power. It was a large oak, fifty or even a hundred years old or more, he guessed. It lay on its side, wide root structure now vertical. It had grown along the riverbank next to the bridge, spreading graceful limbs over the water. It made a pretty picture. He remembered admiring it when they arrived. 
Rounding the smashed leaves and branches that covered the width of the drive and far into the grass lawn, he stopped, confused. Where was the bridge? 
He wiped water out of his eyes. The drive ended in a muddy flow, the river rising out of its banks, streaming across the yard, rushing with limbs, shrubs, and debris. The top eight inches of a post from the bridge poked out of the water on this side. On the other side several wooden posts remained on each side, and one plank. Between the posts — nothing but roaring stream. The bridge was gone. 
It had been a small wooden bridge with low sides, a single lane. Used just for the family, no doubt old and not built for raging rivers. This narrow watershed wouldn’t even qualify as a river at home, just a stream or whatever they called them in Scotland. He remembered rocks and a shallow flow about ten or twelve feet down. The bridge had only been about twenty feet across, not far. A block of cement sat just above the waterline on the far shore, once underpinning the bridge but now sideways, metal rebar exposed. 
He stood staring at the water, as if sheer force of will would make it slow. He wouldn’t need his waterlogged boots to remember Scotland after all. 
“Oh, shit.” Merle splashed to a stop next to Pascal. He turned to her, his black raincoat matching her blue one. He had done well, buying her this full-length mackintosh in the right size too, even if she felt like a general in the Russian Army. It was keeping her modestly dry. He was completely drookit, her new favorite word for the effect of Scottish weather, hair plastered to his forehead, raindrops on his eyelashes, lips, nose, and chin just plain wet. She noticed the blood. “You’re hurt.” 
He touched the gash with a wet glove and turned back to the river. “The bridge is gone,” he said.
“So I see.” 
They stood in silence for at least five minutes, coming to grips with the situation.  Merle tried to think in her usual practical way. There was no worry about running out of food in the mansion. They would get the generator going with any luck and be cozy for a day or two until the river went down and they could be rescued. A glitch but nothing serious. 
But tomorrow was Friday and two days would make it Saturday, Merle realized with alarm. The wedding day. This wasn’t good. All of Mrs. Logan’s plans, the flowers in the church, the cake, the reception, the band hired for Scottish country dancing, the big dinner at the Hydro Jack and Bernie were throwing for Annie and Callum tomorrow night, the ugly dresses, the honeymoon reservations: the list of botched events went on and on. As if planning a wedding in a foreign country wasn’t difficult enough.  Adding a weather bomb to the situation was just the kicker.
“Is it slowing down?” she asked him, blinking at the clouds.
“Not that I can tell.” He put his arm around her shoulders. “The best-laid plans, n’est-ce pas?”
“Annie says she didn’t want a big fancy wedding anyway.” Merle glanced around the yard as he’d done. “Callum didn’t come back last night. He’s on that side.” She gestured at the far side of the flooded riverbank. “Is that some kind of sign? That they aren’t supposed to get married?”
He squeezed her shoulder. “Marriage is overrated, don’t you think? A medieval practice. The French haven’t believed in it for years.”
“Because you don’t believe in divorce. Still Catholic after all that enlightenment crap.” She glanced up. “You got divorced though.”
“I did. Abandonment is frowned upon by the French state.”
“As well it should be.” She snuggled closer. “You definitely got divorced. Right?”
He frowned at her. “What is this? You think I am lying?”
“No, I— that woman, Miss Petrie. The housekeeper. She said she heard you were still married. I didn’t believe her. How would she know?”
He stepped away and swung to face her, angry now. “What are you speaking of? Petrie, the one who drinks whisky for breakfast?”
“Someone must have told her that.” She reached a hand out but he stepped farther away from her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I listened to her. She’s nobody.”
He blinked hard. “This smells of little Bruno. The French love their intrigues. I must find out who he is. He is trying to upset things between us. Why? Do you know why?”
“No. Unless he’s got the hots for me.” She smiled, thinking how ridiculous she must look, stringy hair in her eyes, tight hood on her head. She licked rainwater off her lips. “I do know his last name though.”
The tension eased in Pascal’s face, replaced by determination. The hunt was on, that look told Merle. She needed to assuage his fears, to distract him from his obsession with the man. That was why she’d searched Bruno’s designer coat, after trying unsuccessfully to sneak into his room last night after dinner when he and Elise were missing-in-action. His door was locked. But his black Lemaire coat with the ridiculous batwing cape, left in the downstairs coat closet, had revealed a small sewn-in label: Bruno Nordvilles-Moura, with a telephone number. 
“I’ve heard that name,” Pascal said, listening hard in the downpour.  
“You think he’s a criminal on the run?”
Pascal smirked and took her arm. “Come. We need hot chocolate or we will drown.”



Chapter 13
 
Kincardie Hydro
 
 
Stasia left the kids with Rick in the café, eating breakfast and moaning about the weather. A rainstorm had to be the worst case scenario when traveling with teenagers. A rainstorm and underage drinking. Rick had confessed that Oliver and Willow had been allowed wine with dinner. One glass? Two, three? she had demanded, incensed that her husband could be so stupid. This would open the door to all sorts of problems back home. She didn’t worry so much about Willow. She was in college and made her own decisions. But from the look of Oliver this morning, dry mouth hanging open, bloodshot eyes, he’d had more than ‘a glass with dinner.’ 
She would get into that with Rick later. Now she had to round up everyone she was responsible for: her parents, Mrs. Logan, even Hugh and Davina. She’d made a promise to Annie and Callum to keep an eye on the gang over here at the Hydro. Somebody had to be a grownup this week. 
The previous evening had been fun for exactly five minutes. Just getting Jack and Bernie into the car, the tense ride in the mud and rain, the color of Jack’s usually rosy, smiling face, the worried look in Bernie’s eyes. They were so tired from the overseas flight. Unusually so, Stasia thought, but what did she know about the effects of jet lag on a 78-year-old body? Bernie said Jack was up in the night, sleepless, his rhythms out of whack. Well, join the party, Stasia thought, rubbing her own tired eyes as she climbed the stairs to their room.
Her mother answered the door, still in her robe. She waved Stasia in, face grave. “How are you this morning?” Stasia asked. Then she turned to her father.
Jack Bennett sat propped in bed on pillows, head bent toward his chest. He glanced up but said nothing. His eyes were drooping and red-rimmed.
“He still feels puny,” Bernie said. “I think we have to see a doctor today.”
A shot of alarm went through Stasia. “Should I call an ambulance?”
Jack grunted. “I’m just jet-lagged. It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing,” Bernie said. “You had pain, you said.”
“Where? Where did you have pain?” Stasia demanded.
He was noncommittal, or just stubborn. “It went away. No ambulance. I can walk for godssakes.”
“That’s not the point,” Stasia said. “We can get you to a doctor’s office in a flash. I’ll go talk to the front desk people, they’re very nice.” She sat on the bed by her father. His hand was chilly. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, yes,” he said, annoyed. 
“We’ll get dressed and come down,” Bernie said. 
Tripping down the carpeted stairs Stasia felt the shock again. Her father was ill, she could tell. And in a foreign country, of all the luck. Was it something bad? Or just fatigue, weird food, and old age? Don’t sugarcoat it, Stace. It’s bad. You know it is.
Catching her breath she entered the lobby at full speed and crashed into Callum, exiting the café. “Ooof, sorry.”
He took her arm. “Good morning. Everything all right?”
“Yes. I mean, no. My father isn’t doing well. We need to find a doctor.”
He flinched. “My mother will know who to call.”
Back in the garden room café with its tall windows streaked with rain they wove through the tables. Fiona Logan sat with her pinched face and straight back, sipping tea with Hugh and Davina. Stasia gave her family a wave and kept moving toward the Logans.
Quickly apprised of the situation, Mrs. Logan gave them the name of her local doctor, a generalist named Fergus. Stasia turned on her heel. Barking at the desk clerk that it was an emergency she demanded to be connected to Dr. Fergus. Within minutes she had an address, and an appointment. Such were her skills. 
The clerk called a taxi. Callum offered to drive them but Stasia reassured him there was no immediate urgency. Keeping the troops from overexcitement was one of her talents. It was amazing how calm she could be on the outside. By the time the cab arrived her parents would be downstairs, dressed, and ready. 
“Thank you, Callum,” she said, as he waited with her in the lobby. “Why are you here so early?”
“I drove your family home last night in Bruno’s rental.” Callum smiled. “He doesn’t like driving on the ‘wrong’ side, he said. More likely he had other plans, including staying dry. I didn’t blame him. So I volunteered.”
“And you stayed over?” 
“The roads are a mess, especially out in the vale. Limbs down and so on.  It was late so I slept on the sofa in my mother’s suite.” He glanced at the weather, still horrid. “I’m just about to head out and try to get back to Kincardie.”
“That dirt road,” Stasia muttered, remembering crashing through muddy holes. “You have a Range Rover or something?”
“Just the rental. But don’t worry, I’m Scottish. We’re not afraid of a little rain.” He pulled on his brown slicker and flipped up the hood. “Should I wait until the cab arrives? Oh, there it is. Good luck then. I hope your father feels better soon.”
It was a few minutes before Jack and Bernie shuffled into the lobby. They were as slow as snails, Stasia thought, alarmed again. Her father looked so frail suddenly. Should she call Annie? She decided to wait until she knew something. Jack could just have food poisoning or the flu. She never thought she’d wish food poisoning on anyone. But the day had arrived.
The valet held a large umbrella for them as they bundled into the cab. Stasia ran around to the far side, getting drenched. She didn’t even have her raincoat. 
_________
Annie sat on the edge of her bed and stared at her cell phone. She’d called Callum six times this morning with no luck. Now she wondered if she was actually getting service out here. Was it the storm? Or the roaming thing? She hated cellphones. But the telephone wires had also succumbed to the storm and without cellphones they had no contact at all.
She located the stairwell to the third floor, a disused servant level now dusty and piled with mattresses, trunks, and moth-eaten rugs, and made her way over to the north side of the house where the signal was one bar better. She stood in a cramped gable, next a small window. 
Maintenance was a little lax up here. A sheet of plywood covered the lower half of the panes and rainwater dripped down the wall underneath it. A large puddle had formed on the floor, seeping into cracks in the floorboards.
She called Callum again. By some miracle he answered.
“Thank god, where are you?” 
“On the road to the house,” he said. “I’ve had to stop three times to move limbs off the road. What a disaster. So many trees will need to be cut down.” His voice was scratchy and full of static.
“Quickly— the bridge is out. The big oak tree fell across the drive and we don’t have power. The water is up over the banks, flooding the entire yard.”
“What? Our Piney Burn?”
“You’ll see it if you get that far. Maybe you should turn back to the Hydro. We have no power here anyway.”
He swore then grunted as if he was lifting heavy objects. Then the car door slammed. “I’m coming. You stay dry and— ”
The line went dead. “Callum?” Annie stared at her phone as it went black. She tried to turn it back on but it didn’t respond, sapped of all power. 
Great. She leaned into the cold window, watching her breath fog the old glass. The signs were all in place, if you believed in them.  Water separated her from Callum. The two families were split: the suave, landed Logans on one side, the yeoman lawyer Bennetts on the other. Her sisters were no comfort this week, full of their own worries, boyfriends, and shenanigans. Why had she thought this trip would be like last year’s, when they learned to help each other, to love harder, to see the good in one another? She felt like a fool.
But it wasn’t her sisters’ fault. She was a fool. She’d agreed to a wedding in another country, frog-marched by her future mother-in-law who had clearly missed her calling in the military high command. Those bridesmaids’ dresses were really the last straw. How did she expect her sisters to wear those atrocities? She’d even picked out a dress for Bernie, Annie’s own mother, as if no one’s taste compared to hers. All week the woman had harangued Annie with ‘suggestions,’ as if every tiny detail in the wedding was the most important thing in the entire world, even as a unseasonal storm of unprecedented proportions threatened to wipe out the North coast of Scotland.
If only she liked Fiona Logan a bit more. Or, sadly, at all. They had nothing in common except Callum. Fiona was very upper-crusty, having inherited this estate and a stick up her ass from someone. Callum said from her father, a notorious snob. Fiona made her disapproval of Annie and her age only too clear even while smiling at everyone, giving over her lovely house, and spending lavishly. She was bossy and pretentious, full of unsolicited advice and executive decisions. Annie felt her only consolation was living on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. She had no doubt why Callum had emigrated.
She closed her eyes against Fiona and the weather. She just wanted it all to be done and go home. They would be okay at home, wouldn’t they? The idea of being a wife, of ‘obeying’ and honoring and all, still rankled her. Would she ever feel comfortable in that role?  
How was the wedding to go on now? The rain showed no sign of letting up. The wind was down to a dull roar but the water was rising, coming through the old windows, wreaking havoc outside. Callum was stuck on the other side of the stream. She was stuck on this side. 
Should she do something about this puddle on the floor? Would it go through to the room below? She looked around for something to soak it up. She found an old tartan blanket with more holes than fabric and threw it over the wet spot. Good luck there, she thought morosely. 
We’ll need it.



Chapter 14
 
Kincardie House
 
 
Merle and Pascal left the warm comfort of the kitchen with their mugs of hot chocolate, slurping like children to keep from spilling on the journey to the library. The cook had kicked them out. She was making a lunch as best she could, she said, with no electricity: a soup and sandwich affair that she hadn’t planned on. She fretted about the extra mouths to feed. No one had told her about Bruno, it appeared.
The caretaker, Jinty, hovered nearby, soothing nerves. But when Cook complained about Bruno she bristled. “One more bowl of soup, Mrs. MacKeegan. It’s not like an army. He won’t upset your menu plan.”
“Menu plan? Ha.” Cook waved a ladle at Jinty. “There was no plan for lunch or dinner today. What am I to do? Perhaps you’d like to do the menus, girlie.”
Jinty stiffened. “Do not call me that, Mrs. MacKeegan. You may call me Jinty or Miss Arbuckle. But not ‘girlie,’” she hissed.
“Ain’t you the giddy limit?” Cook replied. “Maybe you’re not cut out for the job.” 
The housekeeper, Vanora, appeared with a tray of breakfast dishes, dropping them with a clatter into the sink. Mrs. MacKeegan and Jinty both started in on her, ragging about the noise and the breakage and her lack of a gentle touch. Vanora turned to them, spying Merle and Pascal as well, and put her hands on her hips. 
“Well, then, do the wash-up yourselves,” she said and left the kitchen. 
“That’s just perfect,” Jinty said. “I have to find petrol.”
Mrs. MacKeegan turned back to her soup pot. “Go find that bloody sheep-shagger. We need help more than the sheep do.”
Pascal piped up. “You need gasoline for the generator? You found it then?”
“Aye, I found it. But no petrol. Gunni says they had a tank for it, for the farm equipment but it’s empty. Things aren’t quite  —” She caught herself and turned back to Cook. “He’s no good at housework. He’d break all the dishes.”
Merle and Pascal left them arguing about who was to wash dishes and how much water to spare, as Mrs. MacKeegan gave them a glare and an ‘Out you go.’ They escaped to the library, mugs in hand. They sat in soft leather chairs and stared out the big front window at the rain. 
“Seems to be slowing,” Merle observed. She got up again and peered at the sky. “I think I see a clear patch of blue.”
“If only one of the autos was still here,” Pascal said. “We could siphon gasoline.”
“I should go do the stupid dishes,” Merle said. 
“After lunch,” he said, “we will do them together.”
“If there’s any water. The staff doesn’t seem too friendly with each other.” 
“The storm has put a wrinkle into everyone’s week.” He peered at her over his mug. “Did you see the little Napoleon when you were upstairs?”
She shook her head. “Did you find out anything about him?”
He motioned for her to sit next to him. She scooted her chair closer. “He has a record of crime, at least one félonie. Fraud, unspecified, and named in a scandal with a married woman.”
“What a surprise. Anything else?”
“Results are slow on my petit Blackberry. Is your mobile faster?”
“I doubt it. I only have one bar.”
Pascal frowned at his phone as it burped. “Ah. I have an email now from one of my colleagues. Bruno Nordvilles-Moura was convicted of fraud four years ago. He conspired with a winery to sell mislabeled bottles. Spent two months in jail.”
“So that’s where he got his money.”
“Perhaps. But he is as he appears, an elite. He is said to be descended from an illegitimate son of the duc d’Orleans in the time of le Roi-Soleil, the Sun King. Louis Quatorze.”
“That’s going back a ways.”
“No doubt just a tale. Who is going to bother with that investigation? But he has money, and important friends. My colleague said he is often in the Paris newspapers with women young and old, at film premieres, nightclubs, and the opera.”
Merle turned on her phone and did a search for his name. Several links to newspaper articles came up. One had a photograph of Bruno in a tuxedo, with a shiny, scantily-clad woman. “Who is this?” She held up her phone for Pascal.
“Sophie somebody. Film star.” He worked his phone as well. “This thing is so slow. Ah, there. I will translate for you.” He began to read from the small screen. “When authorities shut down the operation in the Loire Vallée no documents or financial records were found. The National Police believe the bogus winemaking system brought in millions of Euros but as of yet they have not found the money. The winemakers, brothers Pierre and Antoine Cheval-Royal, deny they made money and have filed for protection from creditors. They remain in prison. The investigation into the ill-gotten gains continues.”
“What was Bruno’s role?”
He scanned the article. “He acted as agent, a distributor, placing the wines in restaurants and shops. He took a portion of each sale. The bottles held wine from South American grapes. I remember this case now. Bruno went to university with them, I believe. The brothers didn’t look like con men. But you never know. It is perhaps why they were so good at the con.”
“Do you think Bruno has the money?”
“They have looked through his accounts and found nothing they could trace to the operation. But he may be hiding it somewhere.”
A noise made them both look up. Bruno and Elise stood in the doorway, arm-in-arm, smiling menacingly. 
“We are all wondering,” Bruno said with a sneer as only the French could master. “What is it about me that you find so fascinating, d’Onscon? Not that I blame you. It often happens as if by magic spell when confronted with such elegance of person, the grace of the well-born, the highly educated. You admire me, naturally. Perhaps you are in love with me? It has happened to many a poor young lad. But sadly for you that paradise you seek is not to be.” He threaded his arm through Elise’s and squeezed her hand, completely smug.
Merle froze, feeling the adrenaline in her veins. She wanted to slap the insolent dwarf. She wanted to tear his hand off her sister.
But Elise, calm and seemingly delighted, gave Bruno a congratulatory smirk. How could she like this jerk? Nasty little perv. 
Pascal glared at the short man, gripping his mobile phone so tightly his fingers turned white. Redness crept up his neck and muscles pulsed in his jaw. Merle was fascinated even as she felt the charge to action herself, the hate in the attack. She’d never seen Pascal really angry. It would be amusing to watch him pound the little man into foie gras. Satisfying even. But not very polite guest behavior. Annie would give them hell. What would Callum say? Or that uptight Mrs. Logan? Maybe outside in the mud? No, not today if she could help it. There were enough problems.
She cleared her throat and stood up. “Lunch will be ready soon.” Food would make them all feel better. She glanced down at Pascal, still fuming, elbows on his knees as if ready to lunge, turning his phone over in his big hands.
“Is it true?” Elise asked brightly, as if insults hadn’t been flying. “The bridge is out and we’re cut off from civilization?”
“And stuck with each other for the duration,” Merle said. “So we should try to get along.”
Pascal jumped to his feet. Merle flinched but he didn’t move forward. He wore his usual black jeans and t-shirt, biceps on full display. Little Bruno took a step backwards, his bravado crumbling. He wore a wool jacket with patches, gray flannel trousers, and shiny little oxfords. He looked very twee, as the Brits say, fragile and childlike next to the tall Gallic hot-head. 
“When hell freezes over,” Pascal growled.



Chapter 15
 
Thursday afternoon
In the village
 
 
Stasia sat in the waiting room of the doctor’s tiny office, three chairs and some ancient magazines. The place smelled rank, of mildew and pickles and rubbing alcohol. Her parents had been in with the doctor for forty-five minutes. Was this a good sign or bad? She had no idea. 
She was going a little stir crazy in this tiny room with its ancient rose-patterned wallpaper and dirty carpet. She pulled out her cellphone and called Annie. Even without medical news she wanted to talk to her sister. She seemed strange yesterday. Her speech at the seamstress shop about the dresses and how they shouldn’t ruin the week for her had sounded a little off-key. She looked lovely in her wedding dress, all the sisters said so, but she seemed to take little pleasure from it. Stasia had never met a bride who wasn’t a bit giddy about the dress. 
But Annie was fifty-five. Maybe her giddy days were past. But shouldn’t you dig up some girlish enthusiasm if you were going through this whole weeklong rigmarole? What is the point of celebration if you drag your feet along morosely? Stasia frowned. Was that what Annie was doing? Just going through the motions? She felt a tight knot forming in her stomach. Was this all a mistake? 
She put the thought out of her head. It wasn’t up to her to judge. What was on the agenda today? Her mother was to be fitted for the dress that dear Fiona had bought for her. Why had Bernie agreed to this? Why had any of them? Because Annie asked, that was why.
Oh, those dresses. Stasia cringed again, remembering how she looked in the mirror with that giant bow on one hip and plaid satin and chiffon everywhere. Like a ridiculous cake-topper or Barbie-goes-to-the prom. If only there was something to be done. 
Annie didn’t answer. She tried Francie. Also no answer. What was going on out at Kincardie House? Had the storm done something horrible? Were they without power? That made sense. All the phones had probably died.
She pulled out a small notepad from her purse with a pen. How could those dresses be improved, quickly and simply? She worked at a fashion magazine, in the legal department but often heard lectures from the designers and editors about dresses, how they were made, what was hip and up-and-coming. Tartan and chiffon was neither. But something could be done. Couldn’t it? Less fabric in the skirt, cut down the bodice frou-frou, 86 the bow of course.
She was engrossed in sketching when the nurse finally arrived to ask her to come back to the examination room. Dr. Fergus stood in the small room with Jack on the edge of the exam table, legs dangling. Bernie, still in her raincoat, sat rigidly in the only chair, her purse clutched in her lap. 
“Doctor,” Stasia said, nodding to him as she closed the door. “How’s our patient?”
“Oh, he’s a hearty one,” Fergus said cheerily. He was an apple-cheeked man of fifty or so, a fringe of hair over his ears, stocky with a round belly. “Appears your father has a little problem with his heart though. It’s something his physician at home has been watching, isn’t that right, Mr. Bennett?”
Jack shrugged, looking guilty. Bernie hissed, “You never said a word.”
“Didn’t want to up-end the wedding plans, eh? Keep the ladies happy. Good man.” The doctor rested a meaty hand on Jack’s shoulder. “But he’ll be needing to see a specialist in Aberdeen. I’ve made an appointment for this afternoon. With this wee rainy spell it might be slow going. You best be gettin’ along as soon as possible.” His tone was light but the urgency was unmistakable. He looked at Stasia. “You have a hired car, miss?”
“No.” She looked at her mother who appeared both afraid and furious. “I could rent one.”
Dr. Fergus waved a hand. “We’ll transport him in the emergency van. Faster that way and we’ll have help onboard.” 
“Is it an emergency? What sort of heart problem is it?” Stasia asked.
“A rhythm problem,” the doctor said. “Not a true emergency but we need to get him under a specialist’s care to answer more.” 
Bernie stood up. “Then let’s go.”
“Should I come with you, Mother?” Stasia asked. Jack slipped onto the floor and looked around for his coat. “I want to come.”
Bernie reached out and squeezed her hand. “Wouldn’t go without you.”
Dr. Fergus opened the door. “I’ll just be a moment making the call to the Service.” He turned back to Jack Bennett. “We’ll take good care of ye, sir. With these lovely lassies at your side, all will be well.”
__________
 
The afternoon skies opened up over the Highlands, dumping their watery load where they were no longer welcome. Callum stood at the bank of Piney Burn, now unrecognizable with mud, sticks, leaves, heather, pinecones, and bluebells floating on its broad, level surface, even with the road. Once it had been twelve feet down a steep slope. A low spot in the opposite bank where he used to shinny down to catch toads in the gentle ripples now offered a detour for rushing water to overrun the yard, creating a vast muddy lake.
It had taken hours to get the two miles from the village. Now there was nowhere else to go but back where he’d come. At the MacLaren Road turnoff a pine tree, fully thirty feet tall, lay across the road. He’d had to return to town for an axe. Now wet and filthy, his hands chilled in the sodden leather gloves more suited to Park Avenue than lumber-jacking, he looked across at Kincardie House. Shrouded in low clouds, wet, tattered and battered, shingles and shutters askew, it had never looked so sad. The large oak on the other side, once his tree fort and sanctuary, blocked most of the view. The roots faced him, upright and tangled. The oak had taken out the power lines, that was plain. The swollen burn, once a tiny mountain stream, had taken out the bridge. 
He blinked upstream, trying to see in the deluge. Was there another way across? Not with a vehicle. Maybe if a person hiked to the next glen? He tried to remember the geography. To the north was a large loch, the river dammed centuries ago. No doubt water over the dam today. To the south was what? He couldn’t recall. Another village maybe. 
Of all the luck. He ground his molars. Why hadn’t he gone back last night when he could? He kicked a large stick into the roiling water and watched it disappear. The weather report was the rain would slow later tonight, that the worst was over. By the looks of this mess it couldn’t be over soon enough. There would be days of repair and cleanup ahead. 
More immediately though, his fiancée and her sisters, plus the staff, were stranded in Kincardie House with no power. Had they got the generator going? His father had bought the first one when Callum was a child. Power outages weren’t unexpected. He tried to see lights in the house but all he could see was rain, mud, and dark windows.
He’d been thinking about his father this week, being back in the house. They’d spent summer vacations in the Highlands, many happy days when Callum and Hugh were boys. But the happy days ended when his father began to withdraw, irritable and sullen, barking at them. The next summer he moved into the attic to be alone, had his food brought up on a tray. The summer after that he stayed in Edinburgh when they came to Kincardie, unable to manage the stairs. 
As a boy of seven Callum was hurt and confused by his father’s behavior. Now he understood it, knew it wasn’t his father’s fault. That it was the illness. But the pain of losing his father, gradually and then finally, never really diminished. Scotland was a place of sorrow to him, a place of dying. Being here in the Highlands again after so many years made the pangs of his childhood ache afresh. 
But he must deal with them. He must speak to Annie about his father, about their family. Hugh was right of course, although Callum would never give him the satisfaction of hearing it. She deserved to know everything. Why had he thought letting his mother plan this extravagant wedding was a good idea? She was so happy though. In New York last Christmas at the engagement party, she’d gushed to everyone about her ‘darling Callum’, about the amazing country estate she owned, about the traditions of Scotland that were so dear to her. How could he say ‘no’? How could he squash what may be the last happy family thing that happened to her? 
 He climbed into the car, making a mess on the seat and floor with rainwater and mud. He pulled off his gloves and tried to call Annie again. It went straight to voicemail. He searched his phone, looking for a number for one of her sisters to no avail. Instead he called the Kincardie House line, knowing it wouldn’t work. A strange beeping, then nothing. 
The rain clattered on the car roof. He turned the key and the wipers flapped back and forth. In desperation he flashed the headlights off and on, hoping someone in the house was watching. No one appeared. He rummaged in the glove box for a map. There had to be alternate way to get to the house. But there was no map. Instead he punched up a map program on his mobile, searching for a good aerial view. How did you search for a village if you didn’t know its name? He stared hard at his phone, zooming in and out, willing the map to show him a way to his Annie. 
Resting his eyes he looked up to see a figure on the far side of the burn. Difficult to say who it was wearing a full-length black trench, hood tight against the head. One of the men? Yes, it was Pascal. Jamming his phone in his pocket Callum jumped out of the car again. 
Pascal was waving his arms, yelling something. Callum stood as close to the raging river as possible and strained to hear. He shook his head and cupped his ear. 
“Call me,” Pascal hollered, putting fingers to ear and mouth in pantomime. But Callum didn’t know his number. Wait, he was putting up fingers. Callum raised a hand to slow him and reached for his mobile. Hunching over to keep it slightly less damp he pointed at Pascal and yelled “go.” 
Painstakingly he punched out each number as the Frenchman held up fingers: 1-4-4-6-8-3 and on and on. Callum punched ‘Call’ and put the phone to his ear. Pascal did the same. An error message, something had gone wrong. They tried it again, slower. The second time Callum could hear the tiny whine of Pascal’s phone ringing and gave him a thumb’s up. 
“How is everyone doing?” Callum said, shouting in the rain.
“We need gasoline,” Pascal said. “We have a generator but no fuel.”
“Have you looked in the big yellow tank behind the coach house? The one up on stilts?”
Pascal nodded. “Empty. All the cans too.”
Callum looked at his watch. It was already four in the afternoon. Could he drive back to the village, get petrol, drive back then figure out a way to get it across the burn by dark? 
“I’ll do my best. But you should prepare for a dark night. You have candles and torches?”
Pascal nodded. “We’ll manage. We’re eating everything in the refrigerator. And drinking all the wine. No clean water, I’m afraid.”
The well pump, of course. Without power there would be no water. Callum sighed. So much water but not a decent drop to drink. “Drink it all,” he said. “I wish I could do more. I’m looking for another way to the house.” He felt useless on this side of the river. “How is Annie? I’ve been calling.”
“Her phone is morte. All dead but mine and it’s almost gone. She’s okay. We’re all okay.”
Callum nodded, grateful for the reassurance. “Thank you, Pascal. Tell Annie I love her, will you? And take care of those sisters for me?”
“Bien sûr, mon ami. We will survive— and have good stories.” Pascal waved and punched a button to end the call. 
Callum got back in the car, drying his mobile on the seat. What a mess. He didn’t even want to think about the wedding on Saturday. There was so much to do, more immediate concerns. He put the car in reverse and began to slowly back out, looking for a decent place to turn around where he wouldn’t get stuck in the mud. 
As he turned back to Kincardie House he saw Pascal in his black coat, up the hill past the barn, talking to someone in a yellow mac. Callum hadn’t paid much attention to the current staff. That was his mother’s job, running her precious inheritance. It sucked up pounds like a vacuum. Old Mrs. MacKeegan was an institution but the rest he wasn’t sure about.
Callum squinted through the rain. It was the sheep man, he supposed, out looking for his beasts. The door to Moss Cottage opened and a short figure peered out, hand sheltering his eyes. That would be Mr. Craigg, the old caretaker, of course. Callum had almost forgotten about him. Craigg had been a second father to him for a time. Taught him how to fly-fish and ride horses and train dogs and taste whisky. Lovely old man, bit grumpy but a good heart. Callum remembered an old grey horse that was Craigg’s favorite, now long gone. And a spotted dog, gone as well.
Why hadn’t Callum visited him? He felt ashamed, watching the solitary figure close the door. Was he all right, safe and dry? 
Nothing to be done now. Callum clenched his teeth again, turned back to the road, and pointed the car back to the village.



Chapter 16
 
Kincardie House
 
 
Merle looked down the gleaming old table with its rich black stain. The candlelight flickered, giving them all a cheery glow. Everyone looked better by candlelight, she thought, realizing she was quite tipsy despite her determination to stay sober for the sake of the others. She gripped the beautiful old sterling knife, heavy and carved, and looked at her teeth in its reflection. Red, like the wine. Oh dear.
Platters of food, wine bottles, plates, and napkins littered the length of the table. The cook had gone a bit crazy, trying to save all the food in the refrigerator. She’d roasted another leg of lamb, poached an enormous filet of salmon in white wine, and made a hearty soup with beef and vegetables and lots of red wine from the cellar. Wine was the theme tonight. They had no drinking water. What was a person to do?
It was all quite decadent, like Marie Antoinette. But the day had been trying, and as night fell and the candles were lit, fires lit in stone grates, matches found, flashlights shared, all bets were off. Elise and Bruno had begun drinking at lunch. ‘And why not?’ Elise said when Annie had given her the eye. What else was there to do? They couldn’t get out. The rain continued like a vicious jailer. No car, no bridge, no phones, no power: what was a girl to do but drink wine? “When life gives you lemons, Annie,” Elise said, raising a glass. 
“Add vodka,” Francie said, joining in the early drinking without encouragement.  
Merle had waited until dinner. She and Pascal, plus some of the staff, had spent the afternoon trying to clean up debris, looking for tools, dragging limbs to a pile in the car park, struggling to move the downed oak tree. They’d failed on that count. The sheep man, Gunni, said he would bring the tractor out of the barn but it too needed gasoline. 
Pascal thought it odd that not a drop of gasoline could be found on a farm. Had someone deliberately poured the cans out? He was suspicious but had no theories about why someone would want them stranded, without communication. Just bad luck, Merle told him. 
She squinted at her watch. “It’s nine-thirty,” Annie said, sitting across from her. Annie was subdued, melancholy almost, as if the disruption of her wedding plans was some signal of doom. Merle had tried to talk to her about it but she brushed her off. Just worried, she said. And Callum, stuck with his mother and his brother, neither of whom he particularly liked. 
That had been the first Merle had heard of family issues. Tipsy and warm, she wondered what had happened. Was there a rift, an argument? Why had he agreed to come over to Scotland for this wedding if he didn’t get along with them? 
Annie said now, “Stop looking at your watch, Merle. You’ll go blind.” She held up a wine glass and drank deeply. 
“There is nothing left to do tonight,” Pascal said. He sat beside her, arm across the back of her chair. 
“It’s a good thing I’m drunk,” Merle whispered. “Otherwise I’d be going crazy. I’d want a hot bath and a ‘Downton Abbey’ binge.” She glanced at him. “That’s a TV show.”
“Poor girl. No television is a terrible thing,” Pascal said mockingly. “No billiards in this old house is completely unthinkable though. I must have a talk with Callum when he returns.”
“He never came back tonight?”
“It was too much to hope. Besides how would we get a gasoline can across the river?”
Merle said, “I’m sure you could have rigged up something.”
“I am very clever that way.” He grinned at her. 
Francie stood up at one end of the table. She held herself up with both arms, leaning. “I’ve had enough of you bloody Bennetts. I am going to go out and look at the storm.” 
A chorus of voices proclaimed her too drunk and too unsteady. She stood straight then, both hands up as if being arrested, and stared at them. “I’m fine. I heard a rumor the moon is out. I intend to check.”
Annie stood up. “I’ll go with you.”
“I’m a grown woman,” Francie protested. “I’ll put on wellies.”
“Wear my raincoat,” Merle called as Francie lurched out the doorway toward the back hall. “Should we follow her?” she asked Annie.
“Let her splash around in the fresh air for awhile, it’ll do her good. The moon is out. The sky cleared up finally. The rain stopped. Maybe the sun will be out tomorrow and dry things up.” 
Elise giggled and muttered, “Oh, Annie.” Then she hummed the tune, “The Sun’ll Come Out Tomorrow,” breaking into ‘Bet your bottom dollar, come what may’ until they all told her to shut up.
Pascal carried a candelabra into the library where Bruno got out a pack of playing cards and proposed poker. “For matches, naturally,” he explained. “Come on, d’Onscon. Show me what you’ve got.”
Annie wouldn’t play so Elise, Bruno, Merle, and Pascal made a foursome at the card table. Merle had no idea how to play poker but Bruno explained the rules, Elise doled out match sticks, and off they went. It would pass the time, Merle thought, even if she could barely see her cards in the dark. 
It was Merle’s turn to deal when they heard the commotion. Loud voices, doors slamming, feet stomping. Then the sheep man burst into the library, a vision of damp yellow in his full-length slicker. His face dripped with water and his hair hung in strings on his forehead. He seemed distraught, blurting, “It’s the sheep. They’re all in a guddle, feart and wet.  They’re likely droont if we canna get them to the pasture.”
Pascal stood up. Bruno froze, cards in hand. He whispered to Elise: “What did he say?”
 Behind the sheep man Jinty Arbuckle and Vanora Petrie stood, worried, wringing their hands. 
“Where are they, man?” Pascal asked.
“Come now. I’ll shew you.”
Jinty stepped toward him. “Now, Gunni, these are guests. They can’t be troopin’ about, looking for lost lambs in the night. What if they git lost too? They don’t know the hills.”
“Mucking about ain’t for fine ladies, Gunni,” Vanora complained.
“You tell the missus then,” Gunni shouted at Jinty, panicked. “You tell ‘er how they wouldna help. How none of ye would rouse ya’selves. How all her precious sheep up and died.”
“We’ll help,” Merle said. Annie stood up. “We’ll get our coats and meet you outside in a minute. Come on, Elise. On your feet.”
Everyone but Bruno headed into the hall. Merle looked back as they exited the library. Bruno had lit a cigar.
 
A full moon had risen over the eastern hills, lighting the scene in the valley. Merle sucked in a breath at the sight of it, so welcome and unexpected like a candle after the longest night. After endless clouds and driving rain she had almost forgotten how amazing a clear night sky could be. She felt her head clear in the spring air ripe with the scents of the storm: pine needles, moss, and something sweet that made her think of berries. 
Annie touched her arm. “Merle. I’m going to find Francie. I don’t want her stumbling into the river. I’ll meet you back inside the house.” She strode off down the drive toward the place where the bridge had been. Merle looked for Francie in the blue trench coat, past the downed tree into the woods. Where was she? It was shadowy, too dark to see much. 
Pascal, Elise, Jinty, the sheep man and Vanora walked away in the opposite direction, following the beacon of yellow of the sheep man’s mac. Merle ran to catch up.
The night was cool but not cold. The moonlight made for easy going in the open, except for large puddles that dotted the yard. The huge one just outside the kitchen blocked the back door so they’d exited through the front of the house. They climbed higher, passed a stone wall, and turned in through a rusty but ornamental iron gate. Gunni held it for them but the housekeeper, Vanora, balked, stopping at the entrance. She was wearing a filthy oiled jacket that was several sizes too big, her housekeeping uniform, a navy dress with a white apron, and ancient red rubber boots. A scarf over her hair was fastened under her chin. 
“I’ll just wait here,” she said, puffing from exertion. “Catch me breath. And snatch up the wee woolies what come back this way.”
Gunni glared at her. He had a large, lumpy face with blazing deep-set eyes and could really scowl. 
Vanora raised her chin defiantly. “I am to bring ol’ Craiggie his supper. I can’t be traipsin’ about.”
He said nothing, stepped around her, closed the gate, and tramped up through a gently sloped pasture. The rest of them followed.   
  They scoured the hillside for sheep, calling them then pushing them down from where they’d sheltered in the trees during the storm, or taken refuge in old ruins or piled into low ground against a stone cliff. Those last were the ones Gunni was most concerned about. Apparently sheep, not nature’s most brainy animals, would panic and clump together, smothering their mates and themselves. Pascal and Gunni pulled the sheep apart by their back legs, separating them while trying not to be stabbed by thrashing horns. Gunni had a technique of straddling a sheep like a rodeo cowboy, grabbing both horns, and dragging it backwards. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes they both fell over backwards into the mud with a splat.
The sheep were big, soggy sponges of dirty wool with black faces and wild eyes. They made their bleating complaints from glen to glen. Their horns were short mostly, unless they were enormous rounded things. Some of the sheep appeared to be wearing dreadlocks. All of them were extremely wet, tired, and cranky.
Merle and Elise, with Jinty, left the men to their sheep mangling and hiked up the hill, rounding it into the next glen. It wasn’t as wet up here although there were springs and bogs and soggy heather everywhere. Elise complained bitterly as her overlarge boot was sucked off her foot. Merle told her she was proud of her, that sheepherding would look great on her resume, and they laughed in the moonlight. 
Jinty left them. She took off to the south, rounding another hill. She was a solitary figure, trudging at a good clip and calling out to the sheep. Merle mimicked her call, wondering what the hell it meant and where the dogs were. They lost sight of the caretaker as they paused on the ridge.
A lake— a loch— shimmered in the distance, down in a glen about five miles away, a bean-shaped feature that must be overflowing its banks. Silver in the moonlight, calm and dark, it was magical. Somewhere a crow cawed. “Oh,” Elise whispered between wheezing breaths. “It’s so beautiful.”
Merle looked at the sky, sheltered from the moonlight by the upright rocks of the ridge. Smatterings of stars like spilt milk were flung across the sky, clusters so fresh and close you could touch them. The hills were silent but somewhere down below frogs were singing. She looked for dots of white sheep down the mountainside, listened for their cries. Rocks dotted this side, and fields of low-growing shrubs. But no sheep. The land was quiet as if recovering from a trauma.
Merle turned to Elise and took her arm. “Come on, Bo-Peep. We’ve done our duty.”
 
By the time they returned, filthy and damp, mud clinging to every pore, thread, and strand, Annie and Francie were ensconced by the fire in the drawing room, toasty and warm, cognac in hand. Merle gave a sigh of relief. It would be just like a gothic novel for something awful to happen in the night with the power and phones out. But here they were, all safe and sound. 
Merle and Elise had met Pascal as he’d climbed up the hillside looking for them. Jinty’s flashlight was bobbing toward them, across the heath. Gunni stayed behind, Pascal explained. He had his work cut out for him, keeping the sheep from running off in a panic in the moonlight, but he had disentangled the woolly pile and was satisfied with their help.
In the drawing room Elise was regaling them with tales of heroic lamb wrestling as they dried off, peeling off socks and toweling hair, having left coats and boots in a heap in the hallway. They could hear Jinty carrying them back to the boot room. “We shouldn’t have dumped everything there,” Merle whispered.
Francie sighed dramatically and threw back her cognac. “Dreary old mansion, epic rain, dark and stormy nights: when will this adventure be over, do you think?”
They all looked at Annie. She had her elbows on her knees, staring into the brandy snifter, swirling the amber liquid. It was Thursday night. Tomorrow everything was to swing into high gear: rehearsal, final fittings, cakes, flowers, special dinner, decorate the hall at the Hydro. 
Would any of that happen now?
Jinty appeared at the door, holding her muddy boots in one hand. “I’ll just be off then.” Merle felt sorry for her. This weather had made her managerial skills look less than spectacular. 
“I wonder how Stasia and Rick are doing?” Elise said in the quiet after the door slammed shut. “And Mother and Daddy.”
“Comfy and dry, no doubt,” Francie said. “Having a fabulous dinner at that hotel where we all could have stayed. Do you think old lady Logan knew a storm was brewing, that’s why she hightailed it into town?”
“Francie,” Merle scolded. 
“What a lovely moon, so big and bright,” Francie blithely continued. “Just think of all the people on Earth admiring the moon at the same time. Like a radiant glow of faces turned to the midnight sky.”
“That was poetic,” Merle said. “Where did you wander, pray tell?”
“Back that way,” Francie said, waving her arm this way and that. “There are still bluebells back there, in the woods. Kinda limp but maybe we can revive them.”
“Amazing you didn’t get lost in the woods,” Annie said, still staring at the floor. The mention of bluebells brought the wedding back to everyone’s thoughts. They were supposed to pick them tomorrow for table decorations. It seemed, well, hopeless. Even pointless. Did Annie even want to get married?
“I had the moon to guide me. The big, smiley moon wrapped in my arms,” Francie said. She was hilariously drunk. She held up her snifter and seemed offended that it was empty.
“We need more cognac,” Pascal said, grabbing the flashlight off the table. “I will venture into the dungeons and return.”
“On the left, in the back,” Bruno called from his prone position on a faded red velvet sofa. Merle stared at him. “Quoi?”
“What is it you do in Paris, Bruno?” Merle asked.
“Eh? Oh, this and that. Mostly wine business.”
“And you work with Hugh? I didn’t know he was in the wine business.”
“He’s a financial advisor to a new winery, here in Scotland. C’est incroyable. They can grow grapes in the southern part of the country,” Bruno said. “He brought me here to help the vintners get started. I have some experience.”
A winery in Scotland, seriously? Merle squinted at him in the dim light. Did Hugh know about Bruno’s involvement in the grape scam? 
“Pascal’s in the wine business,” Francie added unnecessarily. “The catching-bad-guys-in-the-wine-business business.”
“Thank you, Francie,” Merle said. “I think we’re all aware.”
But not Bruno perhaps. He flashed a questioning look at Elise. She had her eyes closed, warming her hands at the fire. Merle watched his forehead crease and eyes roll, then with effort, relax. She decided not to pursue the subject. He’d done his time, hadn’t he? Was his current job in jeopardy? 
After Pascal returned with cognac and two bottles of red wine, in case of emergency, and refilled all their glasses, they settled into a quiet funk, staring at the flames dancing in the fireplace. Merle put Bruno out of her mind, feeling a flush of contentment, curling her fingers into Pascal’s big hand. They sat in armchairs near the back, away from the fire. She preferred the shadows, she thought, bringing his hand to her lips and smiling at him. 
The spell was broken when the front door opened with a loud creak. Jinty was back. 
“Is Vanora here?” she asked from the hall door, breathless in her long coat and boots. Her hair was stringy and wild. “The housekeeper. Miss Petrie.”
Merle frowned. “Last we saw her she was waiting by the gate.”
“Isn’t she in her room?” Annie asked.
“No, mum. Mrs. MacKeegan hasn’t seen her. She didn’t come back to the kitchen for ol’ Craiggie’s supper before Cook went to bed.”
Merle and Annie followed Jinty to the kitchen, shining flashlights to try to find the covered dish for the old man. They peeked in the refrigerator, and in the oven, searched the surfaces. It wasn’t there.
“So she’s taken it up to the cottage,” Annie said. “Doesn’t she keep Mr. Craigg company sometimes?”
“Aye. With the whisky,” Jinty grumbled, her panic fading. “I dinnae know why I worry about her so.”
“Because you’re taking care, as a caretaker would.” Annie set a hand on her shoulder. “She’ll find her way back soon. The moon is still bright.”
At the front door they said good night again, watching Jinty tramp back around the house. In the drawing room, Elise’s head tilted against the chair back, her eyes shut. Francie slumped awkwardly in a chair. Bruno lay flat on the sofa, ankles crossed, playing with the buttons on his weskit. 
Merle and Annie stood in the doorway. Pascal got to his feet and stretched. 
“Bedtime, mes amies. Tomorrow the sun will come out. We will get the generator going and get out of here. Bon nuit.”
 



Chapter 17
 
Friday: The Day Before the Wedding
Kincardie House
 
 
 
The sun hadn’t risen over the hills the next morning when the screaming woke them. 
Merle sat up in bed. Pascal jumped to his feet, the policeman’s quick response. Below their window the woman’s voice caterwauled, pitching higher. Throwing on her robe, she followed Pascal into the hallway. Annie opened her door. 
“What’s happening?” she croaked.
Merle shook her head and ran down the stairs. Pascal stood in the back hall, pulling on boots. She rummaged around in the muddy pile and found two that more-or-less matched, jamming her feet in as she pulled her blue raincoat over her robe. 
Pascal was at the back door. He swung it wide and paused. The huge puddle of rainwater loomed right outside, the one they’d been avoiding. It sat between the house and the women’s quarters, thirty feet wide and lapping right up to the back stoop. At the far edge of the water, screaming, stood the caretaker, Jinty. 
“What is it?” Merle said, peeking around Pascal. 
“Mon Dieu.”
He stepped wide to the left, sloshing through the water to reach Jinty. The woman was hysterical, red in the face, with a seemingly infinite lung capacity. Merle stepped to the edge of the doorway and looked in the muddy water. 
A body floated face down, a woman in a dark-colored dress and white apron, her short brown hair an eerie halo on the surface of the muddy water.
Pascal plunged through the water and grabbed the figure, flipped her over, and dragged her out of the lake by her armpits. Strings of hair covered her face, dripping. Her uniform clung to her legs and torso. She wore the oilskin jacket from last night, but not the boots, Merle thought, curiously detached. It looked like a scene from a movie, horrific and atmospheric, only in the movie Pascal would do CPR and she would spit up water, cough a little, and all would be well. 
“Oh, Lord, oh, Lord,” Jinty was repeating now, gulping air between exclamations. Merle stepped outside, tucking her nightgown into her coat. She reached the young woman and put her arm around her shoulders.
“It’s okay now,” she murmured although things were definitely not okay. Just when you thought a wedding week couldn’t get worse. “Take a breath, Jinty.”
The caretaker sucked in air. “I shouldna gone to bed, I shoulda kept lookin.’” 
“We all should have kept looking,” Merle said quietly, feeling a knot of guilt. 
“We were out lookin’ for sheep. We shoulda looked for her instead.”
“We didn’t know she was lost,” Merle said weakly. Her words meant little to the woman but Merle kept a tight grip on her shoulders, keeping her calm. “Where is Mrs. MacKeegan?”
Pascal had the limp figure laid out on the grass next to the old chicken house. He pulled her hair off her face delicately and felt her neck for a pulse. Even at a distance Merle could see how blue her skin was, how lifeless. How long had she been in the water? 
He put his hands together and began to pump on the woman’s chest rhythmically, then began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.  It looked hopeless but he had to try. They couldn’t call an ambulance, or take her to a hospital. If the CPR didn’t work there was no alternative. 
Pascal looked up between breaths. “Go get my mobile and call emergency,” he called to Merle. “I might have enough power.”
Mrs. MacKeegan appeared in the doorway to the women’s quarters in her coat and boots, eyes wide in her round face. Merle took Jinty’s arm and pulled her up to the cook. “Take care of her.” 
In the upstairs hall Francie and Elise stopped Merle as she ran by. “What’s going on? Who was screaming?”
Merle pushed them aside to get to her room. She scrambled through Pascal’s things, found his mobile phone plugged into an outlet by the window. She tried to turn it on. Nothing.
“Dammit! Does anybody have power on their phones?” She swung back to her younger sisters. “Do you, Elise?” 
Elise shook her head. “Everyone’s phone’s been dead for awhile. You know that.”
“What about Bruno? Did he bring a back-up charger or something?”
The sisters ran down the hall to Bruno’s room. The door was open. Elise fell inside, looking around, suddenly frantic. “He’s gone. His suitcase, his shoes. All his stuff is gone.”
“Where could he go?” Francie said, annoyed. “Don’t be silly. He didn’t swim the creek.”
Merle swore. “Come on. We have to help with the CPR.”
“CPR?! What’s happened? Is it Bruno?” Elise cried. “Oh, God. Tell me, Merle.”
Merle paused and turned back. “It’s Vanora Petrie.” 
 
Annie wore her jeans and wellingtons, bundled in the bulky wool sweater she’d bought on their first day in Scotland. The sunlight was weak but at least it wasn’t raining. From across the wide, creamed-coffee lake she watched Pascal pump on the woman’s chest. Annie held a hand over her mouth, horrified. She felt sick to her stomach. This was supposed to be the day things got better. The sun was out. Calm restored. Recovery from the storm. 
But now things would never be calm. She couldn’t ignore the signs any more. This wedding was a mistake. Coming to Scotland was a mistake. But was what she and Callum shared also a mistake? She shook her head, confused. She loved him. But was that enough? If people died, was it enough? 
She backed away from the tragic scene, trying to pull her eyes away. The gravel crunched under her boots. The sheep man emerged from the morning fog in the pasture, muddy and wild. His cap was gone, revealing yellow hair sticking out at angles, dotted with moss and straw. In his filthy yellow mac he approached the yard, his footsteps measured and slow as if he’d been up all night. Then he stopped mid-step. He took in the scene for a beat, glowering at Pascal pounding on poor Vanora, then turned on his heel and walked up the stairs on the side of the coach house. 
Before he opened his door Jinty called out, “Gunni! Come help us.” 
Head lowered he paused. Jinty called out again in a strangled sob as he disappeared inside. She was crying hard now, her head buried on the cook’s shoulder.
Annie didn’t blame Gunni. She too was a coward. She wouldn’t help unless they made her. Death this close was shocking and she was already reeling from this wedding. It was disconcerting, how vulnerable she felt. Normally she was the leader of her pack of sisters, the bold one, the decisive one, brave and practical. But today that was Merle, ordering the younger sisters to do mouth-to-mouth, showing them how, kneeling next to Pascal as they bravely tried to revive the past-hope Vanora. 
How had the woman fallen into a foot-deep mud puddle and drowned? It was inconceivable. Unless, she supposed, the woman was three sheets to the wind. Had she been visiting the old man? Annie glanced up at Moss Cottage. The squat stone building, once whitewashed, was now dotted with lichens and mildew. The paint on the door had long since peeled off, revealing a battered wood surface and rusty iron hinges. She needed a distraction. Walking purposefully to the cottage, she knocked on the low door. 
“Mr. Craigg?”
There was no answer. She jiggled the knob. It wasn’t locked. Inside the cottage the air was heavy with wood smoke and damp. She called his name again. She left the front door wide for the light as she stepped into the sitting area, poked into the kitchen, and gingerly pushed open the bedroom door.
“Are you there, Mr. Craigg?”
The bed with its narrow, sagging mattress was empty, a tangle of blankets and quilts. She plunged through the small house then, opening cupboards and closets, peeking under beds and chairs, finding the small privy empty. Where was the old geezer? 
She’d only seen him once, before the storm on the first night when she’d been outside. He’d been walking between the barn and the cottage, a painful journey of shuffling steps and hunched back. He wore an old-fashioned cap with a ribbon down the back, a baggy wool sweater, green trousers, and heavy boots. He looked a cartoon character, she’d thought at the time, but now chastised herself. He was a man of a different time, an old man who had lived a hard, spare life, that was all.
He couldn’t have walked far. The events in the night, the accident or whatever it was, set Annie on edge. A chill ran up her spine. Maybe he was on the grounds somewhere. She had no idea about his routine. 
She shut the door to Moss Cottage securely and turned back to the yard. Pascal was standing now and Francie was kneeling, pushing on the woman’s chest. Elise was doing mouth-to-mouth, pinching the woman’s nose, blowing, pause, repeat. It was too awful. That poor woman, dying alone in the dark and the muck. Annie looked away, at the house. Was that a face at a window? She blinked and it was gone. Maybe the caretaker had gone inside. Neither she nor Mrs. MacKeegan were visible in the yard.
Someone was calling her name. Annie spun toward the river. Callum stood next to the Rolls, waving at her. A blossom of gratitude, of relief — rescue at last — filled her. She grinned, waving back, running to where the bridge had once been. 
“Thank God, Callum,” she called. The chauffeur was setting red gas cans in a row on the road, extracting them and a heavy yellow rope from the trunk of the old sedan. “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she yelled. 
The river had gone down a few feet overnight. No longer overflowing its banks it was still loud and full of debris. Callum cupped his mouth: “Can you get some help? We’ll throw the rope over.”
Annie turned back to the house, calling to Pascal. He said something to Merle and walked around the muddy lake, his face grim. 
“Call an ambulance,” Pascal shouted to the men on the other side. “There’s been an accident.” 
Callum stiffened as he noticed the activity by the old coop. “What is it?”
“Miss Petrie,” Pascal called. “Notify the police.”
Callum had his cellphone out. “I’ve already spoken to them about a temporary bridge. But —” He held up a finger and put the phone to his ear. They couldn’t hear what he was saying. The chauffeur was threading the rope through the handles of the gas cans now. Annie counted ten red plastic containers, small and large, all heavy with gasoline. 
The chauffeur, a sturdy, muscular young man, was coiling one end of the rope again, readying it for the toss. Callum punched his phone then called across Piney Burn. “The police are coming. That was the constable, telling me they have a portable ramp available to them. It’s in Aberdeen and will be here this afternoon.”
The chauffeur reeled back, cocking his arm, and heaved the rope across the creek. It uncoiled like magic, landing near Annie’s feet. Pascal stomped on the end, keeping it from slipping into the drink. 
“Good job,” Annie whispered, patting his shoulder. Pascal grimaced, wrapping the rope on the single remaining bridge post and securing the free end under his boot.
Callum held a red container high over his head as the chauffeur kept the rope steady. Pascal called, “Allez,” and the can slid down the rope into his hands. Expertly he unwrapped the rope, set the can on the ground, and retied the rope to the post.  
One down, nine to go. The rescue was on.



Chapter 18
 
Kincardie House
 
 
Jinty watched the two sisters wrangle the limp body of Vanora Petrie down the dark stairwell into the wine cellar. They’d wrapped the housekeeper in an old blanket, then a sheet as well, then tied it over her head and foot so that she looked like a giant Christmas cracker. But that wasn’t enough for these Americans. They wanted to keep Vanora cool. The day had warmed dangerously. So down she went, poor bugger, into the bowels of the house. 
The caretaker and the cook sat at the worktable in the kitchen, drinking tea. Nobody had an appetite. Cook was too shaken to rouse herself to make a meal. Most of the food that hadn’t already gone smelly was on the verge of spoilage at this point. And Vanora, down below? They could hope she didn’t spoil before the Piney Burn was spanned. 
Jinty shuddered slightly, thinking of the body. She felt a bit stupid about her hysterics. But she’d never seen a dead person before. From now on, whenever that particular bad luck crossed her path, she’d know better how to react.
She felt jittery and tense, from the discovery of Vanora and possibly from lack of food. Last night she’d had no appetite even after walking the hills looking for sheep till all hours. She pulled out a box of biscuits and handed one to Cook. Together they munched in silence until the Bennett women clomped up the stairs, their hands muddy and their faces ashen. 
They had attempted resuscitation for over an hour, rotating with the nice Frenchman. The monsieur had called the rescue, declared it was over. He had taken charge and Jinty was glad of it. She felt ashamed of her first reaction to his motorcycle boots and three-day beard. He was capable, brave even. He was now pouring petrol into the generator. Gunni again had disappeared when it came time to help. If only he were more like Pascal.
“Is that tea?” the pretty sister, Francie asked. She wasn’t too attractive now, muddy from head to toe, her hair a tangle and mascara smeared under her eyes. 
“The last of the bottled water,” Mrs. MacKeegan said. “I found a half in the laundry. Help yerself.”
As the women lunged hungrily toward the kettle a shudder and crash came from the sink. Water spat out of the big faucet, splashing and burping as it began to flow. A chorus of relief sang through the kitchen. The lights flickered. The refrigerator clunked and began to hum. 
The sisters began to wash with the cold water, stripping off their clothes right there in the kitchen. Mrs. MacKeegan pursed her lips at the sight of them in bras and panties. Jinty checked out their lingerie then looked away. A bit forward, weren’t they? Americans must strip down in front of anybody. There was men around. Gunni or Pascal could come in any time. What about the other one, the short Frenchman? 
“I haven’t seen your friend this morning,” Jinty said, eyeing Elise’s black underthings. “Bruno.”
Francie raised her eyebrows. “Oh, he’s around here somewhere.”
“A wonder he isnae helpin’ then,” Cook muttered. 
Jinty sighed. It wasn’t that big a wonder. She hadn’t done much herself, just hand things over and pump a wee bit on Vanora’s chest. Neither Gunni nor ol’ Craiggie had lifted a finger to help with Vanora. And they knew her. 
Jinty felt a knot of fear in her gut. Perhaps that was why they hadn’t helped. Had Gunni something to do with Vanora’s death? Did he dislike her so much? And Ol’ Craiggie, he never had a kind word for Vanora. He was weak as a kitten though. He couldn’t harm a flea.
What if—? Her mind raced, an electric charge of worry. No, it couldn’t be. Gunni was just a big fella but not cruel. Was he? Her dad had reassured her that Gunni was just misunderstood. The whole family had promised. 
But that shove he’d given Vanora, the other night, in the dark. How he’d glared at her just last night when she stayed behind. No. It wasn’t possible. She’d only tripped and fallen into the water, drunk off her head. 
Elise picked up her clothes, gave them a sharp look, and ran into the hall and up the stairs. Maybe her French friend was waiting for her up there. Jinty felt at a loss to understand these foreigners. When would they be gone? It couldn’t happen soon enough.
“I’d best change,” Jinty said to Cook. “Then we’ll round up everyone. Get Gunni and ol’ Craiggie and tell them to meet in the yard in half an hour.”
————
 
Annie stood in a patch of sunshine on the bank of the river, watching the waters recede as the day warmed. Callum’s duties were done, the gasoline delivered. He paced back and forth impatiently. She’d plugged in her cellphone inside, leaving it to charge, and returned, wishing she could talk to him. The gap between them was still unbreachable, too wide and too public. She eyed the wet slope, wondering how long it would take the water to go down. She was a lawyer not a hydrologist, but it might be down tomorrow. By then the temporary bridge should be functional and they could at least walk out.
The chauffeur— whose name, Killian, finally came to her— sat sideways behind the wheel of the Rolls with his feet on the wide running board. Callum leaned against the ornate hood of the classic automobile. The bonnet, he called it. In New York Annie never noticed all the words that he knew, Scots words, British slang, that set him apart from her. Did he consciously speak more ‘American’ to fit in? Well, it didn’t work. He stuck out like the exotic, suave, sexy Scotsman he was.  She was just plain old Ann Bennett from Smith College, sometime radical, legacy attorney, and tree-hugger. He was another beast, from another country and another time. 
She sat down on a rock. This line of thinking was no good. Of course she deserved him. Even if he was far too sophisticated for her. No, think of being together again. Think positive thoughts. Not so easy when the entire week was a bloody disaster.
“When did you say the police are coming?” she yelled.
Callum straightened, looking up from his phone. “Sometime this afternoon. They’re to call me. I think we’ll go back to the village for awhile.” He stared at her solemnly, taking a breath so big his broad shoulders went up then down. “Call Stasia, Annie. She’s been trying to reach you.”
She watched them drive off, spraying mud from spinning tires. He hadn’t mentioned the wedding. Neither had she. Tonight was— in theory— the rehearsal dinner and tomorrow the wedding. What did Stasia want? Probably some wedding bullshit. 
Maybe her phone was usable by now. Annie trudged back to the house, watching three of the staff conferring in a huddle in the yard. The cook, the caretaker, and the sheep man had hands on their hips, heads together. Jinty seemed to be giving the other two a lecture. 
Did they know where Mr. Craigg was? Did they care? Was there a connection between his disappearance and Vanora’s drowning? Maybe they’d had an argument last night, or drunk too much whisky. Maybe he’d run away to avoid the police. But what could that crippled old man do to Vanora, even if he wanted to? He could barely walk.
The front door creaked loudly on its wide hinges. Annie shook her head to clear the conspiracy theories swirling in her mind. This big old house with its dark corners and boarded-up rooms: it gave her the creeps. Even if Merle and Elise didn’t keep talking about gothic novels, the freak factor of the dead animal heads and mildew and decrepitude would still be churning her fevered imagination. She could hardly wait to pack up and get the hell out. 
Stasia picked up her call on the first ring. “Thank god, is everyone okay? Are you okay?”
“All Bennett sisters accounted for, ma’am,” Annie said. She didn’t want to get into the Drowning of Fair Vanora— which sounded much more gothic and romantic than the reality. Tales of the Deadly Mud Puddle, she thought, frowning at the quilt on her bed. “How are you?”
“We’re in Aberdeen, Annie. Bernie and me. We’re here with Daddy at the hospital.”
“What happened? Is he okay?”
“Apparently he was seeing a cardiologist at home. The doctor in the village sent us to here. They’re giving him a pacemaker this afternoon.”
“Oh, crap. Can I talk to him?”
Jack Bennett got on the line, his voice weak. “I’m sorry about the wedding, pumpkin. I thought it was going to be fine. They told me at home it would be.”
“Don’t worry about that, Daddy,” Annie said. “Is the hospital decent? Do you feel all right?”
“It’s fine, wonderful as hospitals go. Stasia’s making a fuss. Your mother is keeping a stiff upper lip. The doctors are very kind.” 
Stasia got back on the line, her voice lower. “Annie. Have you talked to Mrs. Logan?”
Her voice was quiet but sharp. Annie readied herself. “No.”
“Welllll.” Stasia sighed. “The band can’t get up here from Edinburgh. The roads are a mess and the bridges are damaged. The trains aren’t running. Lots of the wedding guests called to say they can’t come. So Mrs. Logan cancelled the caterers and the reception hall. And the flowers. All of it. She felt with all the problems, no guests, no band, the storm and Daddy’s illness, it was for the best.”
“Oh.” Annie blinked hard and felt the air go out of her like a deflated balloon. For a split second relief flooded through her. She wouldn’t have to stand up in front of all those strangers and pledge to honor and obey like a damned Victorian. She wouldn’t have to walk down the aisle in those stupid plaid shoes. Her sisters could forget they ever tried on those ridiculous dresses. 
Then the anger rushed in. What the—? How dare she? “She—? Did she even talk to Callum?” 
“I’m not sure. I’m so sorry. I’ve been down here. The ocean was crazy. Huge waves. What’s it doing there?”
“I have to go, Stasia. Tell Daddy to think of me holding his hand.”
 She threw her phone down on the bed. Goddam meddling mother-in-law. Her simpering smile and cool touch, pretending to be happy for Callum, for both of them. Pretending to like her. Was this the way it was going to be? His mother making decisions about their lives? Had Callum signed off on canceling the wedding? Did he even want to get married? Was this whole ceremony his mother’s idea? He and his mother had done most of the planning, picking out dresses, the venue, music, food, everything. Why cancel it? Without even talking to the damn bride. 
Annie covered her face with her hands. She felt her eyes heat up again. That Scottish witch! Stirring the pot like in MacBeth. 
Annie growled in frustration. I’ll give you toil and trouble.
Then, more seriously, a little voice asked: Why are you so angry?  You don’t even want to get married. She’d been trying to figure a way out of it since the beginning of the week. 
But she knew.
If anyone is going to cancel this damn wedding it is going to be me.



Chapter 19
 
Kincardie House
 
Annie had been pacing in her room for fifteen minutes, letting her phone charge while summoning her courage to call Callum. Why hadn’t he called her? What the hell was he doing? Sipping tea with his mother?
The thought of food made her stomach growl. She slipped downstairs to the kitchen. It was abandoned but at least the lights were on. Was there anything to eat? She scrounged through a cupboard and found a box of crackers. She poured herself a glass of water and took her prison fare back to her room. Everyone seemed to be outside, mucking around in the raincoats, searching for sheep or whatever one did when trapped in the Highlands.
Had they found Mr. Craigg? Everyone else was fine, if confined. One person wasn’t here: Vanora Petrie. Annie chastised herself. Vanora was dead, and it had somehow happened on the Bennett sisters’ watch. Annie felt the pang of guilt again, that she hadn’t insisted they look harder for her last night. Had the housekeeper already been face down in the water by then? 
With all her wedding worries Annie had been distracted, and let her own petty concerns come before the welfare of a fellow human being. Even someone as drunk and obnoxious as Vanora Petrie deserved basic human compassion. The old girl hadn’t gotten much of it here at Kincardie House.
This crazy old castle. It gave her the shivers. Annie pictured her tidy cottage in Pittsburgh, a faded blue house in a slowly gentrifying neighborhood. Her flower garden, full of roses, would be in bloom right about now. And the lilacs. And the peonies. The herbs in the hand-thrown pots in the back, the ones she liked to snip into her signature Italian dishes, would be getting bushy and spicy. The old kitchen with its tired linoleum and avocado refrigerator. Her little bungalow: in need of paint, shingles, and a good mow. But love it had; it was hers. She could be sitting on her back porch right now, getting some sun, reading a good novel.
Why wasn’t she home? Why had she consented to this nightmare? She was so angry with herself. She crammed a cracker into her mouth, chewing hard. Just then her phone rang. It was Callum.
She washed down her cracker with a gulp of water then punched the phone. “Hey, you.”
A high-pitched sigh, then: “It’s Mother Logan, dear. I’m using Callum’s mobile. He just went downstairs to get the Rolls.”
A lashing of fury made her stand and plant her feet on the carpet. “Oh, yes. Hello.”
“How is your father faring with our health care system? Everyone says it is the best in the world but I do wonder at times. Stasia’s husband tells me his procedure is today?”
“You know more than I do. We’ve been cut off.” 
“Of course. Yes.” She sounded a little nervous, Annie noted happily. “If you need any medical referrals, just ask. I’m happy to help. I told Stasia about my personal physician, you know. Dr. Fergus was more than accommodating.”
Annie sipped her water in the pause. Mrs. Logan waited for a response then thundered on.
“With your father ill Callum and I had to make some decisions, Annie. We had to postpone the ceremony. Did you hear?”
“Stasia told me.”
“Of course. This weather, oh, it has made such a scramble of everyone’s plans. My friend Dorothea and her husband couldn’t make the trip. The trains aren’t running. It’s all very distressing.”
“Mmmm.” Annie rolled her eyes, staring at the ceiling.
“Have you spoken to Callum about it then?”
“Not yet.”
“Ah.” Mrs. Logan paused dramatically. “Well, there is something you should know about Callum. I don’t know if he mentioned his previous engagement? To Davina?”
Annie blinked rapidly and sat down on the tapestry chair. “Davina?”
“Yes, you met her the other night. She’s now married to Hugh. But a few years before their marriage she and Callum were engaged. They went to university together, you see. But she, well— he didn’t make it to the ceremony, Annie. He left her standing there. It was terribly sad. I felt so sorry for the girl. I didn’t want that to happen to you.”
Annie’s mind reeled with this new information. “You didn’t want Callum to leave me at the— ” 
“Just so. Frankly, I don’t think Callum is the right man for you, dear. Just like he wasn’t right for Davina.”
Did she think her son was gay? What the hell was she saying? “So you— let me get this straight. You canceled the wedding because you thought Callum wasn’t right for me?”
“He’s a wonderful man, don’t get me wrong. He says he loves you. But a mother knows these things.”
“He says—? What gives you the right?!” Annie stood again, trying hard to keep her voice modulated. She dropped to a hoarse whisper. “Who the hell do you think you are?”
“His mother, dear. Just his mother who— ”
“Stop. Stop talking. I can’t speak to you right now. Goodbye.” 
Annie was shaking with anger, nearly blind as her hand trembled as she punched wildly at her cellphone, right before she threw it across the room.
—-——
 
The arrival in late afternoon of the enormous truck carrying the portable bridge created a spectacle no one wanted to miss. Guests and staff stood in the yard, anxious with anticipation. Except the missing and the deceased, Merle noted. Where the hell was Bruno? And the old man had apparently vanished as well. The population on this side of the river was dwindling. 
The burly truck driver and his helper were accompanied by two black police vehicles. Three policemen conferred with the driver, pointing to the water, examining various spots for the crossing. The river wasn’t very wide to begin with and the narrowest spot was still where the old bridge had stood. At least that was Merle’s opinion. She’d never seen a eighteen-wheeler with a folded bridge on the back. 
When the truck had backed into position it began unfolding the bridge until it stood straight up twenty or more feet in the air, then one half unfolded, doubling the height. With some maneuvering they lowered the entire thing across the stream bed. It only took an hour. They were freed from isolation at last. 
Merle took Pascal’s hand and squeezed it. The news she’d gotten from Stasia about their father seemed bad but she couldn’t quite focus on it. A pacemaker? That was routine, wasn’t it? Francie stood fresh from her shower with wet hair in the afternoon sunshine, cradling a glass of wine. Elise and Annie made quick appearances then wandered off, not as fascinated by heavy machinery as the middle sister. Gunni stood by the barn for awhile then went back to his sheep. Only Jinty and Mrs. MacKeegan stood nearby watching, mouths agape. 
The three policemen were first over the bridge. One was dressed in a black suit, the other two in uniform. The plain-clothes cop was older, a round, cheerful-looking type with thinning reddish hair. Pascal stepped up to introduce himself. He waved the caretaker over then and told the policeman her name.
“DI Grassie, miss,” the inspector said, shaking Jinty’s hand. “We haven’t met, eh?”
Jinty frowned. “No sir.” She turned to introduce the cook at her side.
Grassie spoke first. “Hullo, auntie.” He looked at the others. “Mrs. MacKeegan is my mother’s sister, isn’t that right.”
The cook flushed. “Hullo, Duff.” She sucked a lip. “I mean, Mr. Grassie.”
He smiled. “So this weather. Quite a kerfuffle all over. And what’s this I hear about an accident?”
The two women looked paralyzed. The inspector looked at Pascal. 
“The housekeeper, Miss Vanora Petrie,” the Frenchman said as if reading a police report. “We found her in that small lake early this morning. She is deceased.” They all looked at the back-door puddle, much smaller than in the early morning. “It was wider and about a half-meter deep. We tried to save her but we could not.”
One of the uniformed cops, a dark-haired man with a thin, serious face, began to squirm. DI Grassie caught a glimpse of his reaction. 
“You are acquainted with Miss Petrie?”
“She lived on my street when I was a wee lad, sir.”
“Everyone knows— knew her, sir,” the shorter uniform said. He was boyish and fair. “She worked at Carnagan’s off and on.”
“I’m sorry,” Merle said. “We’re all very sorry about Miss Petrie. We tried so hard to revive her.”
Pascal led the policemen into the house and down to the wine cellar. The staff stayed in the kitchen but Merle tagged behind the men. Her sisters had laid the body on the floor between racks of bottles. Pascal quickly untied the blanket at her head, revealing her face. The policemen bent to take a quick look.
“Is it her?” Grassie asked them. The officers nodded. 
“So drowning then? In a puddle?” he asked Pascal. His skepticism mirrored their own. 
Pascal grimaced. “All I can say is she was floating facedown in the water.”
“Seems unlikely, eh,” Grassie said. “When did you last see her?”
Pascal told the story of Gunni coming into the house about ten o’clock, begging for help with the sheep. And Vanora staying behind at the gate.
“We were worried about her later,” Merle said. “The caretaker, Miss Arbuckle, was. She came back from her room to ask if we’d seen Miss Petrie. We looked in the kitchen for the plate she was to take up to Mr. Craigg and didn’t find it. So we assumed she’d taken it to the cottage and was still there.”
“Miss Arbuckle was the one who found her early this morning,” Pascal said. 
 “So this Mister Craigg is the last to see her?”
Pascal gave a Gallic shrug. 
DI Grassie stooped to cover Vanora’s face again then led them back upstairs. One of the uniformed cops took off for the cottage while the other went up the stairs to Gunni’s rooms. The inspector called his department. 
Pascal and Merle stood in the front hallway, listening to the policeman call in to the coroner and his superior in Aberdeen. He obviously felt foul play was involved. Merle felt her heart sink. Had someone actually done harm to Vanora? Killed her? And why?
She squeezed Pascal’s arm, hoping for reassurance that it was all a big mistake. That Vanora was just clumsy. That Annie’s wedding would be go off without a hitch, that their father would get his pacemaker and return in time. Pascal looked down at her, his face solemn, eyes resigned.
When the inspector finally hung up the phone Merle said, “Excuse me, sir. We’re all here for a wedding. My sister is getting married tomorrow to Callum Logan who owns this house.”
“I spoke to Mr. Logan,” the inspector said. “He should be here shortly.”
“But what about the wedding? I mean, is this going to—”
“There will be no wedding tomorrow.”
The voice came from the landing of the stairs. They all turned their heads to look up the staircase. Annie stood with one hand gripping the ornate railing, looking fierce. 
“No wedding, period.”
 



Chapter 20
 
Kincardie House
 
Elise found the note on the dresser when she returned to her room after watching the truck with the big-ass folding bridge for much too long. The racket made her ears hurt and she retreated upstairs. She didn’t want to talk to the cops anyway. She had nothing to offer about the muddy demise of Vanora Petrie. It was sad, especially giving her mouth-to-mouth for a half-hour. The woman was cold, her lips frigid. At least Elise had done her part to try to save the woman. They all had done their best. Elise even felt a blip of pride that she could actually perform CPR. She felt like one of those hot firefighters on television.
And now a note. The square of lined white paper — torn from a school notebook? — looked innocent enough, her initial ‘E’ scribbled in a large hand, blue ink. Her heart jumped a little. It had to be from Bruno.
Holding it to her breast she nestled herself on the bed. She took a deep breath and opened it. 
 

Ma Chérie Elise,

Do not think I have abandoned you, my sweet. It was necessary to extract myself from your delightful family gathering. I cannot remember why I agreed to this endless week. It has not turned out well, n’est-ce pas? 



I will explain everything. Meet me tonight—  at the river at midnight. Do not tell anyone about our meeting or that you have heard from me. Darling, it is better this way. You must trust me. 



I cannot wait to hold you in my arms again.



                                       Your Bruno.

 
Elise read it again, savoring the words. How romantic. Meeting at midnight! Would the moon be full, shining down on them? Would they run away to somewhere it didn’t rain all the time? The south of France maybe?
But wait. She frowned, staring out the window at the green hillside. Annie’s wedding was tomorrow. She couldn’t just run out on her whole family, just as one of them gets married. When had he left this note? She had searched his room and hers for clues this morning, right after the Vanora incident. There was no note then. Was Francie right— he hadn’t left? 
Was he still in the house? Was he hiding in the barn or one of the ramshackle sheds on the property? Elise was sure he’d found a way out, had climbed the hills and gotten away. They all were dying to escape. She envisioned him in rugged wool with a walking stick, tramping through the heather. But no. He was still here.
She jumped out of bed. Was he hiding up on the servants’ floor? Or in the disused rooms on the other side? The prospect of a treasure hunt for the delicious little man curled her toes. 
Someone was knocking. Francie stuck her head in the room. “Oh good, you’re here.” She held a bottle of whisky by the neck and two glasses. She set them on the dresser. “You won’t believe what’s happened now.”
Elise held the note behind her back, blinking madly. “What?”
“Annie canceled the wedding.” 
 
Merle stood in Annie’s room, arms crossed, frowning at her sister. Annie sat in the chair by the window, the sunset glowing against her cheeks. Merle had been outside for hours, watching the activity, talking to the cops, helping search for the old man. It had been good to stretch her legs in the sunshine although the arrival of the coroner’s van and crime scene techs had spoiled the mood just a bit. 
Then this. Merle couldn’t believe it.
“You mean, postpone it a few days?”
Annie had thunder in her blue eyes. “No. I mean, it’s over.”
Merle shook her head. “I don’t understand. If the band or the caterers can’t come, who cares? Why not just run off to the justice of the peace?”
Annie clamped her lips tighter. 
“What’s he done? Has he done something?” Annie gave her head a little shake. Merle said, “Have you spoken to him?”
Rigid with fury, Annie drooped a little. “Just to his mother. She called this afternoon.”
Merle fell to her knees in front of her sister and grabbed her hands. “What did the old bat say? Do I need to slap her around?”
Annie smiled and flicked her eyes up at Merle’s. “Fiona made the decision to cancel the ceremony, not me. She cancelled the reception, everything. With Callum’s support.”
“What?” Merle sat back on her heels. “Because of the power being out and you couldn’t be reached?”
Annie sprang out of the chair and stomped to the window. “Did you know Callum and Davina were engaged once?”
“What?” Merle said again. Her mind raced. “Hugh’s wife?”
“Fiona says he stood her up at the altar. Said she just couldn’t stand it if that happened again. To me.”
This all made no sense. What was Fiona up to? “What does that have to do with the price of fish?”
“Fiona is telling everyone it was the weather, the storm. But she tells me it’s Callum. That he might do it again. And she— or I— would be humiliated.”
“But, Annie. You can’t take, you know, that bitch’s word for it. You have to talk to Callum.”
“I am so mad right now. I don’t care if she’s lying or not.” Annie spun back to face Merle. Her face was pink and she looked ready for a fight. “I don’t want to get married. To anyone. I don’t want people like that woman interfering in my life. I’d rather stay single than get embroiled in that sort of bullshit. I was happy being single, for years and years! Stay single, stay happy! I knew— I knew I shouldn’t have said ‘yes.’ Deep down I knew this white-dress crap wasn’t for me. And I was fine with that. It was never for me. What was I thinking? I must have been mad.”
Merle circled her arms around her oldest sister, hugging her tight. Annie was stiff, arms at her sides, not in the mood for sympathy. That Annie wasn’t a big fan of marriage was hardly news. But this? It was devastating. 
Because if there was one thing she knew, it was that her sister loved Callum. And he loved her. Why had Fiona Logan gotten in the middle of that?
The door opened quietly. Francie poked her head in. “Sorry, um.” Merle let go of Annie. “He’s here.”
Francie made a face and disappeared. Merle said to Annie, “Go! Go talk to him. Listen to what he has to say.”
Annie sat down again. “I am too angry to listen.”
“You want me to talk to him? Find out what’s going on?”
“What does it matter, Merle? Tell me. What the fuck does it matter? I’m not getting married. Not tomorrow, not ever. Don’t you get it?” 
Her face was red now and her eyes were rimmed with tears. Merle hadn’t seen Annie cry for ages. She felt her heart break a little. This was serious. Very serious.
“I— I’m sorry,” Merle whispered. “Should I— ?” She gestured to the door.
Annie waved her away. “Just let me think for awhile. I need to think.”
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Friday evening
Kincardie House 
 
 
Merle stepped quietly down the stairs, wondering who was around. She’d had a short lie-down in her room, hoping to sleep. Instead the tangles of the week, the storm, Vanora in the puddle, Pascal’s hands, Annie and Callum, the bridesmaids’ dresses, Jack in the hospital, the drowned bluebells: everything swam in her head until she got up and took a proper hot shower and dressed for whatever came next. 
Would it be dinner? One could only hope.
Instead of heading to the library Merle  turned to the back of the house and peered into the kitchen. Mrs. MacKeegan and Jinty were bustling at the stove. Delicious smells of rosemary and garlic were in the air. 
Thank god. Dinner.
Jinty looked up. “Cocktails in the library, miss.”
“Right. Are the police still here?”
Cook looked over her shoulder. “Aye. My nephew’s stayin’ for dinner.” At least somebody was cheery.
Jinty grimaced. “Mrs. Logan invited him. Since we’ll be giving statements all evening.”
“Is that right?” Merle hadn’t heard that plan. Did that mean —“Is Mrs. Logan staying as well?”
“To be sure, miss,” Mrs. MacKeegan said. “She brought the roast and vegetables and many more good things.”
“We were almost out of food,” Jinty reminded her.
Merle said in a low voice, “And we were supposed to be eating at the hotel tonight.” At the rehearsal dinner that wasn’t to be. 
The cook and caretaker exchanged glances. They would have discussed the wedding and all its cancellations at length. They said nothing. No condolences to the bride. 
Merle backtracked out of the kitchen. So Fiona Logan thought they would all sit down together for a big, happy dinner. What the hell was wrong with the woman? Had she told one of the Bennetts it was time to move out? Nothing would please Merle more. Maybe they could move out right now. She paused in the front hall, thinking she should go upstairs and pack her bag. 
What would her mother say about all this? Suddenly Merle wanted to talk to her, tell her how stupid and high-handed Fiona Logan was being. Bernadette Bennett was a practical woman, just like Merle. A tough old bird, a former junior high teacher who could rally any troops necessary for this calamity. 
Did Jack and Bernie know about the wedding cancellations? Stasia must have told them. But they had more important things on their minds. Jack had to heal, get better, and get back home. Involving Bernie just to complain wouldn’t help her poor mother. It wasn’t the best idea.
Instead Merle texted Stasia: ‘How is Daddy? Give all our love.’ 
She waited five seconds, still at the bottom of the stairs. No answer. Stasia always answered right away, or days later. 
The front door opened. Pascal, Callum, and the round Detective Inspector entered the house after wiping their feet at length on the mat. Merle straightened, concentrating on arranging her face into mild pleasantness. It must look like contortions. Pascal came to her side. 
“How are you, blackbird?” he whispered. 
She nodded in reply then flicked her eyes to Callum. He stood by nervously, staring at his shoes, hands clenched. The inspector looked around curiously, eyes wide as if this was his first time inside the house. 
“And Annie?” Pascal whispered.
“Not great,” Merle whispered. She squeezed his hand to stop that line of talk. Callum looked up and she caught his eye. “I’m sorry, Callum. About Miss Petrie, about everything.” She didn’t want to say Annie’s name. Maybe he didn’t deserve her after all. 
It had fallen to Merle to find him earlier in the afternoon and tell him Annie wasn’t ready to talk. It had been even more uncomfortable than this meeting. He told Merle he was ‘in a rage’ at his mother and his brother. Why his brother, she had wondered. Had Hugh encouraged Fiona to cancel the wedding? Because of his wife, Davina, and their past? Merle’s head spun with conspiracy theories.
Now Callum was silent, his face stiff. With anger or guilt or sadness, she couldn’t tell. He just stared at Merle as if reading her expression would tell him something. The pause stretched, awkwardly long. Finally DI Grassie cleared his throat. 
“Where shall we set up the interviews, sir?”
“The library is the spot, don’t you think, Callum?” The voice of Mrs. Logan boomed from behind them. She had appeared out of nowhere, in a sensible green tweed suit and low heels, an orange scarf at her neck. She walked past Pascal and Merle as if they were invisible and dramatically swung open the library door. “This way, Inspector. Callum.” Was it possible she was enjoying this?
Callum shot Merle a last flat look as he followed his mother and the policeman through the door. It shut with a solid click behind them. Not that they would have followed. She felt her nostrils flaring.
Pascal took Merle’s arm and pulled her into the drawing room. He pushed her into an armchair and grabbed a bottle of red wine from the night before. Their brandy snifters still sat on the console. He examined them briefly then poured in the wine, handing one to Merle. 
She stared at the liquid and tried not to scream. 
“Drink, blackbird. Everything is better after wine.”
 
Annie didn’t come down for dinner. It was no surprise to anyone. Fiona Logan presided over the table like an empress, placing the Detective Inspector at the far end. This was a bit awkward since that was Callum’s place. The three Bennett sisters sat along one side, across from Callum and Pascal, as if lining up girls against boys at dodge ball.  
Halfway through the meal Mrs. Logan broke the silence. “How is your father?” She glanced at Merle, the eldest at the table.
“As far as I know, he’s fine,” Merle said. Stasia still hadn’t texted.
“We should go to Aberdeen tomorrow,” Elise said. “To check on him.”
“Good idea, Elise,” Merle said.
“I’m afraid, ladies, we will need you all to give statements,” DI Grassie reminded them. “And stay for further questions. Any of you who were at home during the, ah, incident.”
Another silence filled with chewing and mashing and cutlery clatter. Merle wondered if that dictum sat well with Mrs. Logan. She no doubt wanted them all out of her house. Merle shot her a glance, then one to Callum. Neither showed any sign of anything. 
These inscrutable Brits. 
Francie was into the wine again. Merle didn’t even care. The meal was rather ordinary. The roast was overcooked, the potatoes were lumpy. All of them needed wine to wash it all down. Silence descended again, as chilly and forbidding as a midwinter Scottish night.
Then apropos of nothing, Francie chuckled and held her wine goblet high.
“You know what? A little sea bathing would set me up forever!” 
Forks paused halfway to mouths. 
It was a line from that other Bennett family’s saga, Pride and Prejudice. Besides gothic novels, the sisters had naturally devoured their namesakes’ story and knew much of dialogue by heart. This was Francie’s favorite line of the book, a silly statement by the sisters’ mother. As a rebellious teenager and lover of high drama Francie would often just put it out there randomly, whenever the tension was too much. In a high-pitched posh accent of course. It remained a family icebreaker of unquestioned value all these years.
A great gust of a laugh escaped Elise. Francie joined in, eyes streaming, napkin over her mouth. Merle smiled, swallowing her own laugh while glancing at Mrs. Logan. Fiona’s eyes were wide with fury, or something, staring at the sisters with utter contempt. 
“It’s just a line from Jane Austen,” Merle tried to explain as the giggles came over her. Mrs. Logan was turning purple. Merle grabbed Francie’s arm to settle her down. Elise had pushed back her chair and was bent double, head in her lap, shaking with mirth. 
Merle stood up, straightened, and tried to recover her dignity. She dared not look at Pascal or burst out laughing. She took Elise and Francie by the arms and pulled them to their feet. 
“Come along, girls,” she said. “Dinner is over.”



Chapter 22
 
Kincardie House
 
 
It was late that evening, nearly ten, when Francie escaped out the library door from her police interview. 
She rolled her eyes at Merle, waiting outside, and made a sour face. The questioning had been easy, that seemed to mean, Merle thought. Or: the policeman was a dolt. Merle felt her heart thudding in her chest and tried to remind herself that the innocent are always more nervous than the guilty. The Inspector sat by the fireplace with its low fire burned down to embers, reading a spiral bound notebook in his lap, tapping his pen on his chin. 
He reminded Merle of a judge in Housing Court, back in her Legal Aid days in Harlem, before she’d moved to Development. That judge, one Wayne Fallows, was just as round and soft as DI Grassie but he had a hard core obscured by his pleasant smile. He was hard to read. She learned to never take the judge’s good-natured countenance as an indication of anything. In the same way she would not assume this man was a simpleton, or anything else. He was a representation of authority, that was all.
Grassie looked up as she closed the door. “Miss Bennett. Have a seat.”
She perched on the chair opposite him. A small round table separated them. A pipe lay in a shallow bowl, smoldering. In other circumstances the scene might be called cozy. 
“How can I help, Inspector?” 
He leaned back and examined her as if surprised by her making the first move. “Just a few questions. Please, make yourself comfortable.”
Merle sat as straight and upright as possible. “Fire away.”
“You helped in the attempt to revive Miss Petrie?” She nodded. “Can you paint me a picture of the scene as you first saw it?”
Merle described hearing the screaming, pulling on boots, and stepping out the back door into the huge puddle. The vision of the body floating, Pascal pulling her out. The unsuccessful resuscitation.
“When you first opened the door, what did you see?” he asked.
“The huge puddle. And Miss Arbuckle. She was hysterical.”
“She stood where exactly?”
“At the bottom of the steps to the women’s quarters.”
“Near the puddle then?”
Merle tried to remember. “A few feet from the edge. I walked over there to try to calm her down.”
“Did she say anything to you?”
“She was screaming, crying. I tried to calm her down. She said we should have looked for Vanora instead of just going to bed.”
“So you knew she was missing last night?”
Merle nodded. “Jinty came into the drawing room, very late, and told us Miss Petrie hadn’t come to bed.”
“What time was that?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe midnight.”
“What did she say exactly?”
“That the cook hadn’t seen Vanora get the food for the old man before she, Cook, went to bed. So we went into the kitchen to look for the plate. Miss Petrie was supposed to bring it to his cottage and it was gone. So we figured that’s where she was.”
“Did Miss Arbuckle walk to the cottage?”
Merle frowned. “I don’t know.”
“Where did she go?”
“Out the front door. We’d been using it because of the big puddle at the back.”
The inspector asked a few more innocuous questions about the morning’s events and dismissed her. He checked his watch and stood. 
“That will be all tonight. I’ll be driving back to the village.”
“Shall I tell the others?” Merle asked.
He walked out the door with her. “I’ll do it myself. A good night to ye, miss.”
In the hall a single light burned on a side table. They were still conserving electricity, worried about running out of gasoline. It might be days or even weeks until the wires were restrung outside. The inspector disappeared back into the kitchen wing. In the shadows Pascal poked his head out of the drawing room opposite the library. He motioned her in, holding the door. 
The drawing room was equally dim, candles lit like the night before but also two lamps on. The vast recesses of the room were ignored, dark. They sat close together near a table lamp. Merle had never appreciated electricity as much as today. 
“How was he?” Pascal leaned closer. “Do you need cognac?”
“He was gentle.” She fell back into the plush velvet chair. “I am so tired but I feel, you know, charged up.” She closed her eyes and felt a buzz behind her lids. “Maybe I do need cognac.”
“Did Annie speak to Callum?” he asked as he handed her a snifter of amber liquid.
“I don’t think so. She’s really hurt. I’m afraid she’ll go home and never talk to him. Never let him explain.”
“Is there something to explain? I thought the weather was the culprit?”
“Everything was cancelled without even discussing it with her.” Merle glanced at him, his rugged features and unshaven cheeks more pronounced in the shadows. He didn’t need to know Fiona Logan was the one to call off the wedding, or that Callum was engaged to Davina at one time. That seemed strangely like gossip. 
“And now she’s gone off the whole idea of marriage.”
Pascal said, “She would be most welcome in France. I told you. Marriage is old-fashioned. She knows it, I know it. But perhaps not the British way. They are very— how do you say? Traditional. One might even say hidebound.” 
Merle raised her glass to the hidebound Empire and its local representatives.
Pascal swirled his drink. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.” He waited for her attention. “The examiners found a wound on Vanora, a large bump on her head.”
Merle was awake now. “She fell down or— what? Someone hit her?”
“That’s their theory. Whacked her on the head, knocked her out, pushed her into the water, and let her drown.”
“Oh my God.” Merle drank a large slug of cognac. “That means someone— ”
Pascal let the moment slide, then finished the sentence. “Killed her. Someone who was here at the chateau that night.”
Merle blinked hard, letting this new information orient her. 
“Someone who is still here?”
“Two are missing,” he noted. “Mr. Craigg and the inimitable Bruno Nordvilles-Moura.”
“What a vocabulary you have.” She smiled. “Where are they? Mr. Craigg can’t have wandered off. He can barely walk.”
Pascal shrugged. “The police still search for him. I believe they are bringing in some dogs in the morning. I thought he might be in the barn with his little white horse but no.”
“But how would that fit in with Vanora’s death?”
“They were friends, no?”
She nodded. Why would Mr. Craigg harm Vanora? They were drinking buddies apparently.
They sipped cognac for a long minute. When they looked up again they said, almost in unison: “Bruno.”
Merle tried to sort it out. “But he was with us in the drawing room all evening.”
“He didn’t go out looking for the sheep.”
“Right.” She’d forgotten. Now she remembered him smoking his cigar, cards in hand, as the rest of them went out to search for the sheep. What did he do by himself? Raid the wine cellar? Run foul of the housekeeper in the darkness? 
“So, what do you think? Vanora Petrie came back to the house early and had a confrontation with Bruno? He hits her?”
Pascal shrugged again. Merle tried to remember seeing Bruno and Vanora together anywhere besides at dinner. And that was public, he was seated, she was serving. Was he the one who started that rumor that Vanora repeated, the one about Pascal still being married? Was that serious, or just a prank? There seemed to be no answer to their questions. But a motive for Bruno to harm Vanora wasn’t coming to the surface. 
“What if it wasn’t one of those two? What if it was someone else, someone we’ve been trusting?” 
“Like Mrs. MacKeegan?” he offered playfully.
“Hmmm. Jinty?”
“Perhaps Gunni.” Pascal bit a lip. “The police questioned him for two hours.”
“Where is he now?”
“Out with the sheep is my guess. He loves les moutons.”
They sipped their drinks. Merle said, “Where do you suppose Bruno is?”
Pascal sat forward. “Did you tell Elise about him?”
“Not yet. She’s moaning and groaning because she has to move into Francie’s room. Apparently she was in Mrs. Logan’s special bedroom.” She rolled her eyes. “Why didn’t she get Bruno’s room if he’s MIA?”
“The police have locked it, just in case he’s the man.” 
“But it was cleaned out already.”
He shrugged. “You need to tell Elise who he is. You want me to do it?”
His tone was serious, as if Bruno were a real threat. But he was in the wind and Elise was safe. “I’ll do it.”
“Tonight, chérie.”
Upstairs Pascal kissed her at their bedroom door and disappeared inside. Merle wanted nothing in that moment but to slip under the blankets with his big warm body. She felt the agony and heartbreak of the day like a weight around her neck. But her sisters needed her. 
She knocked on Annie’s door first. Light shone from the crack underneath. Merle tried the knob. It was locked. 
“Annie? It’s me.”



Chapter 23
 
 
The door cracked open and one of Annie’s eyes appeared. She checked out Merle then glanced up and down the hall before waving her inside. 
Annie leaned against the door, wearing her pajamas, her hair sticking out in all directions. She had dark circles under her eyes. No makeup now.
“How you doing?” Merle asked. 
“Okay.” She wasn’t very convincing. 
“Did you get something to eat?”
“I snuck down the back stairs.” Annie flopped back on the bed, leaving the chair for Merle. “Are the cops still here?”
“Gone for the night.” Merle wondered if her sister really wanted to discuss the death of Vanora. “Did you talk to Callum?”
Annie shook her head. “Not yet.”
“But you will.” 
“Tomorrow.”
“He’s right down the hall. And he’s got a bear rug.” Merle wiggled her eyebrows, making Annie smile. “At dinner Elise said we should go to Aberdeen to see Daddy tomorrow but the inspector said we have to stay put.” She had Annie’s attention. “They think it was intentional. That somebody bopped Vanora on the head and left her facedown in the mud puddle.”
“Really. So we’re all suspects?”
“Well, not all of us. But to the cops, yes, I guess.” There were footsteps in the hall. Francie? Elise? Callum? She waited as they faded away toward the stairs. “Did you see Vanora having an argument with anyone?”
“I barely remember what she looked like. I was so into my own thing.”
“Of course you were.” The wedding thing. “What are you going to tell him?”
“I’ll let you know as soon as I figure it out, Merle,” she said with a bit of edge. Like: mind your own damn business. “We should go to Aberdeen. Maybe the cops will be done with us by the afternoon. They can’t keep us here. This place isn’t a prison although it feels like one tonight.”
Merle wasn’t so sure. But she agreed. They needed air. The sisters needed to check up on their father and the trip would take Annie’s mind off the events that would not be happening on Saturday. So much planning down the drain. She got Annie to agree to come down to breakfast in the morning. The cops would want a statement from her and she couldn’t stay in her room forever, avoiding Callum. 
Merle said good night and went out into the dim hallway. Only one fixture was lit, on a small side table midway down the red wallpapered length. The light made strange shadows above the animal heads, gruesome faces that reminded her of childhood, putting the flashlight under their chins and cackling like vampires. 
This house seemed cursed in its way, ruining love stories and fracturing lives. How gothic, she mused. She listened for those footsteps from earlier. What was this, a horror novel? She smiled at herself and tiptoed down to Francie’s room. No light under the door. “Elise? Are you up?” she called in a stage whisper. 
No answer. The door was unlocked. Merle pushed it open, expecting to see Francie passed out again. But she was in bed, curled up reading on her iPad. She pulled her reading glasses off her face.
“What’s up?”
“I’m looking for Elise. Didn’t she move in here?” Merle asked, looking around at the luggage.
“She went downstairs for something. I think she’s off her diet.” 
Merle felt the drama of the day again. Couldn’t everyone just go to bed? “Having trouble sleeping?”
“A little. Plus I’m out of whisky.” She made another silly face that made Merle laugh. “Don’t say it, Merdle. I know where the wine cellar is and I’m holding myself in check.”
“Good girl. There’s cognac in the drawing room.”
“I didn’t hear that,” she said. “Isn’t someone waiting for you? Off to your man, woman.”
They said good night. As Merle shut the door the odd wording of Francie’s dismissal lingered. Was she feeling weird about being single? Most of the time Francie was like Annie, enjoying her independence, even reveling in it. But here she was with her four sisters, each of whom had a man, briefly, anyway. Elise’s fling was short-lived and Annie’s engagement appeared to be over. 
But Francie’s joking tone rang false tonight. She was sober, and on edge. And not liking the comparisons. 
 
Merle and Pascal had just turned out the light when the knock came on the door. 
“Now what?” Merle groused, checking the time. Nearly one a.m.
Pascal padded to the door. “It’s Elise,” he called to Merle over his shoulder. “Are you all right?”
“Yes, fine,” Elise said, stepping inside. “It’s the old man. From the cottage.”
“Oh, no,” whispered Merle.
“What about him?” Pascal asked.
“He’s down in the kitchen. I found him wandering outside. I tried to help him but he’s kinda out of it.”
By the time Merle and Pascal grabbed their robes and pushed their feet into shoes, Callum was also in the hallway, tying his tartan robe. The four of them tramped down the stairs and found the old man sitting on a chair by the big Aga stove, a towel around his shoulders and a puddle under his sopping boots. 
“Dear god, you’re soaked through, Mister Craigg,” Callum exclaimed. He pulled the towel off the old man’s hunched shoulders and attempted to unbutton his wet shirt. The old man batted his hands away, howling. 
“Wait, Callum,” Merle said, kneeling in front of him, looking up into the wrinkled face. “Mr. Craigg? We just want to warm you up, okay? Are you cold?”
His cloudy eyes fixed on her, pausing in his rant. He glanced up at Callum. 
“It’s Callum, Mister Craigg. Remember me?”
The old man grunted, eyes unfocused now.
“He cares about you, sir. We all do. Let’s get you warmed up. Can you take off your jacket?” Merle asked gently.
Slowly, with his dignity intact, Craigg tweaked his shoulders out of the wet coat. He was painfully thin, his old fingers awkward and knotted. He struggled with his shirt buttons then let Merle try. She undid a few buttons and pulled the flannel mess over his head, dropping it in a sopping heap. His soaked tam came off with it, revealing a bald scalp and wispy ear fur. Callum put the damp towel back around the bare shoulders.
“We need a blanket. Elise? Check the upstairs linen closet.” Merle took his hands in hers and rubbed them. “Put a kettle on, Callum.”
It took two steaming cups of tea and several blankets to get ol’ Craiggie to stop shaking. His color returned. His lips went from blue to pink. Pascal found some bread and buttered it. The old man stared at it for a long time then took a bite, chewing slowly, licking butter from his lips. 
“We’ve been so worried, Mister Craigg,” Callum said. “No one knew where you were.”
He grunted again, swallowing. “I dinnae know meself.”
“You got lost?” Merle asked. She sat on a stool at the big central table, drinking her own tea. 
He blinked as if trying to remember. “That tairible storm. That wasn’t no dream.” He glanced at Callum, eyebrows pulled together. 
“No, sir. It was real. Very bad storm. It took out the bridge and the old oak tree where I used to climb.”
“It were dark.” He blinked some more.
“The electricity was cut. The oak fell on the wires.”
“I went to the barn to see me wee shiltie, see if she were feart. That happens, ye ken, with the thunder an’ all.”
“It scared me,” Elise said.
“It scared us all,” Merle said.
“I heard her. But she wasn’t there.” He glanced up, worried suddenly. “Was I hearin’ things in me head?”
“I’m sorry, sir,” Pascal said. He’d been hanging back, looking guilty. Now he squatted down by the old man. “My name is Pascal, sir. I’m a guest here. It was my fault. The rain was coming in through the roof so I moved your little horse to another stall, in the back of the barn. It seemed drier back there. But I should have asked you. I’m sorry.”
Craigg focused on Pascal for a moment, absorbing that. Finally he nodded. “So I’m not losin’ me senses?”
“No, sir. I apologize,” Pascal said.
“You were takin’ time for me wee one. I should be thankin’ you, sir.” He grinned suddenly, showing off his tattered choppers. 
Callum refused to let the old man go back to his cottage. He found an old pair of trousers somewhere, and a wool sweater and socks. They stepped into the grand hallway, leaving Craigg to wriggle out of his wet pants and into dry ones. 
“I’ll set him up in the drawing room, on the sofa,” Callum said. Elise went in to help. When Craigg stepped into the hall from the kitchen, the blankets around his weary back, Pascal offered his arm. To Merle’s surprise, Craigg took it. He was a proud man but he’d had a bad scare out in the weather. Merle waited as they disappeared into the drawing room.
In a minute Elise joined her in the hall. “He’s settled in, poor old guy.”
“What luck that you saw him, Elise,” Merle said. How exactly had that happened? “He might have stumbled into that puddle like Vanora.”
 Elise pinched her lips together. She would be saying no more tonight, it seemed. Very well. Merle was exhausted. Pascal and Callum returned and they all climbed the stairs together. Quick ‘good nights’ followed them into their rooms.
In bed Merle pulled the blankets up to her chin. Pascal rolled toward her and draped his arm over her midsection. He murmured something in French, eyes shut. 
Despite the hour and the horrendous day she couldn’t sleep quite yet. What was Elise up to? Was she outside, or did she see Mr. Craigg through the window? Why was she up so late? What was she planning? 
The answers lay with Bruno. No two ways about it.
 



Chapter 24
 
Kincardie House
Early Saturday morning
 
Callum rose before sunrise, a hard thumping in his temples. When would the police be back to finish taking statements? He hadn’t given one himself because he’d been in the village at the Hydro, enjoying lavish meals and soaking in the hot pools. He felt ashamed when he remembered how much fun he’d had with Rick and his kids, splashing and laughing as the lightning flashed in the sky. The Hydro had never lost power. There had even been a dance party with a DJ. The good times rocked and rolled.
He dressed carefully in a dark grey shirt and black trousers then put on his trainers instead of dress shoes. He would no doubt be mucking around in the mud today. He peered into the pale light, seeing the devastation anew. The locals called it a perfect sotter, a wet mess. The oak tree upended, slates and shutters and branches scattered, the makeshift bridge. A pile of debris in the car park. 
Moss Cottage looked damper than usual, dark and lonely. At least Mr. Craigg had returned. Where had he been for two nights? Surely he had found shelter somewhere. But he seemed awfully wet and cold so maybe not. 
He was a tough old bird. He’d managed to limp home. For that Callum would always be grateful. 
Downstairs he eased open the drawing room door. The sofa was empty except for heaped blankets. He threw back the door and looked for Craigg in the shadows. Gone. He nearly ran to the kitchen, skidding to a stop as he spied the old man back in his chair by the stove, being fed toast with jam and tea by Mrs. MacKeegan. Killian, Jinty, and Gunni sat nearby at the big table.
“Lookit, sir. He come back,” Mrs. MacKeegan exclaimed, grinning. 
“He knows,” Jinty said. “He found him.”
“Where’d you find him, sir?” the cook asked.
“It wasn’t me,” Callum said. The old man wore the too-large sweater and trousers from the night before. He was stuffing toast into his mouth as fast as Cook could make it. “Elise Bennett found him. Isn’t that right, Mr. Craigg?”
“Huh?” He blinked at Callum. 
“The girl, Elise. She said you were wandering outside. It was very late. In the night.”
Craigg chewed then said, “Oh, aye. One of the deems. Sister of your bride, eh?” 
The staff looked at Callum in unison, curiosity and pity on their faces. He straightened, staring back. “That’s right. Sister of my Annie.”
Jinty bobbled her eyebrows at that. The other two looked away, embarrassed.
Mr. Craigg was not privy to the latest. “Not meet her, have I, Callie?” 
Callum was startled at the use of his childhood name, one he hadn’t heard in decades, not since his father died. The year he stopped being a child and took on more serious chores. 
“Not yet, sir.”
“You not been home for some years, eh?” Craigg stopped eating and stared at Callum. “Or did ye sneak back without seeing your old friend?”
Callum felt a knife to his heart. “No, sir,” he muttered. “I’ve not been back.”
Gunni began to hum ‘Danny Boy,’ until Jinty gave him the elbow. ‘From glen to glen,’ thought Callum, the Celtic disease rising up in him like the black dog it was. The hills had called him back, against his better judgment. Could a person die of melancholy in these hills? Why, yes, it was completely possible. He’d seen it first hand. It took his father before his body failed him. 
Callum was staring at his dirty black trainers when Jinty said, “Did you tell him? About you-know-who?”
He blinked and came back to the kitchen, pushing back dark thoughts. To Mr. Craigg he said, “Did anyone tell you about Vanora?”
“Who?”
“Miss Petrie. She brings you dinner, right?” Mrs. MacKeegan frowned down at him from her position at the range. 
“Ah, yes, Miss Vanora.” He waved a hand around as if clearing his mind. “Fergot her name fer a sec. Havin’ a lie-in, is she? The lazy wench.”
Mrs. MacKeegan gave a little gasp.
“Vanora is dead, Mr. Craigg,” Callum said solemnly. “She was found in that big puddle out the back door.”
“Found?” He pushed out his old lips, disgusted. “Splashing about?”
“The police think someone may have helped her along.” 
Now Jinty gasped.
“Police?” Craigg struggled to his feet. Callum urged him to sit down. 
“They’re not here yet,” he said. “Have all of you given statements?”
The three nodded. Killian said he hadn’t been asked to give one. Gunni curled his lip in disgust. His damp hair dripped down his weather-beaten cheeks. Had the sheep man had some run-ins with the law? 
Callum said, “Mr. Craigg, the police need to talk to everyone who was around the night Vanora died. They’ll want to talk to you.”
Craigg made a rude sound and ate more toast. He’d be a lot of help to the investigation. He couldn’t even remember her name.
Callum looked at his watch. “The policeman is Mrs. MacKeegan’s nephew, Mr. Craigg. DI Grassie. So please be helpful. They’ll be here about nine. Jinty will go get you some clothes from the cottage, all right? Shoes and socks and everything.”
Craigg waved a hand in dismissal. He was warm and comfortable now.
“Breakfast will be ready at half past, sir,” the cook said, stirring eggs in a pan. 
“Extra coffee please,” Callum said. “The Americans drink it by the gallon and on this morning we’ll all need an extra cup.”
 
Callum spent a few minutes putting the drawing room to rights, replacing cushions, picking up mugs and plates and glasses, returning them to the kitchen. No point in his mother knowing Craigg spent the night here. They would have bigger issues. 
The weight of guilt lessened on his shoulders with the reappearance of old Craigg. There was time to make amends for all his lapses. To help him, to reconnect. To explain? Maybe not. The old man would know. He was there, back when it all went tits up. The Scot rarely explained or apologized.
But what did that mean with Annie? How could he explain his anger at his mother? Must he make excuses for his own mother? Let her apologize. 
But he knew. He’d have to apologize for his mother’s behavior if he wanted Annie back. 
He had to talk to Annie. He had to tell her what happened with Davina. About the family health— what did you call it, a problem? A condition? A genetic predisposition, the doctors said. That term never fully worked for Callum. Not after seeing the horrible, slow decline and death of his father. 
He didn’t want to tell her. All his life he’d avoided the explanation. He began bargaining with himself, trying to rationalize never telling her. Taking it to his grave. It seemed possible for a few minutes, even preferable. Definitely the way to go. No drama, no tears. Just one big secret never revealed.
Then, it all came crashing back. He had to tell her. How could he not? He loved her and wanted her trust. Would she understand? Would she be repulsed, or comforting? Would she run? Would she reject him? He’d already alienated her. Acted the fool. 
Even if it didn’t work: Nothing but full disclosure would remedy their breach.



Chapter 25
 
Kincardie House
Saturday
 
 
Annie washed her hair and braided it into two long plaits. She put on her comfortable clothes, the ones she’d be wearing at home, if only she was there: harem pants, an embroidered peasant blouse, Birkenstocks. Smearing face cream on she peered at herself in the mirror and realized she was back. Her essence. She’d been missing but now she’d returned to her authentic self. 
No more ‘tea dresses’ and ‘formal wear’ for her. Mrs. Logan could go jump in a mud puddle. 
As she made her way to the dining room for breakfast she steadied her nerves. Callum would be there. They would see each other for the first time in days. She tucked in her blouse nervously and pushed through the door. The room was nearly silent. Only Pascal drinking coffee and reading a newspaper. 
“Good morning, Annie,” he said, setting down the tiny tea cup. His eyes sparkled with good will and curiosity. But he didn’t ask how she was. “The usual, eggs and bangers.” He smiled. “Is that correct— bangers?”
Annie piled food onto her plate, famished. “You may say sausages.”
She sat down with her food. “Where did the paper come from?”
“The police. I asked them yesterday for one. We have been a bit cut off from the news.”
“I’ve noticed.”
He let her eat for a few minutes then added, “Did you hear the old man wandered back?”
“Really? Where was he?”
“Somewhere in the hills. He was very wet.” Pascal looked up. “The police are talking to him now.”
“But they don’t think he had anything to do with Vanora.”
He shrugged. “It seems unlikely.”
“Maybe he saw something that night. She was on her way to, or from, his cottage.”
“Peut-être.”
She dug into her breakfast. She was buttering a second triangle of toast when she felt his presence. Callum stood at the door, his eyebrows low over hot eyes. 
“Good morning, Callum.” Her voice was flat. Or so she hoped. She felt a tremble in it. He looked good, lean and handsome except for dark circles under his eyes. He wasn’t sleeping either. It made her a little bit happy.
Pascal stood, grabbing the newspaper and his coffee. “I’m off to see Merle.”
After he exited, she asked Callum, “Have you eaten?”
He nodded. He seemed unable to move or talk. A wave of sympathy for him went through her. She’d never seen him like this. He looked miserable. As well he should.
She bit her tongue to stop herself from helping him. It was his move. She chewed on her toast. 
“Would you like some more coffee?” he said at last. He moved to the buffet. 
“Sure.”
He poured coffee from the silver pot and set the cream next to her, remembering how she liked it. “Thanks.”
He returned the pot to its place then turned to face her. “Can we talk?”
She nodded slowly. “Of course.”
He opened his mouth to speak just as Elise and Francie burst in, laughing. They stopped abruptly when they saw Callum. No one moved for a good ten seconds. Then Annie said, “I’ll find you later,” and Callum stumbled out of the room.
“Sorry,” Francie whispered.
“We didn’t mean to run him off. Is everything okay?”
She and Elise hadn’t really spoken since everything went south, Annie realized. Of course everything wasn’t okay. Merle hadn’t told them. That was up to her. 
“That might be an exaggeration,” Annie said. Elise seemed so young to her, so inexperienced. But she was over 40. Almost the same age as Callum. 
The age thing. Never far from her mind.
“You don’t have to get married, Annie,” Francie said blithely. Annie winced. But you had to love her bluntness. “Just live together. It’s, like, the latest fad. Everybody’s doing it.”
Annie smiled. “I heard it on the news.”
“But you have to talk to the person first,” Francie added. “Clear the air.”
“You’re not talking?” Elise asked.
“Try to keep up,” Francie said.
Annie sat back, enjoying her little sisters’ banter. “The old man came back last night.”
“I found him,” Elise said proudly. “He was stumbling around the yard. He was really out of it.”
“What were you doing outside?” Francie demanded. “You said you were hungry.”
Elise hadn’t perfected her poker face. She looked instantly guilty. “I was hungry. I— I saw him through the kitchen window.”
“The window that faces the back of the house?”
Elise bit her lip.
“What were you doing outside, Elise?” Annie repeated.
“Nothing. Honestly.” She tweaked her shoulders. “You’d think I did something bad. I rescued the old guy and put him in the kitchen.” Francie and Annie raised their eyebrows. “He almost died, you know. He was wet and hypothermic. Chilled to the bone. Ask Merle.”
“Good thing you were outside then,” Annie said. “Looking for someone.”
“I wasn’t!” 
“Okay,” Francie said. “Whatever.”
“I’m going to ask if we can go into Aberdeen to see Daddy,” Annie said. “That was your idea, Elise? It was a good one.”
Elise looked appeased. “The detective said we couldn’t.”
“I’ll talk to him.”
“She has powers, Elise,” Francie said with her dramatic voice in full flow. 
“Ooh. Like magical powers?”
“Powers of persuasion. Listen and learn.”
 As they finished breakfast a dark-haired policeman in a smart uniform poked his head into the dining room. “Miss Annie Bennett?”
She stood. 
“We’re ready for you in the library, miss.”
 
Annie brushed crumbs off her pants as she stepped into the library. It was cold this morning, no fire in the grate. These old lodges were notoriously drafty. You could almost feel a breeze seeping through the window frames. Outside the sun was shining weakly, as if on a training mission for full summer. 
The round policeman with his double chin and cuddly manner would put most people at ease. Annie felt no real threat from him either but mostly because she had seen nothing and knew nothing. Vanora Petrie was a cipher, a shadow in the hall. They hadn’t spoken more than a ‘good morning’ to each other.
She sat in the warm chair, someone else’s posterior having prepared it for her. Whoever it was, she was grateful on this chilly morning. 
Detective Inspector Grassie was scribbling on a spiral notebook. He poked a final period and turned the page, looking up with a smile. 
“Miss Bennett. Excuse me, please. If I don’t write it all down immediately it just flits away on the wind.” He waved his hands like flying birds. “I used to have such a memory.” He shook his head as if ashamed.
Annie recognized the strategy. Downplay your skills, put the witness at ease. She played along, leaning back in the small leather chair and relaxing her hands against the armrests. 
“I have the same problem,” she said. “But I hope I can remember something useful for you.”
“My fervent wish, Miss Bennett. Now. You were acquainted with the deceased, Miss Petrie?”
“Not really. I nodded to her a couple times in the hall. That’s all.”
“But you went out with the others to look for sheep that night, is that correct?” He consulted his notes. She said yes. “Can you describe what happened that night? Specifically between Miss Petrie and the others in the search party.”
“I walked out with them but I stopped in the side yard. I didn’t search for the sheep. I changed my mind and went to look for my sister, Francie. She had gone out earlier and I was worried she’d get lost. She’d had a few drinks and we all were feeling a little weird about the power being out and all that.”
“Ah, yes. Francine. She says she was alone for— how long?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe forty-five minutes.”
He cocked his head. “So, what did you do when you left the others? Precisely.”
“I turned back toward the river. I couldn’t see Francie. I kept walking around the front of the house.”
“And then?”
“I found her walking out of the woods to the south. I did have to call her a few times but she heard me and came out.”
“So you didn’t enter the woods?”
“No. It was dark.”
“But the moon was full?”
“Yes. But under the trees, believe me, it was pitch black. Sometimes I can be quite a coward. Besides we didn’t need two lost women.” 
“You thought she was lost?”
“I couldn’t see her, didn’t know where she was, so to me, yes, she was lost.”
He smiled cheerfully. “You had no torch then?”
“No sir.”
“So. Then you and Francine make your way back from the woods?”
“Yes. We went in the front door.” Annie frowned. “No, wait. We walked around to the back door because our boots were muddy but stopped when we saw that big puddle. So we went back to the front door.”
“Did you get a look at the puddle?”
“Not really. But was there a body floating in it? I would say not.”
He nodded. “And did you see anyone during your travels about the property? Besides Francine.”
She squinted, picturing the wet yard, the moonlight glinting off the huge puddle, the dark buildings: the cottage, the coach house, the women’s quarters. “I did see Gunni again, from afar. He was out by the gate.”
“Mr. Gunn? By the pasture gate? That’s a good distance.”
She paused, thinking she didn’t know Gunni’s name was actually Gunn. She’d barely seen him except for his outburst in the library, panicked about his sheep. 
“He was wearing a yellow raincoat, the long kind. He had it on earlier. You could see that from a ways off.”
“What time was this, Miss Bennett?”
“I’m not sure. I spent about ten or fifteen minutes looking for Francie. It can’t have been too late.”
He scratched on his pad for a long minute then closed it. He smiled and dismissed her. “Very helpful, Miss Bennett, thank you.”
As she was leaving the room he called to her.
“One last thing. So sorry, this memory of mine.” He stood by the chair, looking at his notes. “The Frenchman they call Bruno. Monsieur Something-or-Other. Did you see him outside? Or anywhere?”
“At dinner, then in the library, playing cards. Later in the drawing room.”
“When you and Francine returned, where was he?”
Annie tried to recall. “I’m not sure. Francie and I were alone in the drawing room, building up the fire. Then he showed up.”
“I see. And do you know where he is now?”
“No sir. Nobody has seen him since that night.”
He nodded, rubbing his chin. “A coincidence, that.” He brightened. “Send in Mr. Yarrow, if you would.”
Annie stepped into the hallway, wondering who the hell Mr. Yarrow could be. Was that the old man’s name? Slouched against the paneling in the front hall stood the chauffeur in his old-fashioned uniform. He looked uncomfortable in the tall, shiny boots and a brass-buttoned jacket, as well he should. He looked like Hitler’s hatchet man. 
He scowled, arms across his chest. His name was Killian, wasn’t it? “Are you Mr. Yarrow?”
He pushed himself off the wall. “Aye.”
“Then you’re next.”
Before the chauffeur could close the door Annie remembered her other mission. She’d been distracted by the interview, with wondering what had happened to Miss Petrie, reliving that moonlit night. She grabbed the doorknob, surprising Yarrow.
“Excuse me,” she said, stepping around him. “One more thing, Inspector. You may have heard my father is in the hospital in Aberdeen with a serious heart condition. He is very ill. Do you have a problem with me going into the city to see him this afternoon? We’ve been so worried, sir.”
Mr. Grassie’s eyes flicked to the surly chauffeur and back. “Wouldn’t hurt, I s’pose. I may have more questions for you later.”
“Naturally.” She turned to go, then paused. “My sisters will want to see their father too. You understand.” She smiled sweetly and scooted out.
A few minutes later she knocked on Callum’s door. His eyes widened on seeing her, as if expecting a quarrel or shouting. Did she scare him? That was sad.
“Annie?” 
“Hey. Um, do you still have the rental car? Bruno’s?”
He nodded. “I don’t know what to do with it.”
“I do.” She grabbed his arm and pulled him into the hallway. Had she really told him ‘I do’? She shook the thought away.
“Come on. We need a driver.”



Chapter 26
 
On the road to Aberdeen
 
 
Merle felt the jolt of every rock and pothole in the road from her customary position, squeezed in the middle between two sisters. The back seat of the rental car was tiny and she was riding the hump. Elise clung to one door handle, gazing silently at the landscape. Hills, mud, downed trees, and azure skies with wispy clouds greeted them as they traveled out of the vale, toward the village. Francie, at her other elbow, kept up a stream of nonsense, in her way. Merle could tell Annie was grateful for it, silly as it was.
“What a cluster this week has been. Here we are, on the road to Aberdeen,” Francie was musing. “Who would believe it? When we should have been— ”
Merle gave her knee a swat. Callum glanced at Annie, sitting in the front beside him. Annie looked out the side window. When we should have been at a church, wearing gaudy dresses, drinking champagne, and toasting your marriage.
Elise sighed. “I feel like I’ve been let out of prison.”
“I know,” Francie cried, babbling on about the police and poor Vanora. “You missed some excitement, Callum. When the power was out.”
“What did you do for entertainment?” he asked, glancing in the rearview mirror. “No naughty games, I hope. My mother would be shocked.”
“Would she?” Annie asked. 
She sounded snappish. Callum shut his face down. Merle frowned. Mrs. Logan had been kind to them, giving them the house for the week, giving up her own bedroom. Even if she had turned into a harridan in the end.
Francie laughed excitedly, giving Merle a glance to encourage lighthearted banter. “Oh, she would have been scandalized, Callum. A class warfare romp, it was, with mud as an extra. The servants cavorting with the guests. Or was it the other way round?” 
“Cavorting with the sheep, you mean,” Elise said. 
“You should have seen Pascal wrangling rams,” Merle said. She wished he had come with them today but the car was packed with Bennetts. No room for a large Frenchman. “It was pretty comical.”
“I wish I’d taken pictures,” Elise said.
“Our phones were dead.”
“Plus it was really dark,” Francie added.
“I wish I’d been there,” Callum said.
“You can’t have known we’d be cut off,” Merle said. “That storm was epic.”
They discussed weather, insurance, and roofers until the scintillating topic of home repairs ran its course. Callum piloted them through the village and onto the main road. Within an hour they’d arrived at the sleek, modern Aberdeen hospital, the Royal Infirmary. 
Callum hung back as the sisters walked from the parking lot toward the tall structure. Merle looked over her shoulder. “You’re coming, aren’t you?”
He waited until Annie nodded, then trotted up to meet them. Whatever was going on between them, Merle thought, it appeared the ball was in Annie’s court. It distressed Merle a little to see Callum so unsure of himself. 
Upstairs on the ward Jack Bennett was regaling a nurse with a story about his long legal career. The nurse looked relieved when the crowd entered his room, slipping off to more pressing duties. They all hugged him and their mother who looked like she’d slept very little. 
“Oh, yes, feeling fine, girls,” Jack said, batting away their concern. “Never better.”
“They say one more night,” Bernie said. “Then they’ll release him.”
“Tomorrow? That’s great,” Merle said. “Where’s Stace?”
Stasia arrived a few minutes later with two cups of coffee. Handing one to her mother she demanded to know all about the storm at Kincardie House, the demise of the housekeeper, and every other detail. Bernie and Jack listened with wide eyes then Bernie stood, took Annie’s arm, and led her out into the hall. 
Callum, who had been silent for the most part, hung his head. Jack Bennett piped up, coming to his rescue. “Just a hiccup in the plans, eh, Callum, this storm?”
The younger man swallowed hard, hands jammed into his pockets. His voice was hoarse. “Yessir. We’ll— we’ll get it straightened out soon.”
Merle noticed the tips of Callum’s ears reddening. It had been ages since she’d seen a man blush. No wonder he couldn’t meet their eyes. He and Annie hadn’t resolved anything, and on this, their planned wedding day. Merle felt terrible for him, here surrounded by Annie’s family, unable to make any of them happy, especially the one he loved. 
“I know you will, son,” Jack said softly.
The kindness in her father’s voice must have affected Callum deeply because he rushed out of the room. Stasia wiggled her eyebrows at Merle. All she could do is shrug. 
“How are Rick and the kids?” Francie asked. “We haven’t seen them for days.”
“They’re here actually,” Stasia said. She got out her phone. “I’ll tell them to come up. They’re having lunch.”
“Do you remember the housekeeper, Daddy? A bit plump?” Merle asked.
“I think so. At cocktails. She served us, didn’t she?”
“That was Jinty,” Francie said. “She’s the caretaker.”
“She’s only twenty-eight,” Elise added.
“Vanora was older,” Merle said. “Maybe fifty.”
“Former bartender,” Francie added.
“Do the police really think it was foul play?”
“They think it’s odd that a grown woman would drown in a mud puddle,” Francie said. Jack agreed. The sisters could see the mystery appealed to him. Anything was better than ruminating on your hospital stay.
“Was it raining hard?” he asked. “It stormed like crazy here.”
“The rain had stopped. The moon was out, it was full,” Merle said.
Elise said, “I forgot to tell you. The cook told me this morning that they found the plate of food at the bottom of the puddle. The one Vanora was carrying to the old man.”
“The food too?” Francie said. “That’s weird.”
“I don’t know about the food,” Elise said. “A plate was found, and a fork, and a tea towel.”
“The puddle has nearly dried up,” Merle explained. “It was big that night, like twenty feet or more across.”
“How deep was it?” Jack asked.
Merle tried to remember Pascal, wading into the water. “Knee deep. It went over Pascal’s boots. She was floating.”
“And you did CPR on her, did you? I’m so glad I made you all take that first aid course.” That the course had happened thirty-some years earlier when they were in junior high was not mentioned.
“Pascal was a big help,” Merle said.
Rick, Willow, and Oliver arrived and more hugging ensued. They repeated all their storm news on both sides. Annie and Bernie returned, their faces placid, eyes calm but wary. No sign of Callum. 
“This might not be the best time to say this, but I’m going to Edinburgh this afternoon on the train,” Elise announced. Before anyone could object she said, “I changed my return ticket. I fly out tomorrow. I hope you don’t mind, Annie.”
Everyone looked at Annie expectantly. “Of course not, Elise. You need to get back to work.” Her voice was even but Merle noticed their mother grabbing her hand to keep it from shaking. 
“Since we’re already in Aberdeen,” Elise said, “it just made sense.” She shrugged in apology. “Sorry, Annie.”
“What about your luggage?” Stasia said.
“I brought it with me,” Elise said.
Merle felt a jolt of sadness. They were splitting up. It had been a terrible week, really, with monster turbulence in the atmosphere and in the human world. But the sisters had started out together, with such hope and happiness.
Leave it to Elise to bail on them, Merle thought sourly as the conversation swirled around her. Just like last year.
Merle twirled her watch around on her wrist. If she was honest with herself, the joyful week they’d imagined imploded a few days ago. When the storm cut them off, when Callum and Annie were separated, when Jack got ill, when Vanora drowned, things went swiftly south.
But it started with the fricking storm. How had a weather bomb out of the North Sea changed Annie’s future? Why had they let it? For Vanora the answers were simpler, more finite. For the living, Merle was pissed off about the way the storm had ruined their week and possibly Annie’s whole life. 
She raised her eyes to the ceiling. Anger at the weather— that was productive. She’d end up as one of those cranky old people who shake their fists at the sky and rail against fate. 
Elise, on the other hand, was a realist. She always had been. When the rest of them read their gothic romances, getting shiver-y about hidden staircases and bad choices in men, Elise had laughed. She exclaimed that she’d never be afraid like that, never run away from danger. Dreary towers and stupid ghosts that clanked in the night didn’t scare her. They were fun. She’d look that old crone in the eye and give her a poke with a sharp stick. 
Elise made her older sisters double over with laughter at her bravado at six or seven. They called her ‘Super Peewee.’ But it hadn’t been an act with Elise. She was naturally brave. As un-sentimental as Annie but truly un-romantic as well. In their Pride and Prejudice world she could have been Charlotte Lucas— clear-eyed and sensible, willing to do what was necessary.
Merle smiled at Elise who returned a demure smirk. Ten years between them was almost a generation. Elise sometimes teased her and Stasia for being conventional: home-and-hearth, a good man at your side, and all that crap. The youngest child has such pressure to conform, to measure up to high standards of her elders. Elise had finally gone to law school like the rest of them but she was independent of them too. 
Elise was different, her own woman. And that was good.
She was the first to leave, begging off because of the train.  She had to get her bag out of the rental car, catch a taxi, and make it to the station in an hour. She gave everyone quick hugs and said goodbye. Francie, Annie, and Merle stayed and talked to Stasia in the hallway about Jack’s progress.
“He’s doing great, as you can see,” Stasia said. “Antsy as hell to get out of here.”
“Will you go back to the Hydro then?” Merle asked.
Stasia nodded. “We decided to stay on for a few more days.” She didn’t look at Annie, just kept her eyes forward. “Have some fun now that the weather’s better. Plus I’m not sure he should go right onto an airplane after all this.”
“I can’t believe Elise is so eager to go back to work,” Francie said. “What a grunt.”
They left Stasia and walked silently down the hall, into the elevator filled with medicinal odors and nurses in scrubs, out into the sunshine to the car. Elise was nowhere to be seen but Callum leaned against the car, arms crossed, head down as if in prayer. 
Merle tapped Francie’s hand and slowed down. Francie stumbled, bending over to her shoe. “My shoe’s untied. I’ll catch up.”
Merle and Annie walked on for a few steps then Merle said, “I forgot my purse upstairs. I’ll just be a minute.”
Annie looked at her, not fooled by their ruse. “Really?”
Merle grinned. “Talk,” she whispered. She spun on her heel, grabbed Francie’s arm and dragged her back to the hospital. They hid behind a sign until they were sure Annie and Callum were speaking to each other.
“Let’s go get a bottle of water,” Merle said. “The drama won’t start for awhile.”
 
 
 



Chapter 27
 
Outside the Royal Infirmary
Aberdeen
 
 
 
Annie slid into the front passenger seat without looking at Callum. It was going to be hard to talk to him if he looked at her constantly. And Merle was right, they did need to talk. Callum took his time getting in behind the wheel. She knew how he felt. Or did she?
She looked out the windshield at the shiny facade of the hospital. The sun went behind a bank of dark clouds, threatening rain again. “You wanted to talk,” she reminded him.
“Yes,” he said, clearing his throat. “I apologize for my mother. I know she must have offended you. She often offends me. She is too involved, too presumptuous. Meddlesome. Bossy, you would say.”
Annie agreed but kept her peace.
He was quiet then and she glanced at him. He couldn’t be done.
He fiddled with the steering wheel. “I don’t know what she told you but— what did she tell you?”
“That you were engaged to Davina. You never mentioned that.”
He took a breath. “Yes. We were at university together.”
“And then—?”
“We were very young. Twenty-two or something. I wasn’t ready for marriage and— ” He broke off, a bit breathless.
Annie glanced at him. He was very pale as if scared to death. “And what? Did you leave her at the altar?”
“Did my mother say that?” He swore under his breath. “It wasn’t like that. I broke it off, yes, but not like that. Vina wasn’t even that upset. She was beautiful— ”
“She still is.”
He nodded. “I knew— she knew— she’d find someone else easily. I didn’t expect it to be Hugh of course. But they seem very happy. He’s more her type.”
“You and Hugh aren’t the same type?”
“You don’t know him. He’s, well, he’s more British. Uptight, strict, formal. Everything by the book. We’re in the same field, more or less, but we’re not similar, Annie. We’re really not.”
“So what happened when you and Davina split up? Did you have another girlfriend?”
He took her hand and she let him hold it. “Later on. But I went to Philadelphia. That was one of the reasons I broke off with Davina. I got into Wharton and it was such a chance for me, to start over in America. To get out of Scotland.”
She glanced at him, wondering about the vehement way he’d said that. “But you love Scotland.”
“Do I?” He laughed ruefully and pulled away his hand. “I am a very good actor then.”
“All this rain can get to a person,” she said. 
“Oh yes.” He sighed. 
“And one’s mother can get on one’s nerves,” she added. He rewarded her with a lop-sided smile. She said, “I was engaged once myself. Although I didn’t invite him to our wedding.”
“If there had been a way, Annie,” he began. 
She took his hand again. “I broke off my engagement as well. You know, we may have been around the same age. Twenty-three or so.”
“Too young.”
“I guess so. We were in law school. About to graduate. So we didn’t feel young, we felt like we had the world by the tail. So maybe we were young, and naive.”
“You loved him?”
“Probably.” She glanced at Callum who was now examining her with his blue eyes. They reminded her of his bluebells. “But I wasn’t sure about marriage.”
“Same with me.”
“No, marriage itself, as an institution. I just couldn’t do it.”
He rubbed her palm with his thumb for a moment then pulled his hand away again, looking out the side window. “This again,” he whispered angrily.
“Callum, I— ”
He whirled back toward her. “Why don’t you just admit it? You don’t love me that way. You don’t love me enough to commit to me. I’m too young for you. You’re too old for me. Whatever bullshit you can make up, it doesn’t matter. You just don’t love me. Not enough.”
“That’s not it. None of that is true. Look at me. I do love you.”
He held her gaze, searching for truth. “I do love you,” she repeated.
“But— ?”
“But I’m not sure I’m the marrying kind.” She pulled his hand to her chest. “I told you that months ago. I’m sorry I let things go on this way. It was very wrong of me. I can’t explain it. It seemed like you wanted all— all this. Your mother sure did. And I wanted to make you happy. But this isn’t me. I am not a bride. I am not a wife.”
He hung his head. Oh, God. She had crushed him. What was wrong with her? She was a horrible tease, a maker of bad promises that must be broken. She had hurt him badly and no matter how she still felt, he would never forgive her. He would hate her forever. She pressed his hand into her chest, his big palm, his warm fingers. 
Nothing would ever be the same.
She began to cry as she let his hand go. It dropped to her lap, inert. She felt the pain in her chest in its absence, the ragged, gaping hole in her heart.
He looked up at her finally. He was crying too. She pulled him to her and kissed him then, kissed his eyes and his mouth. He was limp at first, passively letting her take his tears away with her lips. Then he took her shoulders in his hands and kissed her hard, roughly, taking her breath away. 
They broke apart and stared at each other for a moment, stunned by passion or whatever the hell this was. 
“I haven’t cried since 1989,” she said. “I want you to know that. You made me cry.” 
“You made me cry as well,” Callum said. “And I haven’t cried for two weeks.”
She laughed. “Is this love then? When you make each other cry?”
There was more kissing.
Finally he pulled away from her and cleared his throat. “There’s more, Annie.” He looked very solemn. 
She searched his eyes. “More?”
“I haven’t told you everything. Do you want to know it all? Do you still care?”
“I still love you, Callum.”
He took a deep breath. “Then it’s time you knew about my father.”
 
The drive back to Kincardie House was nearly silent. Francie broke in a couple times with exclamations about drenched cows and collapsed roofs but the rest of the time Merle observed what she hoped was a truce in the wedding wars. They’d come back to the car after texting Annie twice for permission. The two of them, Annie and Callum, looked raw but not angry. It was an equilibrium Merle wasn’t eager to break. She would give Annie the time and space to figure out the next move. 
Merle and Francie jumped quickly from the car as soon as Callum parked in the gravel drive. They had meddled enough for one afternoon. Merle dragged Francie inside and whispered: “We’ll find out when they’re ready.” Francie sighed and clomped up the stairs to her room. Pascal stuck his head out of the drawing room.
“There you are, blackbird.” He motioned her inside and shut the door. 
“What’s going on?” she asked. “You look serious. Has someone been arrested?”
He perched across from her on a worn brocade chair, their knees almost touching. “Not yet. But there is evidence that our little Napoleon has fled the country.”
“Really?” The eagerness in his face was endearing. 
“He took a flight to London earlier today. The police are questioning Callum’s brother Hugh about their business arrangements.”
“Do they think Hugh is involved somehow?”
“Of course, chérie. They are business fellows.”
“I mean, in the death of Miss Petrie.”
He shrugged. “That I do not know. But they are interested in Bruno enough to follow his movements. That says something, no?” He raised his eyebrows in anticipation of something juicy ahead then blinked. “I am sorry. How is your father? Is he well?”
Merle filled him in on Jack’s progress, his release the next day, and the plan to convalesce at the Hydro with Stasia’s family. “Annie and Callum finally got to talk,” she said, explaining the little intrigue to get them alone together. “But I don’t know what will come of it. I guess they’ll tell us when they’re ready.”
Pascal was quiet, checking his watch, frowning. Merle touched his arm. “What?”
“The week is almost done. I must go home.” He took her hand. “I don’t want to go home alone, Merle. This week has been so crazy, with the storm and the death and the wedding cancelled. But all through it I think of only one thing, chérie. You.”
Merle felt her heart swell even as a bell of alarm rang in her mind. Did she love him, she wondered, then threw the thought out. Of course she did.
He rushed on. “When I first arrived I thought, ‘oh, another little vacation with Merle. I don’t see her very often, this will be so nice.’ Then when I am with you I never want to leave.” He scooted closer, grasping both her hands. “Please come back to France with me, my darling.”
“But you have to work, right?” And so did she. She had another week off from Legal Aid but eventually she would have to go home. Tristan was waiting for her. 
“Damn Policiers, fuck that job,” he said, smiling. “I don’t mean that. I have to work. But this is more important than any work, isn’t it? You and me?”
Merle searched his face. Was he serious? What was he saying exactly, since she knew he didn’t believe in marriage? After this week no one would ever tempt fate in that direction again, at least in her family. 
Someone called her name from outside the wooden doors. “Merle? Where are you?”
“In here,” she called. It had to be Francie. Or Annie. Their voices were similar.
Pascal let a twitch of annoyance pass over his brow then squeezed her hands before releasing them. He gazed into her eyes with a warm, pleading glance. 
The door opened. Francie fell inside, clutching an envelope. “There you are.” Her color was up, or she’d somehow gotten sunburned in rainy Aberdeen. “You won’t believe this.”
Merle and Pascal stood, as if being upright would help them deal with whatever hit them next. Francie pulled a sheet of white paper from the envelope and began to read.
“Dear Sisters. How I wanted to start this letter with ‘You will laugh when you hear where I have gone. I can scarcely stop laughing myself.’”
Merle gasped. “Oh no.”
Francie nodded. “Yes! She’s pulled a fricking Lydia. Listen— ‘But I am not fifteen, eloping with a dangerous man. I am a middle-aged woman in sound mind and with a rather substantial bank account. And should I want to run away for awhile with a certain Frenchman— ‘”
“Merde,” Pascal said.
“—that is my prerogative. I didn’t get to spend as much time as the rest of you in France last year, by my own stupid choice. I didn’t even get in on that lawsuit. All I got out of the early exit from our vacation was a cubicle next to Andrew’s and an African violet. And that is almost as wonderful as it sounds.”
“What is she saying?” whispered Pascal to Merle. She shook her head and waved for Francie to continue.
“So I’m going to take a little me-time and let myself be squired around wherever we may go, in a fashion to be envied. I don’t need to tell you how relieved I am to be out of the sisterly mix for a wee bit. I don’t mean anything by that, but you have to know how suffocating all that togetherness can be— at least for me. 
“Don’t try to find me. I’m fine. Please tell Bernie and Jack to be patient. Trust me for once in your lives. Case of courage and a bucket of balls, Elise.’” 
Pascal was twitching a bit. He stared at Merle. “But you told her about him, yes?”
Merle blinked. Had she? “I —”
“Told her what?” Francie asked.
“She lied to us. She told us she was going home.” Merle scrambled in her pockets for her cellphone. “I’ll get to the bottom of this.”
“Wait, wait,” Francie said. “What were you going to tell her about Bruno?”
“He is— how do you say?” Pascal explained. “Un dragueur and a goujat. A womanizer, a boor. Also convicted in court. He has been to prison for helping a winery commit fraud. And there is more.”
“How long have you known this?” Francie demanded.
“Since the storm,” Pascal said. “Before our phones went dark we made some inquiries. I made some inquiries.”
“Then he disappeared so I figured, you know, why make a federal case out of it?” Merle said. “Only he hadn’t actually left.”
“He must have been hiding in the house until they put the bridge in,” Francie said. “Why would he do that?”
“Because Pascal figured out who he was, what he was.” Merle turned to Pascal. “He discovered you were in the wine fraud unit that night when the power went out, Pascal. Someone said it—”
“I said it,” Francie said. “I don’t remember any reaction from him though.”
“He went completely still. I remember thinking that he didn’t know exactly who Pascal was until then.” Merle reached out for the note. “But she’ll be all right with him, won’t she? Even if he is a boor she’s a grown woman, as she reminds us. She knows what she’s doing.”
“You think?” Francie wrinkled her nose as if smelling something awful. 
“Maybe it’s a reaction to whatever is going on with Andrew.” She looked at Francie. “What is going on there?”
“Nothing as far as I can tell. If I ask she changes the subject.”
“So they’re done?”
“I don’t know. Why do you think she mentioned her bank account? Is she going to give him money? That little—”
“Would she, Merle,” Pascal asked. “Is she rich?”
“She’s only been out of law school for a couple years.” Merle looked at Francie. “Has she been saving or something?”
“I was complaining about my finances last month when we went out to dinner. You know, partners on my case about billable hours and all that. I can’t even trade in my clunker. She said she didn’t have to worry about that for awhile,” Francie said. “She didn’t explain. We got interrupted, or ordered another round or something.” Her voice trailed off.
“It doesn’t matter how much she has,” Pascal said adamantly. “He will take everything, no matter how little. He will charm her into opening her purse.”
“Not to mention her legs,” Francie muttered.
“That ship has sailed, honey.” Merle rolled her eyes. “What we don’t want now is her getting scammed out of her cash.” She pulled out her phone again. “At least I can text her about what we know about him.”
“Call her, Merle. This is important,” Pascal said.
“She’s a big girl,” Francie said hopefully. “Right?”



Chapter 28
 
Kincardie House
Saturday evening
 
Dinner with Mrs. Logan was decidedly weird. Silent but a few hiccups and a belch or two, the group looked pained. Callum took up his seat at the far end from his mother and Annie sat to his right, the favored position. Hugh and Davina were absent although Hugh had been around during the cocktail hour. Where he’d gone was a mystery. The policeman, DI Grassie, was also absent. Gone for good, Merle hoped. 
Callum’s mother waited until the pudding course to make her announcement. The cherry tart was sour, almost inedible, Merle thought. But Fiona didn’t need sour cherries to pucker up and give them her latest declaration. 
“The contractors arrive on Monday morning to rebuild the bridge. That won’t impact any of you, I’m sure. Because you’ll be leaving tomorrow anyway,” she said, the decided nature of it perfectly clear. They were no longer welcome. “I am glad to have been informed that your father is recovering, and has been well-treated by Scottish physicians, the best in the world.”
Callum rolled his eyes behind his wine glass. Fiona continued.
“It’s been a pleasure getting to know you all.” She stood up suddenly, shoulders back, eyes forward. “Safe journeys.” Her footsteps echoed out into the hallway and up the stairs.
“I’m sorry,” Callum said softly. 
“Don’t be silly,” Francie blurted. “We have to leave. Of course we do.”
Callum looked at Annie, worry across his brow. What had transpired between them? Merle still didn’t know. But Annie reached out and took his hand. Merle sighed with relief and took Pascal’s hand under the table. 
“I must go home anyway,” Pascal said, looking pointedly at Merle. “The time has come.”
After dinner Merle and Pascal went for a walk as the sun set over the hills. The bluebells were recovering, pushing up out of the wet ground under the trees. She picked a small bunch and stuck one in Pascal’s shirt pocket. They didn’t talk about her going to France. He had made his wishes known but she hadn’t made up her mind yet. Should she stay and help Stasia with their parents, or go gadding about France? And what about Elise? Should she try to run her down? What was Tristan doing? Was he studying hard, getting good grades? Should she go home and check on him? And what about her job at Legal Aid? She was definitely looking forward to going back to that— or not.
So many priorities pulling her different directions. She should make a list of pros and cons. That sometimes helped her make decisions. Just the thought of another list made her a little sad. That was the old Merle: driven, punctual, dutiful, and a little bit OCD.
As they came out of the woods they saw two police vehicles parked by the house. One was official, the other the blue sedan that had brought DI Grassie to the house before. Pascal looked at Merle and picked up his pace. 
By the time they rounded the front of Kincardie House three policemen, two uniforms and DI Grassie, stood at the door of the women’s quarters. The door was open. Grassie’s bulk filled the small doorway. Pascal approached the dark-haired cop standing back and asked what was going on. 
“A break in the case,” he said in a low voice. 
“What is it?” Merle joined them, breathless.
“I don’t know,” Pascal whispered. 
Callum appeared from the front door of the house, joining them. “What’s happening?”
Pascal shrugged and the cops continued the stony faces. 
Minutes passed, then DI Grassie moved to one side of the door and took the arm of Jinty Arbuckle, leading her down the steps toward the police car. Pascal and Merle frowned at each other. 
“Is she going to give a statement?” Merle asked the uniformed policeman.
He ignored her. Callum called out, “Please, sir. What’s happening? Where are you taking Miss Arbuckle?”
“Ask the inspector,” the cop said.
Callum and Pascal approached Grassie’s sedan in tandem, catching his attention as he maneuvered the young caretaker into the back seat. Callum caught the door before he could close it.
“Mr. Grassie. What are you doing with Miss Arbuckle?”
The round policeman gave Callum a withering look and pulled the door from his grasp, shutting it forcefully. “For your information, sir, Miss Arbuckle is going in on her own volition.”
Merle crossed her arms, glancing at the frightened face of the young woman. “Are you charging her with something?”
Grassie glanced at each of them in turn, his jowls slack but his eyes sharp. “Miss Arbuckle has confessed to the murder of Vanora Petrie.”
———-
 
 
Sunday morning
 
Callum drove too fast into the center of Aberdeen. Merle hung on the door handle in the curves. She looked up through the windshield, blinking at the sudden flash of morning sunshine off the shiny hood of the heather green rental car. Bruno’s car, still under their command while the man himself was somewhere in France, waltzing around with Elise. 
Pascal was gone. They’d dropped him at the airport and now she was alone with her somewhat desperate thoughts. He had admonished Merle again for not reaching Elise. It wasn’t for lack of trying. The girl just didn’t answer her cellphone. No one was sure whether it even worked in Europe. And now Pascal was off to Toulouse and points in southwest France. He had begged her to go with him, and she had not. She was an idiot, that was plain. 
“What are we doing here?” She peered up at a large gray edifice, somewhere in downtown Aberdeen.
Callum turned off the car. “My mother tells me she feels some responsibility for Jinty. That Miss Arbuckle’s grandfather and my father were friends or colleagues or something. It’s hazy but somehow that’s how Mother found Jinty. Why she gave Jinty her job at Kincardie.”
Merle frowned. “Is this the police station?”
He nodded. “I have to see if I can help.”
 Inside the large utilitarian building obviously built with oil money in the last few decades, a large skylight lit the space with a weak glow. Callum talked to officers, demanded attention, and pulled Merle along. What they could do for a person who had confessed to a murder was a question, but not one he wanted to answer immediately. Merle allowed herself to be prodded down hallways and up stairs, hoping the caretaker could somehow recant her confession. That seemed like the only solution. Maybe it was all just a terrible mistake. 
She and Pascal had a long discussion the night before as they packed their suitcases. Why would Jinty harm Vanora? Why was she saying she had when obviously she hadn’t? Even if she did do it, why confess, at least without counsel? Who was she protecting? Was she in love with the chauffeur? Was he the culprit?
Their amour was a new one to Merle. Although she spent quite a bit of time with Jinty during the storm and its aftermath, she never noticed anything between Jinty and Killian. Pascal, on the other hand, had perceived something there, some attraction. 
But Killian wasn’t on the premises the night Vanora went into the mud puddle. He was stuck in the village with no way to cross the Piney Burn. 
And now they sat in the small, untidy office belonging to DI Grassie. The man was absent but they were brought tea by a female officer. A few minutes later a young woman in a black suit and heels arrived. They stood to greet her.
Her name was Glynn Barra, and she said Mrs. Logan had engaged her to help with Jinty’s defense. She was a striking woman with dark brown hair pulled back, with curly wisps escaping around her delicate features. She was friendly, especially to Callum.
“Glynn,” Callum smiled, shaking her hand. “Thank you for coming in on a Sunday.”
“You know each other?” Merle asked.
“University,” Callum said. “It’s a small country.”
“Your mother said you were back. I said I’d believe it when I saw the whites of yer een.” She smiled at him, her blue eyes flashing as she checked him out from head to toe. She seemed not displeased with the results. “Just a wee visit then? Complete with horrid storms and dying staff?”
Callum grimaced and glanced at Merle. She took up the baton: “Family adventures, actually. Lots of them.” She stuck out a hand and introduced herself. “Merle Bennett. Not Scottish, obviously. I was a guest at Kincardie House the night of the— event.”
They settled into the hard chairs and the lawyer got out a notepad and pen. Before she could ask them anything Merle said, “Did the police give you our statements? We all talked to the Inspector.”
“Not as yet. Maybe you can fill me in.”
Merle wasn’t sure she had the patience this morning. Her mind was flitting around, everywhere but here. Who was Pascal sitting next to on the flight? Why was she here in this room that smelled of damp socks and stale coffee? Why wasn’t she flying to France? She squinted at Ms. Barra, then at Callum as he gave a rough version of the night that Vanora drowned. 
“But you weren’t present, Callum. Your mother tells me you were in the village. Is that right?”
“Our bridge washed out. I got caught on the village side.”
 Glynn looked at Merle then, waiting. Merle said, “Look. None of us thinks she did it. She was in charge of the staff, at her young age, and there may have been conflicts that we guests didn’t know about. But Jinty was horrified, completely shocked out of her mind at the sight of Vanora floating in that puddle. She’s the one who found Vanora. Would someone who had done harm to that person scream hysterically like that when finding their body? I could barely get her to stop to breathe. Are they saying she is a good actress?”
Glynn nodded, scribbling notes. Callum said, “Have you spoken to her?”
“Not as yet.”
“Get her to describe her relationship with every staff member. A couple are quite elderly. It will help you get a picture of what went on,” Callum said.
Merle nodded. “There’s Mrs. MacKeegan, the cook. One of the older ones along with Mr. Craigg.”
“He may have seen something,” Callum added. “He was wandering around that night.”
“DI Grassie interviewed everyone. Look at their statements.”
“Who else is on staff?” Glynn asked.
“Gunni, the sheep man,” Callum said.
She flipped back a page. “Brian Gunn?”
Callum shrugged. “She calls him Gunni. And last is Killian, the chauffeur. He was in the village as well.”
“Did you see him at the Hydro?” Merle asked.
He frowned. “Not that I remember. But he wouldn’t have stayed there.”
“Where would he have stayed?” Glynn asked.
“You’ll have to ask my mother. He drove her into town that night but didn’t get back to the house either.”
Merle sat forward. “Can you get them to throw out the confession? Is that possible? She must be protecting somebody.”
Glynn eyed Merle professionally and crossed her legs. “Who would that be?”
“I don’t know. There was a suggestion— ” She glanced at Callum. Should she spread rumors? “Someone mentioned there might be a connection between Jinty and the chauffeur, Killian.”
“A romantic connection?” the attorney pressed.
Merle shrugged and tightened her lips. She’d said too much already. Not that she didn’t believe Pascal’s instincts for these things. She just hadn’t seen it herself.
“But he was in the village,” Callum reminded her.
“So he says,” Glynn said. “We need to find out what he was up to that day.”
“You saw him later on, right?” Merle asked Callum.
“Yes. He helped me gather up petrol cans and fill them. Then we took them out to the house so they could start the generator. We had to string them across the swollen burn.” 
“How did you contact him when you were in the village?” Glynn asked.
Callum frowned. “Through my mother.”
Glynn smiled slightly. “She runs a tight ship, your mother.” 
 
               Merle and Callum discussed the case as they drove back up into the hills, leaving shiny, water-logged Aberdeen behind for the muddy Highlands. Puddles were drying but the rivers still were high and many roads had damage that slowed them down. They made no progress on the question of why Jinty had confessed or who might have actually done the deed. If indeed someone had harmed Vanora, Merle thought. Couldn’t she just have tipped over drunk in that puddle?
Callum dropped her at the Hydro in the village with her rolling bag. She looked back inside the car. “Are you going back for Annie?”
He nodded solemnly then, to Merle’s surprise, broke into a helpless grin. She laughed. “So things are okay now? No, don’t tell me. I’ll twist her arm.”
“Things are good,” he assured her then sped away. 
With a breath of relief Merle turned to the Victorian hotel, reborn in chrome and glass. She found her parents upstairs in their room. Stasia had sprung Jack from the hospital at the crack of dawn. He was sitting in a chair, drinking coffee, and looking out onto the expansive green lawns. 
“Are those rhododendrons? I’d like to take a walk in those gardens,” he said. Bernie protested. 
“Take it easy for a day, Daddy,” Merle said. “The sun might actually come out. Wouldn’t that be nice.”
“And somebody needs to take me on a whisky tour,” he went on.
“Rick’s your man. He’s been talking about it for days.”
“Where’s your room, Merle?” Bernie asked. “Close by?”
“Down the hall. Francie and I are bunking together. I’m just going to put my luggage over there. Then we’ll have lunch.”
“Where is that attractive Frenchman?” Jack asked with a sly grin.
“Gone back to France,” she said. “He had to go back to work.”
“Like Elise,” Jack said. “She is certainly dedicated to the profession.”
“Yes,” Merle said. “She sure is.”
Bernadette followed Merle into the hallway, holding the door behind her. She whispered to Merle: “I’m so worried. Is Annie really done with Callum? She was very firm yesterday. Is she sure about breaking off the engagement?”
“She’s fine, Mom.” Merle gave her mother a hug. Thank god she hadn’t asked about Elise. Merle wasn’t the best bald-faced liar around. “You don’t need more to worry about. Take care of Daddy. Annie and Callum will work it out.”
“But no Scottish wedding?” Bernie looked disappointed as Merle rolled her bag away. “I was so looking forward to all those men in kilts.”
 
Francie was painting her fingernails when Merle unlocked the door. “There you are,” she said. “Get Pascal to his flight?”
“Yes. Unfortunately.” Merle sighed. She set her bag on a luggage stand with a thump.
“Why didn’t you go with him?” Francie asked, examining her face. “You’ve got a week of vacation, right?”
“But he didn’t.”
“So? Hang around his place and eat bon-bons and drink wine until he comes home.” She looked up, blowing her freshly blue fingertips. “You’ve been to his place, right? What’s it like?”
Merle looked out the window. “Actually I’ve never seen it.”
“Really? Where is it? Not in your little village?”
“No. Outside Toulouse somewhere.” She spun around to face her sister. “Do you think it’s strange he’s never taken me there?”
“Well, he’s apparently taken you in all sorts of places, the dirty beast.” Francie grinned. “But yeah. He should show you where he lives. Aren’t you curious?”
“He wanted me to go back with him,” Merle said, staring at her own chipped nail polish. “But there’s so much going on here. The family stuff, Daddy. Annie. And Callum took me to the police station to see what we could do about Jinty Arbuckle and her confession.”
“Did you talk to her?”
Merle shook her head. “Just her attorney. Nice woman, seemed competent. She reminded me of you a little, Francie.” She fished a business card out of her pocket. “Glynn Barra. She went to college with Callum.” She handed it to Francie.
“Great. But I still don’t get it, Merle. You’re pivoting. You aren’t needed here. You have to know that. Stasia, Annie, and I— not to mention Bernie and Rick— can take care of Daddy. Callum can handle Annie, I guess, although he’s got his mother to wrangle. Hugh and Davina went back to Edinburgh so they’re out of the mix. Why do you think we can’t manage without you?”
Merle looked at her sister, silent. Was she right? Was she not needed at all? It made her feel a little less than competent, or useful. Francie’s face softened a little as she delivered the final blow: “You do know you’re not indispensable, right?”
Merle grimaced. “Thanks. I guess.”
“We’ve got this, Merdle. Go have a Continental affair. And you could check up on the wanton young woman, our little sister, if you were in France.”
Merle frowned. “I didn’t tell Bernie and Jack about her. Do they know?”
“We decided to keep it on the D-L.” Francie stood up and tossed the business card on her dresser. “But you could find her, Merle. With Pascal’s police connections, you could find her and tell her what a thug Bruno is. I can’t believe she’s not answering her phone. What’s the worst that could happen, Merle? You look for her, or you just drink wine and get your ashes hauled. Which is perfectly acceptable.”
Merle was smiling now. “Sounds decadent.”
“And your point?”
“You want the room to yourself, is that it? You made some friends at the pub?”
Francie laughed. “Celtic shag-athon, here I come.”



Chapter 29
 
Aberdeen
Late Sunday
 
 
Jinty Arbuckle sat at the table in the windowless room, feeling the walls move in toward her. So it was just like they showed it on the telly, she thought, dreary and hopeless. Her teachers had tried to scare them, warned them all in school: behave or they’ll toss you in and throw away the key. And now she’d gone and done it to herself. 
She hoped her father didn’t hear of it. But of course he would. He liked to read the papers. Besides she’d have to write to her mother at some point. The confession meant no public trial. That was the key thing.
Her attorney, Glynn Barra, sat across the table, waiting for an answer to a question Jinty couldn’t recall. The attorney looked serious, and a bit crabbit, like she’d rather be having a nice glass of wine somewhere than sitting across from the likes of this idjit girl. Jinty felt like she was floating, disassociated from things, in a dream. 
A very bad dream, to be sure. 
“I’m askin’ ye now, Jinty Arbuckle,” Ms. Barra said impatiently. “Are you doin’ the job with the chauffeur, this Killian Yarrow.”
Killian’s handsome face flashed in her mind. Even scowling, as he often was, he made her a bit melt-y. Ridiculous, school-girl feeling. 
“No, ma’am. I am not.” Not for lack of trying. “Could I get some tea?”
The big clock on the wall, ticking ominously, said nearly six in the evening. Or it could be morning. There was no sky to see, dark or light. But she hadn’t lost track of the days yet. That was something to look forward to, she reckoned. 
“No tea. Not till you talk to me.” Glynn Barra frowned and consulted her notes. “With someone else then? This Brian Gunn?”
“Gad, no. Who said that?”
“What is your relationship with Yarrow and Gunn?”
“I’m the caretaker. They work for Mrs. Logan, same as me.”
“They work for you?”
“Not really. They’ve made that clear.”
Barra looked up. “You had some trouble with them?”
Jinty blinked. “The first couple days I was there. After that we’ve been fine.” She sighed. “I am young. Too young and too female for some.”
“Was that Miss Petrie’s opinion?”
“So she said.”
“Tell me what happened between you and Miss Petrie.”
Images floated in her head and for a second she wasn’t sure if she’d made them up, or seen them that dark night. The words, simple and declarative, ones she’d told the Inspector, came back: “We quarreled. I pushed her and she fell into the puddle.” She recited it like a schoolgirl and even she didn’t really believe it.
Ms. Barra’s nostrils were flaring, her eyes ablaze. Didn’t she have a nice face? Wasn’t she supposed to help? “And then?”
“I walked away. Back to my room.”
“You didn’t try to help her out of the water?”
“It were just a puddle, wasn’t it? How was I to know she’d drown?”
Jinty felt the weight of her words. She was admitting to not caring whether Vanora Petrie lived or died. Whether she sucked down a load of muddy water or gasped to the surface. It seemed okay when she’d first told the fat copper but now she felt the hand of Satan on her shoulder. She was a horrible person. She had no feeling. Everyone would say so. 
“What time was this?” Ms. Barra consulted her notes.
Jinty shrugged. “Midnight? A bit later. I’m not sure.”
“What were you doing outside?”
She swallowed her words. What had she said before? It was so hard to keep your story on the straight. “Coming back from the main house to my room.” 
“After midnight.”
“That’s right.”
“The Bennett sisters say you came over because you were worried about Vanora. Why would you come looking for her, worrying about her and then leave her to drown?”
Jinty hung her head, unable to think. Her head hurt from all the stories swirling inside it.
Ms. Barra closed her notebook. “Jinty Arbuckle, why are you doin’ this?”
“Ma’am?”
“Covering for someone. Protecting somebody.”
She felt the blood rush up her neck involuntarily and clenched her jaw. She blinked at her attorney and kept silent. 
“You aren’t the killin’ sort of girl, Jinty. Anyone can see that.” Ms. Barra found her nice face at last, all sympathy. Her voice too. “Why are you willing to spend years in jail for someone else?”
“But it was all an accident,” Jinty blurted. “I pushed her, she fell. What happened in the puddle isn’t my fault.”
“No, because you didn’t push her, isn’t that right? You left her at the pasture gate. Just like everyone else. You didn’t even see Vanora Petrie after that, did you? You looked for her, you were concerned. Both you and the cook wee worried about her. But you didn’t find her, did you? You were tucked up in bed like the good girl you are.”
Jinty felt the heat in her face like a flare of sunshine. Was she a good girl? No, she wasn’t good, she was horrid. And she was a woman, almost as old as her attorney, for sure. They could be friends, schoolmates. She searched Glynn’s face for something— recognition, salvation, understanding. 
“You didn’t push her, Jinty,” Glynn whispered. She held out her hand. “Just squeeze my hand and I’ll know.”



Chapter 30
 
Tuesday
France
 
Merle opened her eyes, blinking against the sunrise coming through the dusty panes. Where was she? Her mind grasped, foggy. Home? The stone house in the Dordogne? Scotland?
The rustling next to her sent a shock wave through her and she startled. Then the snoring resumed, soft like a puppy. There was Pascal’s shoulder, bare, a little hairy, and pale above the tan line on his bicep. 
She let out her breath, relaxing as it all came back. She was in Pascal’s small cottage, high on a hill in an extinct village. A hamlet, he called it, but his house appeared to be the only inhabitable dwelling, a wooden farmhouse from before the war. An ancient sink on legs, crumbling plaster, windows that leaked, walls gray with age. He’d done little to it, he said, and she believed him. It was rustic, authentic, and gorgeous. Not unlike its owner.
She sat up, glancing back at him, sleeping soundly. Outside birds twittered in the gnarled fruit trees. Yes, a person could definitely sleep here. It was so peaceful. Pascal said he liked the location because he could see in every direction in case someone was trying to sneak up on him. 
She lay back down and pulled the quilt over her shoulders. What had come over her? She wasn’t usually this spontaneous. Francie had pushed her into it, told her she wasn’t needed nor indispensable. Told her to go have a fling. Flying to Toulouse with a few hours notice, leaving Pascal a text message to meet her at the airport. It shouldn’t have worked. The flight should have been too expensive. He should have been too busy to meet her, working somewhere. But it went off like she’d planned it for months. 
And maybe, she thought staring at the pink blossoms of the cherry tree as they drifted to the ground, she had planned it. Somewhere in her turtle brain, the place where she put things out of sight so they won’t interfere with what’s front and center, there had been a plan. 
Somewhere behind the chaotic nonsense of everyday life. In a heavy steamer trunk, under a moth-eaten mattress, behind a broken mirror, things percolated into dreams. In this dream/plan she ran away from her New York City busy-ness, away from her big Connecticut house with its dreary corners and heavy drapes, from her pool guy and her lawn service and her junker of a minivan, away from the struggles to maintain dignity and probity, long after anyone cared. The life where she fixed her makeup in the cramped train restroom that smelled of urine, where she shoveled snow in winter and struggled to balance her checkbook alone in the cold, dark kitchen. 
In this dream she no longer had to wear heels or power suits or leave her son on his own in the evenings while she picked at exotic food with people she despised, all in the name of ‘development’ of relationships with high-powered lawyers who were as two-faced as that lawyer joke everyone was always telling her: “How do you know if a lawyer is lying? His lips are moving.” 
She knew when the dream began. She just hadn’t realized it. A couple weeks before the trip to Scotland for the Wedding That Would Not Behave, Merle and her boss at Legal Aid, Lillian Wachowski, took five male partners of a hyper-competitive, all-Harvard firm out to dinner at Per Se. Lillian said it had to be a top restaurant or they wouldn’t bother. They needed these high-powered types to give money to Legal Aid, to donate their time for pro bono work. They had to be as nice and as generous as they hoped the law partners would be. 
Somehow Lillian got a reservation for the five lawyers and the two of them. Merle usually tried to get at least one female partner to attend, but it hadn’t worked out tonight. She sat in the middle of this crowd of suits, boxed in, while Lillian sat at the head of the table.
The men ordered lavishly— champagne, six bottles of wine, seven courses over four hours— as only high-flyers on someone else’s dime will do. Lillian, who was ten years older than Merle but sharp and relentless in every way, began to fade around the fifth course. She told them to have a great time and that Merle would pick up the tab, then slipped away to her nice warm bed on the Upper East side. (Lillian’s husband had made a fortune in the ‘80s on Wall Street and hadn’t worked a day since, unless watching your stocks was a job.) 
Despite having to cab to Grand Central, catch the last train, and drive home to catch a few winks before making the reverse trip at dawn, Merle had to stay at the table. She clenched her jaw, sighed inaudibly, and told herself she’d done it before. She’d paced herself with the alcohol but the partner sitting next to her hadn’t. A burly man whose good haircut couldn’t quite disguise his lack of manners, he kept throwing his arm around her shoulders and grinning down her dress. She would wriggle away and he would do it again. She made a point of checking her watch every ten minutes but nobody got the hint. 
Finally the restaurant had cleared out except for the six of them. She kept her cool, found the maître d’ to pay for the meal. Please add the appropriate service charge and call me a cab, she told the discreet young man. Then she found her coat and returned to the table. 
The partners were stretched back in their chairs, legs splayed, ties loosened, faces rosy, sated on fine wine and gourmet food. A couple of them looked pretty rough, including ‘Handy Dan,’ her seat mate, Dan McCoy. Somehow he lurched to his feet when she announced she had to catch a train.
“It’s your lucky day! The LB is right downstairs,” Dan crowed. 
“Ah, the Luxury Barge,” another partner explained. 
“The stories that back seat could tell,” someone cackled.
Laughter, then someone must have seen her confusion. “His Bentley Mulsanne. How many are there, Dan?”
“Just a handful. Not many can afford them,” Dan declared proudly. “Like riding on a cloud. My driver will take you to the station,” he said, pulling out his phone. 
Merle told him no. He insisted. She resisted. He insisted more. The back and forth with a man who rarely heard ‘no.’ Amusing if it wasn’t so annoying. The youngest partner, possibly sober, was watching all this. 
“Kindly ask Dan to cease and desist,” she said loudly. 
“He’s just being a gentleman, Merle,” said the young lawyer whose name was Mick or something. She squinted at him. “He’s worried about your safety.”
“I called a cab.”
“Then let me walk you down. Please,” said McCoy who was getting squishy around the eyes now. He was the type of man who would hate her in the morning, no matter what happened tonight. She knew the type, and more besides. 
“All right. You come too,” she said, pointing at Mick. She had to get out of here. “I’ve got fifteen minutes to get my train.”
She allowed Dan to take her elbow and point her into the elevator, as if she, not he, needed navigational guidance. He kept it there, massaging her arm, as they silently descended to Columbus Circle. He tried to get her into his car again on the sidewalk. Was she going to have to fight him off? She pulled her arm away, trying to keep her anger in check. Mick finally put his hand on Dan’s shoulder.
“She’s got this,” Mick said. “Let’s go back up and have a cognac.”
She found out the next day that the two partners were locked out of the elevator because of the late hour. No cognac after all, such a shame. Lillian didn’t ask what time the party broke up. She didn’t want to know. 
The firm made a generous donation to the pro bono fund, and pledged hundreds of hours by their very junior people to help in Legal Aid cases. Lillian was pleased. She bought Merle flowers.
Later Francie had been green with envy that Merle had dined at such a magnificent food palace as Per Se. She wanted to know all the details. Merle couldn’t remember one dish. Only the encounter with a slime-ball. 
But last night, in a small village bistro in the outskirts of Toulouse, she ate the most amazing foie gras, and lamb shanks in orange, and a chocolate soufflé. She held Pascal’s hand as they shared airy morsels of deliciousness. 
She would never forget that meal. 
Pascal rolled toward her and draped his arm over her. She entwined her fingers with his and felt a deep calm. New York City was so far away. Could it stay that way? No, no thinking like that. Stay here. In the moment.
He moved against her. “Shall I make coffee first?” 
“Yes, please.” 
Within an hour they had coffee, got dressed, and he had vanished in his old green BMW, off to meet his team in some Mediterranean village. He apologized, and kissed her plenty, but had to go. They didn’t make it back to bed. 
She nestled into an outdoor chair, a weather-beaten thing with no paint. Pulling a blanket off the bed she wrapped herself in it for protection from splinters, and sat in the shade, drinking coffee and watching birds in the garden and bees in the fruit trees. Once or twice (or a few times) she found herself making lists of what she could do today, then she pushed the thoughts away as treason. She wasn’t a list-maker in France. She was a dreamer.
She looked for her cell phone. She’d left it inside. What was Annie doing today? She’d never gotten to talk to her about Callum again. His last answer— that happy smile— seemed like a good sign. But with Annie, who knew. Could she call Francie? Or Stasia? Would they know?
Thoughts of her sisters passed through her mind like embers from a dying fire. Together the five of them were like a small bonfire: feeding off each other’s energy, burning bright, a center of energy. Now, apart, the coals were stirred and fire died down. Where was Elise, her mind asked, unwilling to let the heat go. Was that little twerp doing something bad to her? Was he stealing her money?
The sun moved and lit her face. Enough. Today is just today. 
 
Pascal returned at seven that evening, carrying bags of food. All cooked and prepped, he said as if she had expected him to cook for her, or vice versa. His presence, his arrival like this at the end of the day, returning to her, was the fulfillment of a silent promise. He would not forget to come back to her. He would not be too busy to remember. He spread the feast on the outdoor table: a seafood pot au feu, a baguette, haricots verts, a tart. And wine, a chilled rosé he remembered she liked. 
He looked like his day hadn’t gone as well as hers. The skin around his eyes was puffy and in the late sun she saw strands of gray in his hair. He looked tired. She felt guilty for her long afternoon nap. She had spoken to no one, done nothing but read a novel, sleep, and walk around the orchard that surrounded the cottage. Visit the goats over the fence, pick wildflowers, sniff blossoms. 
“You look rested,” he said, smiling.
“I did nothing today. Zilch. Just like old times.” In the Dordogne they had practiced doing nothing, a venerable French tradition according to Pascal, that involved wine, food, occasional coffee, occasional sex, and the gentle buzz of bees in flowers. Nothing more.
“Including— ?” He pointed to her t-shirt and mimed taking it off. “Au naturel?” 
They had done some nearly-naked sunbathing in the walled garden. “I was waiting for you for that.” She checked the cloudless sky. “It looks like we’ll get another beautiful day.”
He grinned but tweaked his shoulders as if they ached. “There is a new task. In the Languedoc. I am sorry.”
“Tomorrow?”
“Oui.”
She waved a piece of bread. “You told me you had to work. Don’t worry about me.”
“But I asked you to come to France and now— what will you do? I may be gone two or three days.”
A buzzing in her ears reminded Merle she didn’t do well without a plan, a list, a bunch of chores at minimum. For one day, sure, she could dream. Then she needed to be busy like some people needed to breathe. She frowned at the remains of her lovely dinner. What would she eat while he was gone? There was an old bicycle here but no car for her. How far was the village store, the café?
His eyebrows were scrunched with worry. So she smiled. “What’s around here then? Is the village nearby?”
“A kilometer, down the hill. Not far. There’s not much there, I’m afraid.” He ducked his head, checking her eyes. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? Maybe come with me?” She could imagine the welcome she’d get from officers in an undercover situation, or whatever their ‘task’ was. 
“I’ll be fine. I have two novels to read. If I get lonely I’ll talk to those cute goats next door.”
He perked up. “Ah. Did you meet Irene? She tends the goats and makes the cheese?”
“She makes goat cheese right there?” Merle loved goat cheese.
“Ah, oui. It is very intriguing. And not stinky, I promise.” He stood up. “Come. We will go meet Irene.”
The cottage where Irene lived was hidden around the knob of the hill and down a lane lined with flowering trees in pink and white. Apples and plums, he said, as she exclaimed at their beauty, walking hand-in-hand down the drive. The evening was warm, the sky was turning golden, blushing like a baby. 
Irene was making dinner when they arrived at the low stucco house with at the orange tile roof, a classic French farmhouse with a sagging, low porch across the front. Pots of red geraniums sat on the steps. The smell of garlic exploded as her daughter, Louise, answered the door. She was petite, about 20, with long, brown hair and a shy demeanor. She ran quickly for her mother.
“She must be home from university,” Pascal whispered. “I’ve only seen her once or twice in many years here.”
Irene emerged, smiling broadly at Pascal and wiping her hands on her apron as she greeted them with standard cheek kisses. He introduced Merle. The short, plump woman had a wide face and short blonde hair that ringed her head like a crown. She wore a plain blue dress and muddy rubber boots that seemed out of place in a kitchen. Her hands looked strong and capable. She threw them up and exclaimed in rapid French to Pascal, something along the lines of long-time-no-see. 
Then she rattled off something to Merle. She blinked, hoping Irene spoke a little bit of English. 
“Merle est un américaine, madame,” Pascal explained. “Elle ne parle pas trop de français.”
“Un peut,” Merle said, wincing. She spoke a little French but not fast enough. A pity. “C’est dommage.”
Irene paid no attention to all that, smiling in a friendly manner, patting Merle’s arm, and continuing in rapid-fire French. Pascal replied, equally fast. They went on like that until Irene called for Louise to come out of the kitchen. That much Merle could understand.
The young woman stepped back into the room. Her mother took her arm and pulled her forward, talking to her in a low, insistent tone. 
Louise blinked, nodding, although she looked slightly terrified. To Merle and Pascal she said, in halting English, “Welcome. My mother says that tomorrow the madame can help us with the— chèvrerie?”
“The farm,” Pascal said.
“Yes. We have six chèvres, the goat, the mamans, who will soon give the birth. One naissance, ah, birth, comes, came early today. Madame may help, if she wish,” Louise said, looking skeptically at Merle. 
Merle smoothed her spotless white slacks. Her fingernails, though the polish was still chipped, were way too clean. Louise was looking at her own nails, ragged and dirty. She smelled sweet, like she had just taken a bath. She probably thought Merle was a — what was that Scottish word? — a toonser, a city slicker. And she’d be right.
Pascal glanced at her, eyebrows jumping. A glint of amusement shone in his eyes, as he pictured her, no doubt, rolling in hay with nanny goats. He’d had his sheep moments in the Highlands. Was it her turn to wrestle furry beasts?
“Oh,” Merle said. “Gosh. That would be amazing. I would love to help, if I can. I mean— je ne sais
rien — I know nothing— about goats.”
Irene waved her hands and laughed, chattering. Louise even smiled. “It’s okay. We will help. The mamans, they do the work most of the time.”
“Okay.” Merle felt a little burst of usefulness. She would watch some baby goats— what did you call them? Kids. She would watch some kids being born. That would be something she didn’t get to see often, or ever. She would take photos for her sisters. They would be impressed, wouldn’t they? Or horrified. She was such a damn toonser. 
She smiled at Irene, nodding. “Merci. I’ll come over tomorrow— demain— then?”
Irene chattered and Louise translated: “Mama says come early. At five o’clock if you are up. Things happen early on the goat farm.”



Chapter 31
 
 
Tuesday
Scotland
 
The crazy weather of the previous week had completely cleared, blown out to sea by a high pressure system that beamed sunshine down on the Highlands, making the world a steam bath of heather and wet leaves. Stasia Bennett stepped outside the Hydro, clutching her notebook, and was startled by the glare off the last of the puddles. 
“Crikey,” she muttered, having decided that a week in Scotland was long enough to adopt some British phrases. “Bloody blinding.” 
She glanced around, hoping no one had heard her. No doubt she sounded ridiculous. The hotel valets had gone missing, off setting up cricket or something. Two horses came down the path from the barn, carrying children who looked frightened and delighted, as children often were. Hers were almost grown. Willow was so confident, with a boldness that astounded Stasia at times. She rarely showed fear any more, or delight for that matter, although Oliver could still be counted on for a shout-out for sporting events. He got that from Rick who would never cease being a boy about sports. 
Stasia struck out for town, only a half mile or so, around the stables and the lawns, through streets lined with stone Victorian houses, their gardens bursting with flowers. Tulips and rhododendrons were everywhere. Bluebells completely covered some yards, splashes of brilliant indigo, and tiny pink flowers crept out of cracks in old walls. She paused to take a few photos for the magazine’s designers. 
She hadn’t had time to think much about work. She certainly didn’t miss her commute into the city every day, and long, boring meetings about contracts. Models and their agents— ugh. The fashion world seemed to attract the most self-absorbed, socially stunted people. She shouldn’t complain. They paid her salary. Her magazine, Gamine, thrived on it.
The business of her father’s health took up too much space to let her worry about the magazine. It would all be there when she returned. That was one of the delights, and hazards, of the law. It was dense, torturous, plodding at times, but if you went away it would still be there waiting for you, as complicated as when you left. 
Her father, Jack Bennett, seemed fine now, feisty and cracking jokes and enjoying the company of his daughters plus Oliver and Willow’s antics. He almost split a gut when Oliver put on his Scottish outfit. Oliver pranced around, flipping the kilt menacingly. It was a shame he hadn’t gotten to wear it to the Wedding That Wouldn’t Behave, as Merle called it, but there was no taking it back now. 
They hadn’t seen much of Francie. She’d borrowed a car and gone off to Aberdeen on her own. Probably sticking her nose into the death of Vanora Petrie. Francie was oddly closed-mouthed about her activities. Her unusual discretion only fed Stasia’s suspicions. Had she found a man in the city already? She was not above that. No, it had to be something with Vanora, and the girl who confessed. Francie had been out to the Logan’s once at least. 
Annie had not been to Kincardie House since Sunday. Callum had come into the village to see her though, and things were, well, promising. That was why this errand today was pressing. Stasia smiled to herself as she pressed her notebook to her chest, walking down the hill through the main part of the village and up the stairs to the seamstress’s studio. 
“Mrs. Begbie,” Stasia said as the seamstress waved her inside. “Good of you to meet me.”
“Sorry to hear about the wedding,” the seamstress said, lips pinched. 
“Is the whole village talking about it?”
Mrs. Begbie wagged her head. She did seem chagrinned at least. Probably because her outrageous, not-to-be-missed gowns, and her close connection to the Logan family, wouldn’t be admired and envied. 
“You’re come to gather the dresses then? I’ll bring them out.”
Stasia looked her in the eye, held out her notebook, and sat down on the floral banquette by the window. “Actually? Let’s chat, Mrs. Begbie. If you have a minute?”
 
———
 
Fiona Logan pushed aside the drapes at her bedroom window. The yard between the house and the old coach house was dry now but the grass was flattened and dead in places. The sunshine didn’t help the view, in her opinion. She’d never paid the natural world much attention but now the storm and its aftermath made it impossible to ignore. 
It was just as well the wedding hadn’t happened. Her guests due to arrive next weekend, friends from London who had cancelled their trip because of the storm, wouldn’t see how bad things had been. It would look like it was their fault the party didn’t go off, not her son’s. Or the weather. It certainly wasn’t her own fault. 
It was complicated in her mind. She loved Callum. She wanted to send him off in the best of style, as befitted a man of his class. But nothing— nothing had gone right.
She heard a door slam downstairs. A moment later the hire car Callum had been driving all week pulled up to the new bridge and slowly rolled across the burn. The new bridge was metal, solid as a rock, they told her. They were able to use the old footings, anchoring them with new metal pilings. The bridge had come prefabricated and was put in place within a day. The folding bridge had gone back to Aberdeen. Everything was ship-shape and back in order.
She felt a fleeting sense of guilt that Callum’s friends, the sisters and their friends, were exiled to the Hydro. They could have come back, some of them. But it was irritating. Why hadn’t they just gone home to America? What did they mean by staying on and reminding the entire village of the disaster of all their plans?
It had been just the two of them, her and Callum, at dinner last night. Mrs. MacKeegan made too much food, something Fiona was always lecturing her about. Waste was not a happy subject. But a perennial one with Cook. She’d been with Fiona for nearly thirty years and thought thin women were against God’s holy plan.
Fiona walked down the stairs. It was nearly time for lunch and she wasn’t at all hungry. She would just pop in to the kitchen and tell Mrs. MacKeegan to skip the entire service since Callum had left. Where had he gone? She put a niggling little worry about her younger son out of her mind. Since he hied off to America she had to do that. There was no other way to survive.
Cook had a big pot of soup on the range and was peering into the steam when Fiona arrived. 
“I’ll not be eating luncheon, Mrs. MacKeegan. And Callum has gone into town.”
“Aye, mum. Just me and the boys then.”
Staffing problems were on Cook’s mind since they’d lost both Vanora and Jinty. She’d brought it up twice already. She turned to check Mrs. Logan’s expression with a hopeful glance. 
“I’ve asked in the village,” Fiona said. “The job pays well. We’ll find someone to clean.”
Mrs. MacKeegan’s eyebrows shot up. “And for caretaker? Sayin’ Jinty don’t come back?”
“I’m working on it,” Fiona said, stiffening.  They had a long relationship but she took issue with the woman telling her what needed to be done. “It’s not your concern.”
“Pardon, mum, but it is. You say you’re having guests this weekend.”
“Old friends. Killian can help.”
“Ever seen him put linens on a bed? Serve dinner? Pour wine?” Cook smiled. “Naither me.” She tipped her head, as if deciding whether to speak. Of course she decided ‘yes.’ “There’s been some talk, mum, in the village. About Killian.”
“Talk?”
“You know that we had no petrol, nary a drop to be found for the generator? We looked high and low.” Mrs. Logan nodded. “But that tank behind the coach house was filled, wasn’t it, not three weeks ago. It was to prepare for the guests, wasn’t it?” 
“What are you getting at?”
“It was empty. So was all the other small carriers for petrol. Jinty found six or more in a pile behind the barn. All dry.”
“What are you saying?”
“Killian Yarrow was seen in the village a week or two back, mum. Taking money and giving folks petrol, pouring it into their cans.”
“Who saw this?”
“I’m sorry to say it was me, mum. I was in the village getting supplies.”
Of all the nerve. “And you didn’t tell me straight away?”
“You was caught up in the weddin’, wasn’t you? We weren’t to ken about the thunder bomb, was we?”
“Weather bomb,” Fiona corrected in a small voice. “No. You couldn’t know we’d need that petrol so soon. Thank you for telling me.”
Fiona was turning to go when Mrs. MacKeegan said, “I’m a wee bit worried about ol’ Craiggie, ma’am. He seems to be doin’ poorly. Just sits there, starin’. I took him up some brekkie and he never touched his tea from last evenin’.”
Mrs. Logan sighed. It seemed a miracle the man had survived the storm, or lived this long in general. Fiona didn’t like to be reminded about her obligation to Craigg. Her father had made him a promise, and her husband had made her keep it. The sight of his crippled, nearly-broken body brought to mind Lyle, and bad times. Craigg had been a friend to her husband, in his way, and took the boys in hand to help out. Still, they were hard memories, when their world fell apart. 
Craigg was an irascible old heathen. It wasn’t fair that he still lived and Lyle died so young. She’d never been able to forgive him for that.
She turned back to Cook. “Is that so?” Fiona said archly. “And what do you recommend?”
“Oh, I dunno. Needs might to gang to the doctor, if he would. I dinnae ken about doctors. Mebbe you could talk to him, get him to go.”
Fiona glared at the broad back of the old woman as she spun to face the soup pot, stirring a wooden spoon slowly. She willed the lady to turn back, to look her in the eye, so she could show her contempt for this idea in a glance. But Cook kept stirring, round and round, steam rising. 
 
Fiona waited until four, when Callum returned from wherever he’d been, to check on Mr. Craigg. Her son looked a bit wind-blown, his hair askew, boots muddy, as if he’d been out walking in the hills. His color was good, ruddy, and she made no issue of his disappearance, just asked if he would go with her to Moss Cottage. 
They walked solemnly, in silence, as if the duty must be done. Needs must, she thought sourly as he rapped his knuckles on the rough old door. It had been years since she’d been this close to the cottage. The state of it appalled her— the peeling paint, the creeping mold, the missing shakes from the roof. Why on earth had no one kept up on the maintenance? She must have a word with Gunni. It was his job to point out things that needed to be done if she wasn’t at home. Although, in truth, she’d never once had a message like that from him in the three years he’d worked here. He was very attentive to the livestock however.
She had hoped Jinty Arbuckle would take on that task of maintenance, living-in through the year as well. Fiona rarely got into the Highlands past October. That month was often busy with shooting parties and deer-stalkers. After the snows came she preferred the city. 
Thinking of Jinty was not a mood enhancer. Plus her ankle had pulsed from an old sprain as she’d walked across the yard and up to the cottage. She wondered suddenly if Hugh and Davina would take good care of Kincardie House when she was gone. Callum would be in America, far away. Would this be her last summer in the hills? She took a deep breath and told herself to stop being ridiculous. She was not yet seventy-five. Still the years took their toll. Just look at Mr. Craigg. She remembered him so young and vital, a vision of independence, walking briskly over the hills with his dogs.
Callum knocked again. He called out for the old man and tried the latch. The door creaked as it swung open. 
“Mr. Craigg?” Fiona said loudly. “It’s Callum and Fiona calling.”
They stepped into the gloomy sitting room. It smelled of coffee and grease. There was his breakfast plate by the sink, still covered with a tea towel. She lifted a corner to confirm that the food was untouched. 
Callum went into the bedroom and returned. “He’s not here.”
“Oh, for goodness sake. Missing again? What is wrong with the man?” Fiona crossed her arms and frowned. 
“He’s probably around the yard somewhere,” Callum said, stepping back outside into the afternoon shadows. “I’ll take a look. You go back to the house, Mother.”
Was everyone to give her orders now? She felt a flare of irritation at Callum, and at Craigg. Not to mention Mrs. MacKeegan who had sent her on this fool’s errand. 
“Let’s check the barn,” she said. 
Callum pushed back the heavy barn door to let sunshine into the space. They stood for a moment, allowing their eyes to adjust. Callum recovered first and began checking stalls. 
“Where was his pony? I thought it was here.” He pointed out the first stall.
She stepped forward into a spot of sunshine coming through the roof. The storm damage was severe here. They would need an entirely new roof on the barn, she thought, calculating the costs with chagrin. 
“Now I remember,” Callum said. “Pascal moved her. That’s why Mr. Craigg went out in the storm that night. Because Pascal moved the pony to the back, out of the rain.”
He walked to the far end of the barn and peered over the high gate. “Not here either.” 
“So that solves the mystery,” Fiona declared. “Mr. Craigg has taken his pony out for some air.”
She waited outside while Callum latched the barn door again. He had a bit of worry on his brow. She decided to ignore it. If he wanted to get in a lather about the old man, well, she couldn’t stop him.  
They were walking back across the matted lawn when Callum said, “Annie is coming for dinner, Mother. Try to be pleasant.”
She felt a little dagger to the breast. Annie, who she hoped to never see again. She ignored the jab, holding her head high. “Whatever do you mean? I am always courteous to your friends, Callum. Far more than pleasant.”
He held the front door open for her, a wry look on his face that she didn’t recognize. It made the dagger twist a little. Her son, criticizing her demeanor, her manners. Laughing at her. How dare he? She clenched her jaw and squinted at him in a way she did when he was naughty as a boy. He didn’t seem to catch it.
“You know what I mean, Mother,” he said gently. “As we say in America, play nice.”



Chapter 32
 
Wednesday
France
 
By the time Merle sat down at the rough-hewn farm table for a bowl of soup and fresh bread, she was so tired she could barely eat. 
She checked her watch for the time then remembered she’d left it on the nightstand at Pascal’s in the early morning. Dutiful that she was, Merle had gotten up at bird-chirp o’clock, before five. Pascal looked so comfortable, sleeping on his side. She lifted the sheet to see his naked ass one last time. He would leave early as well. His duffle bag for travel sat by the door. She stepped over it into the misty dawn. 
The sky was pink above the hill opposite Pascal’s. Yellow daisies grew next to the road, nodding with dew. The wind was still but held sweet scents of grasses as she passed the fruit trees blooming their guts out. Why didn’t she get up this early every morning? It was magical. 
She turned into Irene’s lane, the only sound her running shoes scraping on dry gravel and birds singing. As soon as she arrived she was pressed into duty, sitting with a goat that seemed to be about to deliver. How they could tell she had no clue. Irene and her daughter scurried around, calling to each other in incomprehensible French, ducking into barns and sheds, jogging into fields. 
By ten a.m. two kids had been born, one in the pasture on her own and one in the barn with Merle and Louise helping Irene. Well, Louise did the helping. Merle just hung around, watching and running for things.
Then, a little later, things got dicey. A maman was in trouble, off by herself in the pasture, struggling with her delivery. Irene sent Louise in the house for supplies and enlisted Merle to hold the nanny goat’s head and gently soothe her. Irene did some internal rearranging and they coaxed the mother through. Merle tried to avert her eyes from the sight of Irene’s arm disappearing up the business end of the birth canal but found she couldn’t. She was fascinated. New life, adorable, pint-size goats with tiny ears, struggling to stand on wobbly legs, latching on for sustenance: it was all too amazing. The definition of springtime. Printemps à la campagne.
In the farmhouse kitchen Irene was now slathering bread with fresh goat cheese, a smear of mud clinging to her cheek. Her eyes flashed with the morning’s success. She chattered to Louise who duly translated bits and pieces. 
“Mama is very happy as all three are females,” Louise said. “She will keep the best for the herd and get a good price for the other two. All three appear healthy.”
Merle nodded weakly then stared at her soup, carrots and noodles awash in broth, willing herself to pick up the spoon. Her arms ached. She’d helped carry a goat from the barn, a baby back to the barn, and a big bag of feed. It was a good ache, satisfying, but more of a workout than pushing papers around in Manhattan. 
“Mama asks if you enjoy yourself,” Louise said softly.
 Irene’s round cheeks were bright, her eyes glistened; she was trying not to laugh. Merle smiled at her. She couldn’t think of all the grammar and sputtered, “Trop de travail.” Much work. “But yes, I very much enjoyed myself. It was amazing, thank you. The babies, the wonder of new life. The care and love you give your animals. It is very impressive.”
Louise smiled widely then, a rare event, and translated for her mother. 
“Merci beaucoup, madame,” Irene said.
They sent Merle home with a crock of goat cheese and told her she could return in the evening to help feed the newborn kids if she desired. She tried not to hug Irene but failed, giving the woman as big a hug as her puny arms would allow. 
She shuffled back down the lane to Pascal’s cottage. Thank god they let her have a break. It would have been embarrassing to have to beg. Throwing herself on the bed, Merle kicked off her shoes and slept like a rock for two hours. When she woke the sun was slanting through the western windows, creating patterns on the walls. 
Her head was still fuzzy with sleep. She stared at the ceiling, seeing images from a dream that swirled in her mind: a French aristocrat in a fancy collar, a black-haired lady goat-herder, blue hair ribbons, a moonless night sky, feet running up the stone steps. 
How silly. She blinked, her thoughts crystalizing. Like those ridiculous gothics—
Oh.
The story came to her like a summer thunderstorm— sudden, loud, relentless. The stiff, buttoned-up baron, the comely peasant girl— but was she a peasant or an orphan? Was the word ‘comely’ used anymore? Details, details. Merle sat up in bed, a charge of electricity like lightning running down to her fingertips. 
Her heart was beating wildly. No Liaisons Dangereuses, no French farce,
this story would be set in the countryside with real people, high on a hill in a remote chateau. The Dordogne? In winter, cold, bare branches on trees. Unhappy loners, tragedy, lost in their misery. Maybe a ferocious storm, a weather bomb, would hit, like in Scotland. 
Or. . .
Out of bed, in a frenzy, she rifled through her bag for her notebook and a pen. In the kitchen she poured herself a large glass of rosé and sat at the small table. 
She opened her notebook, ripped out her to-do lists, and began to write.



Chapter 33
 
On the TGV
France
 
Pascal locked his car in the lot at the modern Avignon railway station, bought a ticket, and jumped onboard the last car of the high-speed train, the TGV. He’d torn across the coast on the A9 from Agde. Before he could find his seat the train pulled out, heading north to Paris. 
He found his assigned place in the third car forward, next to a young woman with a baby. On his seat the child was laid out, legs wiggling in the air. He kept walking through the car, looking for somewhere to land. As the train reached maximum speed he was tucked in next to an empty seat, by the window, in première class. He’d have to use his badge to remain but he had no worries. No more passengers would board. This was a direct route, no stops. Ah, French trains. They were the best.
The light was fading from the flat, vineyard-filled Bouche de Rhône as they climbed into the Massif Centrale. The day had been long but productive. The team that came together in the small coastal town of Agde, full of holiday makers, sailboats, and sandy beaches, had worked hard. Two officers were already embedded undercover at the winery. The evidence of fraud, of switching native grapes with imported ones, was unmistakable. Not unexpected here on the Mediterranean coastline where boats could come and go with little oversight. A long-time smuggler’s haven, a backwater far removed from the chic resorts of the Côte d’Azur. 
But not far from the eyes of the Policier Nationale. This particular winery had been under suspicion for a couple years, since their prices seemed too good to be true. Then they won a wine-tasting contest that brought them more publicity and the prices went up like a rocket. Good for business, bad for gangsters. The investigation would break in just a few days, with multiple arrests.
At dinner Pascal had received a reply on one of his inquiries about the other matter. His team was deep into their buckets of moules when the email arrived on his mobile phone. Attached to the email from a friend in Paris was a newspaper article. Another one about Bruno Nordvilles-Moura. He clicked open the attachment.
The screenshot appeared to be an article on a website of some sort. Something called Français Pour L’amour, or ‘French for Love.’ It was written in a slang French used by young people and immigrants. And perhaps tourists. The article’s headline read ‘J'ai Dit Ne Pas le Faire’ or ‘I Said Don’t Do That!’ 
He recognized the locale of the photo, the Tuileries, the famous gardens in central Paris. In the large fountain near l’Orangerie, where children often sailed colorful boats and office girls sunned themselves, a woman stood up to her knees in water, drenched to the skin, dripping from her arms, her blue skirt, her hair. Her white blouse was nearly transparent, her black lingerie visible. Hair covered much of her face, dark brown strings to her chin. 
The email from his colleague read: “Is that your man on the left, behind the green chair?”
Pascal left the table on the outside patio and found a dark corner inside the restaurant. He squinted, enlarging the photograph on his tiny, ridiculous phone. Behind the green chair stood a man in a hat, laughing, one hand on the back of the chair. It looked like Bruno but it was hard to tell. 
He took a close look at each person in the photograph, school boys, couples, elderly women, before returning finally to the woman in the fountain. With a shock he realized it was Elise Bennett, Merle’s sister. That was her chin, with the dimple. And floating in the water was her yellow sac à main, a bright sunny handbag. He remembered it because it was quite expensive, an Hermès. Possibly a knock-off but recognizable all the same. He wanted to examine it in Scotland, check for authenticity, but never had the chance.
And there was Bruno, standing back, his chest concave from laughter. His ugly face contorted in glee. Pascal felt a familiar hatred pulsing up from his chest.
Bruno. 
What had happened? Had she tripped and fallen into the fountain? Why wasn’t he helping her out? Had someone— Bruno?— pushed her? Had she simply lost her balance reaching for a sailboat? She looked ridiculous, humiliated. And he stood by, joining the general mirth. 
It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Elise was in Paris, and that Pascal would find her, and save her.
 



Chapter 34
 
Wednesday
Aberdeen, Scotland
 
Francie Bennett sat in the waiting room at the police station where Jinty Arbuckle was being held, waiting to see her. This would be their third conversation and the first one without her lawyer, Glynn Barra. Glynn didn’t act keen on Francie befriending her client. There appeared to be some competition for the young woman’s affection in Glynn’s mind. Or maybe she just didn’t like Francie. 
She adjusted the neckline of her blouse, buttoning up one more level. Francie knew she could be irritating. Intimidating at times too, when it suited her. And meddling in affairs where no one wanted her interference. But that was the way things got done, she thought stubbornly. If you didn’t push, the status quo would just float along and pretty soon Jinty Arbuckle would be locked up for the rest of her life. 
Although Glynn did explain that the charge would probably not be first-degree murder or whatever the legal term was here, but more likely the American equivalent of manslaughter. Jinty didn’t claim to try to hurt Miss Petrie, just admitted to giving her a shove. A fatal shove as it turned out, but still unplanned. So perhaps ten or fifteen years of her life. Whatever the sentence it was unwarranted and unjust and way too long.
Francie hadn’t admitted to Glynn that she herself was well and good plastered by the time of the events that evening. She hadn’t gone looking for the stupid sheep. She had drunk who-knows-how-much wine at lunch and dinner, then in the evening wandered around outside with a wine bottle by the neck, guzzling more. Later she drank cognac by the fire. She didn’t even remember seeing Jinty arrive at the drawing room, when she supposedly voiced concern about Vanora’s whereabouts. 
It was troubling. The devil-may-care drinking seemed perfect at the beginning of the week. Whisky tour + solo-at-the-wedding: blotto here we come. It seemed like the practical choice. And then storm hit and the power went out. Who wouldn’t turn to a nice red for solace? 
But that was then. Francie made a decision. Things couldn’t go on like this. She needed to stop drinking. Or decrease anyway. A glass of wine at dinner, that was all. So far she’d been good for exactly three days and she felt much better. And kind of righteous. That would wear off but the other good feelings would remain— blissful calm, clear thinking, and a positive outlook. Well, a girl could hope.
She had Jinty Arbuckle and her impossible confession to thank for turning around her decline into alcoholism. But now, Francie thought as she opened her binder on her knees, she had to pay the girl back. 
The Medical Examiner’s report had just come back. The autopsy on Vanora Petrie hadn’t shown anything unusual. Death by drowning, muddy water in her lungs. A horizontal, elongated bruise across her forehead where she had either clocked herself and had help getting clocked. It was kind of hard to imagine going down that hard in a mud puddle. But there were some rocks hidden in the water. One large rock, flat on top with a sharp edge, eighteen inches wide, was right under the surface of the puddle, the police determined.
Still, connecting Jinty to the death was still a stretch, in Francie’s opinion. They hadn’t actually linked the push that Jinty claimed she exacted on the housekeeper to the woman’s fall into the water. Jinty said she saw Vanora go down but Francie didn’t believe it. There was not much to believe in the young woman’s tale.
Francie had been poking around in Jinty’s background. She had one last interview to do, with Mrs. Logan. She wasn’t looking forward to that. Callum’s mother was such a dragon lady. Francie wasn’t afraid of her. She just knew the woman would be difficult. ‘Nasty’ appeared to be her middle name. And Francie wasn’t sure she could stop herself from saying something equally nasty about the way Fiona had treated Annie. 
The matron called her name. Francie gathered her things and was led to an interrogation room where Jinty sat, prim and proper in her street clothes. She looked a little worse for wear, her hair greasy and lank, dark shadows under her eyes. But she hadn’t yet been formally charged. Was it a sign? They weren’t making her wear ugly prison garb, and they allowed Francie, her pseudo counsel, to interview her alone. Or as alone as security cameras could be.
Jinty blinked up at her silently, her dark eyes troubled and resigned. Francie arranged herself on the chair and her notes on the table before stretching out a hand. “Good afternoon, Jinty. Are they treating you well?”
The young caretaker gave her hand a quick shake then put both hands in her lap as she shrugged. 
“How’s the food? Is it rank?” 
Jinty squinted at her, annoyance across her eyebrows. “Where is Glynn?”
“She’ll be in to see you later,” Francie said. “She said we could talk. Is that all right?”
“Are you my counsel then?”
“No. Glynn is your counsel but I’m helping her. You know I’m a lawyer in the U.S.?”
“Like your sisters.” Jinty looked skeptical.
“Right. So I’ve heard your story about what happened that night, when Vanora went missing. And I’ve talked to the others, to my sisters, to Mrs. MacKeegan, to Killian and Gunni.” She paused for a reaction but there was none. “No one saw you outside that night, Jinty. Not after the search for the sheep.”
“Well, I was, wasn’t I? I went back and forth between the house and quarters.”
Francie nodded. “‘Quarters’? Is that what you call your rooms? It sounds sort of like the Army. Did you have any problems with Mrs. Logan, Jinty?”
“No, ma’am.”
Francie hated that practice of calling everyone ‘ma’am.’ It made her feel ancient. “You can call me Francie. I’m trying to be your friend, Jinty.” The young woman slouched deeper but said no more. “How about with Killian? Any issues?”
“No.”
“You like him, isn’t that right? Does he like you?”
“You’d have to ask him.”
“He’s not easy to talk to. He almost walked out on me. Kinda cute though, isn’t he?” The young woman’s face was unresponsive, stony. Francie continued, “What about Gunni? He’s a piece of work.”
Jinty straightened then, blinking before regaining her composure. “No problems.”
“Is that so? Were you keeping tabs on Gunni? Reporting on his behavior to Mrs. Logan?”
“Why would I do that?”
“Because you are in charge of the staff. That’s right, isn’t it?”
No answer.
“So if Gunni did something, or Vanora, or even Killian did something that was dangerous or wrong, you would report to Mrs. Logan.”
“But no one did anything wrong.” Her voice rose a little. “Except me.”
Francie opened her binder and leafed through several pages. “Gunni is related to you, isn’t he? What is he— your second cousin?”
Jinty swallowed hard and finally nodded. 
“Did you take this job to make someone in the family happy? To report back to them about Brian? That’s Gunni’s real name, right? Brian Gunn.”
Jinty folded her arms across her chest. 
Francie pushed on: “Is it your grandfather you report to? Or your mother?”
She said nothing.
“Or do you go directly to Gunni’s father, your mother’s cousin? That would make sense. He’s in Australia, right? But with email and all, that’s not a problem.”
Jinty put her arms on the table and laid her head on them. Her shoulders looked small, her spirit broken. It was the biggest reaction Jinty’d had to anything for three days. Francie sensed a crack in her facade.
“What about Mrs. Logan? Does she know you’re covering for Gunni? Does your mother know you’re doing this for the family, laying down your future? Does Gunni’s father know you’re going to prison for his son? Maybe we should write him in Australia? I have his address. Brisbane, correct? Should I drop him a note? Or, I’ve got it. I can find his phone number on Google.”
After another long silent pause, Francie went on. “Gunni’s been in a few scrapes, I see. Fighting, mobbing, drinking. Glasgow’s a rough town. He went to school there for awhile, before his father took off for Australia. Then, he dropped out. Gunni ran with a crowd who liked to mix it up. He’s been doing much better up here in the Highlands. But there was one incident last year. Where is it? I have it here somewhere.”
Francie made a point of shuffling papers, trying to get the girl to look up. She didn’t. 
“Here we go. ‘Breach of the peace, malicious mischief, indecent exposure, running sheep through the village without a permit, uttering threats.’ Kind of went on a little rampage, didn’t he? Maybe some Scottish ale involved? Was that when his grandfather contacted Mrs. Logan again?”
Francie turned to a page. “Because that wasn’t the first time they’d spoken. Gunni’s grandfather was an old friend of Mrs. Logan’s husband. They went to school together, years ago. Isn’t that a coincidence? Or not. Seems like everybody went to school with everybody in Scotland.”
More silence.
“Then Grandad got Gunni his job, didn’t he? Just like he got you your job, by calling in a favor to Mrs. Logan. And part of your writ is to keep Gunni in line. Keep an eye on him. Discourage him from drinking too much, undressing in the rain, and creating scenes in the village. To keep him safe and sober up in the hills. Protect the family name and reputation.”
Jinty sat back then, her face reddened but still fierce. Her arms across her chest were stiff with something— fear or fury. Her mouth twisted as she said in a low voice, “So we’re related. So what?”
Francie closed her binder with ceremony. “Do you think he pushed Vanora that night? Did you see him push her?”
She blinked furiously and for a minute Francie thought she would keep up the charade. The clock ticked on the wall. Finally Jinty shook her head: no.
“Did he tell you he pushed her?”
She shook her again.
“Did anyone say they saw Gunni push Vanora into the water that night?”
“No.”
“So you don’t know if Gunni pushed her that night but you have reason to believe he might have done it, is that right?”
Jinty shrugged and looked at the side wall. 
“No one saw what happened, Jinty. Not you, not my sisters, not Mrs. MacKeegan or the old guy. Nobody. Not even Gunni.”
She examined Francie’s face then, as if searching for answers. 
Francie leaned toward her. “For all we know the woman toppled over and hit her head on that rock. Her blood alcohol was pretty high.” She leafed again through to the autopsy report. “Point one-six. Legally drunk and then some. Maybe too intoxicated to navigate an enormous puddle at night while balancing a plate.
“No one knows what happened to her, Jinty. Not me. Not you. Because you didn’t see Vanora Petrie after you went looking for the sheep. You cared about her, didn’t you? You were worried about her. You came back to the main house to see if anyone had seen her. My sisters went to the kitchen with you and you saw that the plate was missing. But she never made it to Mr. Craigg’s that night. She only made it as far as that puddle.”
“Where was Gunni?” Jinty whispered.
“Out wrestling sheep,” Francie said. “Pascal said he left him in some pasture. When he came by the gate, Vanora was gone. Was she at the gate when you went by?”
“No. But I looked for her after midnight.”
“And did you find her?” Jinty shook her head. Francie sighed inwardly. Jinty was fully engaged in her own retraction now. “Did you see anyone outside?”
“No.”
“You came and went through the front door, correct? Did you look at the puddle as you went by?”
Jinty blinked, hunching now. “The moon had gone down and it was verra dark. The power was out, remember.”
“So she might have been in the water then?”
Tears ran down Jinty’s face now. Francie reached out for her but she shrank back, crying hard. “You can’t blame yourself.”
“I— I called her a blootert, a drunk. She was stealin’ sips from a bottle in her apron alla time like we couldn’t see her doin’ it, or dinnae care. After dinner we were in the kitchen and she was raggin’ on about the dark and doin’ the washin’. I had jist had it with her. She turned on me then and told me to mind me own business and that all o’ you were down in the cellar, grabbing bottles like they was free and drinkin’ all the family wine.” She sobbed and brushed her eyes.
“She was right about that. We all had too much to drink that night. Except you, Jinty.” Francie let her cry for a minute then said, “Why did you think Gunni was involved? Because of the brawling?”
“Vanora hated him. She was always callin’ him a sheep-shagger, an idjit. Right to his face! She was a bossy one. She would tell him what to do and he didnae like it.” Jinty peered up at Francie with bloodshot eyes. “I saw him push her once when she was clingin’ on him.  He smacked her shoulder. He doesn’t like to be touched.”
“Pascal mentioned that,” Francie said. “Gunni is an interesting individual. He is pretty anti-social. And your cousin. But not, as far as the evidence goes, a murderer.”
You could almost see the relief flowing off Jinty in waves. Fresh tears fell on her cheeks as she shook her head, a half smile twisting her lips. Her voice was hoarse as she croaked: “No. No, he’s not.”
“And neither are you, Jinty Arbuckle.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 35
 
Wednesday
Paris
 
Pascal smoked a cigarette outside the Policier Nationale headquarters in the center of Paris, waiting for Yves to emerge. He checked his watch. His colleague was twenty minutes late, nothing really. Yet Pascal was anxious. He wanted to get on with this, find Bruno and Elise, get the goods on the little man, and make sure Elise was all right. 
He hadn’t told Merle about this plan, in case it all went badly. He didn’t know Elise that well, but from her behavior this week in Scotland she seemed to enjoy playing the wild one, tweaking her nose at her more conventional sisters. Pascal didn’t see Merle that way, as conventional. American, yes, and definitely not French. But he supposed the youngest of five had a certain license. She could play the rebel and they would pat her on the head. He just hoped her wildness hadn’t got her in over that pretty little head.
He brought up the photograph on his phone. The humiliation she must have felt stabbed him again. He hoped Elise hadn’t read the comments on the blog which were lengthy and in six or seven different languages. The photo had been posted to Facebook and Twitter, strangely enough, as if the people in it had no rights to privacy. The French took privacy very seriously but that wasn’t the case everywhere. The top comment, in French, read: “Watch where you’re going, idiot! You’re not in Kansas anymore.” The next, in German: “American whore! Looking for gold in pigeon shit hole.” They got increasingly vile.
He clicked off his phone and stamped out his cigarette. Where was Yves? He glanced around at tourists taking photographs with their phones like the one of Elise, and mothers with children in strollers, students in tight jeans, old men tottering along. 
He suddenly wondered how he could have left Merle behind in that tiny, smelly little cottage with no one but Goat Queen Irene for company. Irene, who had a good heart, frequently smelled of the barnyard. Pascal visited but infrequently, and often at a distance. Merle could be here, basking in the golden sunshine of Paris, wearing something sexy and short, showing off her lovely legs, enjoying spring in the City of Light. Why had he not brought her? He wanted to spend every free moment with her. He knew that now even though it was impossible. 
He realized in a flash that he’d left Merle at his place for an unconscious reason: to keep her there, to himself, as long as possible. If she was in Paris she’d be distracted by— whatever. Museums, bridges, meals, other men. He wanted her to himself. This was not a pleasant realization. He couldn’t keep her hostage. She needed to make her own decisions. She would soon go home. She promised to come to the Dordogne again in mid-summer, a month or two away, but what would he be doing then? He had an idea it would be a busy summer, as it always was in the south. 
Then she would go home. Her home, far away across the sea. He could already feel the empty ache of her absence. It was slightly ridiculous, he admitted to himself. And yet. 
Yves Souci emerged at last from the blocky yellow stone edifice. He paused, checking his watch, and looked around for Pascal. He raised a hand in greeting and headed to where Pascal stood by a lamp post. 
They walked to a nearby café and found a table on the sidewalk, under an umbrella. Yves was always concerned about sunburn. He was very fair, a Norman from the north coast. Pascal had spent the night on Yves’s sofa, in his cramped apartment in the 14th. Now they ordered salads and a small pitcher of rosé. As Pascal sipped his wine he thought of Merle again, alone, drinking rosé with the goats. 
He leaned forward, knowing he was making too much of this situation but unable to dial back his impatience. “What have you found?” he asked Yves. “His address?”
Yves’s eyebrows jumped. “Last known, that’s all. He doesn’t own a flat.”
“No? I assumed.” Pascal looked at the scrap of paper Yves pushed across the table. Pascal turned on his mobile and entered the address, squinting at the map. “I hate this tiny thing. I will get a new one next month, I hope.”
“Remember when we all wanted tiny phones?” Yves shook his head. They were the same age, and had trained in the acadèmie together. It seemed like, and was, decades ago. “Do you ever see—” He waved his hand, trying to remember.
“Clarisse?” His ex-wife. “No.”
“Pity. I try to stay friendly with the exes,” Yves smirked. “You never know.”
“I do know,” Pascal said, feeling sour as usual at the topic. “Are you with someone now?” Not that Yves was ‘un playboy’ except in his own mind. His fair skin had wrinkled badly and his blonde hair was shot with white. Still, advancing age never stopped a Frenchman.
“Bien sûr, mon ami. Her name is Amandine. She is a model.” He was quite proud of himself. “She is crazy about me.”
“Bravo.” Pascal raised his wine glass to Yves. Be nice, he told himself. You need him. “And what of this Bruno Nordvilles-Moura? What do we know about him?”
“His record of arrest and imprisonment, as I have said. His family is an old one, some Italienne in there and perhaps a former Count somewhere to the north but penniless, I’m told. Nothing left for the profligate. I don’t know what he’s up to now. Still digging around. He’s been banned from the wine trade but that doesn’t mean he won’t stick a toe in where it doesn’t belong. We will find out.”
“And is someone actively looking into that?” Pascal knew how these things worked. No one would look twice at Bruno unless someone raised a flag.
“Well, you, my friend,” Yves crowed.
Pascal shook his head. “I want to stay out of this. It’s personal.”
“Ah?” Yves nodded. “A woman. Of course.”
Pascal smiled. “Can you help me? I hate to ask you for more favors, Yves. But it is rather urgent.”
Yves wiggled his eyebrows. “Of course it is, you sly fox. I will do my best.” 
 
Bruno’s last known address was beyond the Boulevard Périphérie, the ring road that marked the old city walls around Paris. They had been torn down centuries before but the stigma remained, you were ‘inside’ or ‘outside.’ In Bruno’s case he was far from any view of the Seine, as he had claimed in Scotland. His view, if he had one at all, would be of Les Puces, the flea market that operated several blocks away from his Rue du Plaisir address.
The street had not been aptly named. The only pleasures evident here were the selling of tired furniture in open doorways and garage spaces, and even that looked more flea-bitten than pleasant. The number for Bruno was a white house with a boldly blue metal shuttered door. Pascal banged on it. It wasn’t apparent if this was also a garage, or a large shuttered doorway. The two-story brick buildings were well-kept for the area, their front fences painted bright colors of the desert. 
He moved to the indigo gate, half shuttered behind the wrought iron, also blue. It was locked. In the tiny garden were children’s toys, a small tricycle, a ball, a folding chair. He called out: “Allo? Il y a quelqu'un?” No point in announcing the police in this neighborhood.
Although an upstairs window was open, no one appeared. He looked for a buzzer but didn’t find one. He walked down the street to the open garage where oriental rugs were stacked on end. “Allo? Monsieur?”
A door opened in the back and a man appeared. He was dark-skinned, wiping his hands on his pants, smiling. “Bonjour, monsieur. What can I help you? You would like a rug today?”
His French was stilted, accented like many in the north of Paris. He looked over Pascal and his eyes rounded. He knew Pascal was police. No point in even saying it. His smile froze.
“I am looking for a man who lived three doors down the street.” Pascal brought up the website picture on his phone, the only recent one he had of Bruno. He zoomed in on the laughing face. “This man. Bruno Nordvilles-Moura. Frenchman. Short.” He held up his mobile. “Do you recognize him? He lived in the house with the blue fence.”
The man relaxed a bit, squinted at the screen, bent closer. “No. I am sorry.”
“Have you lived here long?”
“Since summer past.”
“And your name, monsieur?”
The man blinked nervously. “I am Persian, sir. Like the rugs.” Pascal merely nodded, waiting. “Habib Rostam. Monsieur.” He bowed slightly.
Pascal clicked off his phone. “Who on the street can help me, Habib? Do you know who lives in the house with the blue fence?”
“I only know family here. We keep to ourselves. I am sorry, monsieur.” 
Although he returned to the house with the blue fence Pascal got nothing from Rue du Plaisir. He knocked on more doors, stopped a car, talked to a pedestrian, an old woman, went round to the small grocery on the next block. No one remembered Bruno, or they weren’t talking.
The address was probably years old. Bruno had been in the countryside, at the winery of his friends, for at least two years as they planned their scheme. Pascal walked back to the Porte de Clignancourt Metro station. He was wearing the new boots he’d bought in Scotland and missed his old, rain-ruined ones. His feet hurt.
At least the weather was fine. Merle would have enjoyed it.
The call from Yves Souci came as he emerged at Châtelet and walked through a nursery vendor’s potted plants toward the river. The Seine smelled a little bad today, fishy. A breeze picked up from the North, fluttering awnings and ladies’ skirts. 
“You ready for this, eh, d’Onscon?” Yves asked.
“Ready for what?” 
“He’s working for us.” Yves laughed. “Yes, he is working for the Wine Fraud Division.”
“Bruno Nordvilles-Moura?”
“The one and only. He has been pressed into duty. That is how he got out of prison early. Nobody tells me anything around here,” Yves complained.
Pascal sat on a bench in a little green space. “What is he doing for us?” It was hard to imagine him as a useful creature.
“They sent him to the U.K. He was undercover as a winery expert. That is not his real name, you know.”
“But his arrests, those were in his name?”
“They have arranged things so we can see, but not for general consumption. You know their intrigues, Pascal. They love nothing better than to obfuscate. And who suffers? We who are supposed to be working for them, with them.”
Pascal swore. The administration of the Policier Nationale was just like other branches of government, full of twisted motivations, dark schemes, and old friendships. Most of the time they worked, but every so often it was just a pile of crap.
“Whose brilliant idea was it to send a known scam artist, a con man, undercover?” he asked.
“Oh, I did not ask,” Yves said flatly. He sighed. 
“So that address you sent me to, where no one knew him?”
“Phony as the river is long.”
“Did they tell you his real name? Where he lives?”
“I’m sorry. I cannot.”
“Cannot, or will not?”
“My hands are tied, Pascal. Someone high up is pulling the strings on this one. I did hear one thing. That he has returned to Paris because he believed his cover was blown in Scotland. He was to look for indications of origin irregularity. Like French grapes in their own bottles there. Why would anyone do that? It’s all nonsense. But they say he felt exposed and feared for his safety.”
Pascal looked at the clouds. “Well, I nearly pounded his head in.”
“Bien sûr.”
“Can you tell me who he is working with? Anything, Yves.”
“Dommage. From the top, mon ami.”
Pascal stared at the greenish water flowing to the sea, a slow, inexorable march to oblivion. How would he find Elise now? He wanted to go back to Merle, curl up in bed and smell the scent of her neck. He could get the next TGV, be in Avignon by eight. It was just as well he hadn’t told Merle anything. She wouldn’t be disappointed in him. 
He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, his mobile still in his hands. What more could he do? He would text one of the sisters, see if they’d heard from Elise. He scrolled through his contacts. Callum. He would call Callum.
The Scot answered quickly. “Pascal! We were just talking about you and Merle.”
“Ah, yes? Something nice, I hope.”
There was a scuffling then Annie came on: “Pascal? Is Merle there?”
“No, I am in Paris on business. She is in the south. Annie, have you heard from Elise?”
“I think Francie has. Hey, Francie. Tell Pascal what you heard from Elise.”
It was hard to keep up. So many sisters and they sounded one like the other. 
Francie said, “Hey, where are you? Is it sunny and warm?”
He didn’t want to talk about weather. “Did you hear from Elise? I think she is in Paris.”
“She is! She texted me this afternoon. Just a little check-in so I wouldn’t worry. After last summer when I got snatched by those dog-nappers I got a little fierce about checking in. I’m proud I got through to her on that.”
“Where is she?”
“With that douche-bag, Bruno. She didn’t sound that happy, to tell you the truth. She was doing that fake enthusiasm thing. Lots of smiley emojis.”
“Does her mobile work? Did she text from it?”
“I think so. Wait, no, it was a new number.” Footsteps, jangling keys. “Here you go. Ready?”
Pascal put his phone on speaker mode and tapped in Elise’s phone number. “Merci. I may check in on her while I’m in the city.”
“Are you coming back, Pascal?” Francie asked.
“Probably not. But it was very nice seeing all the sisters. I hope your father does well. À bientôt.”
He hung up and dialed Elise. It rang four times and disconnected. No voicemail. He looked at the number again. It was a French mobile number, not a US one. Had Bruno given her his phone? Or bought her a burner?
He stood up. It was nearly six o’clock. He had just enough time to get someone to trace a mobile signal before they all went out for aperitifs.
 



Chapter 36
 
Wednesday
Scotland
 
Francie handed Callum back his mobile phone. They sat in the drawing room at Kincardie House where outside the late afternoon sun shone on the trees by the river, turning them on fire, and glinted off the cars in the gravel parking area. Gunni and Killian had finally towed the enormous oak tree out of the drive this morning. All day, according to Callum, the whine of the chain saw had permeated the air. It was finally quiet.
She frowned, thinking about the call. Pascal was worried about Elise. She could tell. He didn’t call to chat. 
Annie and Callum were drinking wine by the cold fireplace. This room looked so different today compared to the night after the storm, the night the power was out and Vanora went missing. That night, by firelight, through a haze of cognac, everything looked a bit magical. Tonight the red upholstery looked faded and worn. The walls appeared dusty, the wood paneling cracked. The paintings of ancestors and various stags of yore looked a bit sad, like they didn’t understand all that they lived and loved was over and done. 
Francie sat back in the little flowered chair and stared at Elise’s text. It was short and simple, with lots of smileys. So why did it seem like her little sister wasn’t happy? There was no clue there. It was just a feeling. The main point being that if Elise was having a blast with her new boyfriend, running around Paris, she wouldn’t have bothered to text. She would have been too busy being a fabulous Parisian, drinking Cristal and Instagramming the night away, full of parties, celebrities, and shoes. That was the crux of it. Elise wouldn’t be thinking about her sisters. She’d be off having the time of her life. 
Francie switched her phone off, remembering when they were so cut off out here, so truly ‘powerless.’ What the hell was going on with Elise?
“What did Pascal want?” Annie asked from across the room. Francie moved closer, to a straight-back chair by a side table. “Is Merle having fun?”
“He was in Paris,” Francie said. “He seemed worried about Elise.”
“Our wild child. It does seem a bit nuts to be running off with that bore Bruno.”
More like perv. “What does she see in him?” Francie mused, shuddering.
Callum poured Francie a glass of wine. She took it then checked herself, setting it on the table. “Speaking of Bruno,” Callum said.  “I got a call from Hugh. Their Scottish wine scheme has been nixed by the organizers or the government or somebody. The winery is apparently, and quite predictably, I may say, a no-go. Hugh has lost that work. He has plenty, of course, but he was counting on that being a multi-year income stream.”
“So Bruno is out of that money too?” Annie asked. Callum shrugged.
“That’s too bad,” Francie said. “But seriously? A vineyard in Scotland? It’s not warm enough here for grapes, is it?”
“A doolally plan, I told my brother,” Callum agreed. “But Bruno was doing all sorts of temperature and soil samples and other tests, scouting the right aspects of hillsides, analyzing the drainage. They thought he knew what he was doing.”
There was a pause that stretched until Annie squinted at Callum. “Bruno never seemed like the scientific type.”
“No.” Francie laughed and took a tiny sip of wine and pushed it to the back of the table. “Is your mother joining us, Callum?”
“She’ll be down for dinner. You’ll stay, won’t you?” 
She checked her watch. She’d been expecting to hear from Glynn Barra by now. It was getting late. “Let me just make this call.”
Outside Kincardie House Francie dialed Glynn’s number. When she returned to the drawing room, the atmosphere looked brighter, the colors clearer. 
She smiled at Callum. “I need to speak to Fiona.”
 
The dismissal of charges against Jinty Arbuckle, through her retraction of the confession and inconclusive forensic evidence, lightened the atmosphere at dinner. The death would likely be deemed an accidental drowning, according to authorities. Glynn Barra had given Francie the good news, congratulated her on getting Jinty to talk, but said the paperwork wouldn’t be finished until morning. One more night in the slammer for Jinty, but then she’d be free. 
Francie stayed for dinner although she had told her mother and father she’d join them at the Hydro. She felt like celebrating, but watched her wine. One glass, that’s all, her good angel intoned. Callum and Annie seemed like their old selves, touching hands, heads together, whispers, sly smiles. That left Francie to talk to the old bat, Mrs. Logan. But even she was superficially pleasant, even while giving her son and Annie little darting glares. 
Mrs. Logan’s final participation in Jinty’s case was after-the-fact but important for Francie. It dotted all the i’s. Fiona knew of the family connection between Jinty Arbuckle and the sheep man/cousin. She admitted that she hoped when she hired Jinty that Gunni’s carousing would be corralled. You couldn’t really expect a Scotsman to not drink and cut loose once in awhile, Fiona conjectured, feeling generous. But she agreed with her late husband’s old friend, Gunni’s grandfather, that she needed someone to stay through the winter and keep tabs on him. That was where Jinty came in. She could stay and watch out for bad behavior. The cold and isolation could be hard on a man. Just look at ol’ Craigg, cantankerous old thing. He hadn’t performed any caretaking duties for years, since his arthritis had gotten bad. It seemed like a win for everyone, Fiona Logan said. 
Had Gunni done something bad that night? Had he and Vanora had an argument, a pushing match— or worse? Had he hit her? Neither Fiona nor Francie knew. They didn’t think so, and neither did the police. But they’d probably never know. The sheep were Gunni’s main concern and no one saw him after Pascal left him in that far pasture, counting his herd and looking for strays. He may have disliked Vanora, but really, who didn’t? Even Mrs. Logan said she would likely have fired the woman before the summer was out. Her drinking, laziness, and insubordination were legendary.
Francie wouldn’t have used those words herself. The dead are gone. They couldn’t defend themselves. Vanora’s reputation wasn’t going to improve, not after falling down drunk in a mud puddle. But it wasn’t helpful, or nice, to have people disparage you after you’re gone. 
Francie left the three of them at the dinner table, foregoing her dessert. “Must run,” she explained vaguely. In truth she was dying to drive triumphantly through the glen, pedal to the floor, wind in her hair, shouting at the top of her lungs: Jinty is free! Freeing someone was an incredible feeling. Exonerating them, repairing their reputation, taking away the stain of guilt, giving them back their lives: it felt like a whole new bright, shiny world. 
She loved Scotland.
Francie realized, rounding the last hill as the houses appeared, lights twinkling in windows, that she wanted more of this. Not Scotland necessarily, it was too damp, but this feeling of justice and righteous exoneration. It was exhilarating. She could eat it up like cake, like chocolate cake with curls on top. 
Why not? She could change her focus in law. No one could stop her. She could forget all about childish spats between neighbors, hideous prenups, frivolous lawsuits, business contracts, and incorporations. 
She would defend the innocent. 
She would find the truth, and free those unjustly accused.
She knew it suddenly, absolutely. She would make a difference through the pursuit of scumbags who prosecute the innocent. She would save them, give them back what meant the most to them, their families, their dignity, their lives. 
As they say, one life at a time.



Chapter 37
 
Thursday
Southwest France
 
The gravel crunched under the tires of the BMW as Pascal pulled up to the cottage. It was late morning and the birds had quieted in the trees. The gravel was covered with pink petals from the cherry trees. He cut the engine and felt the fatigue and relief settle into his bones. Everything was still. 
He nudged Elise. Curled into the passenger seat she opened her smudged eyes, blinking against the morning sun. Her tongue woke up, sticky. “Where are we?”
“My place. Merle is here.” He snapped off his seat belt and opened the car door. He waited for Elise to wake up and step out of the car then they went together into the cottage. 
The night had been long. They were exhausted. It had begun at ten o’clock the night before when Pascal had finally reached Elise on the mobile number. He had told her to leave it on, to stash it somewhere, and they would trace the signal. She put it in a wastebasket in the bathroom, under the plastic liner. She didn’t know where she was staying, having arrived in the dead of night and been locked inside ever since. Except that day at the Tuileries, of course, their first day in Paris when she realized what an asshole Bruno really was. After that he’d basically held her captive in the dank apartment. A friend’s, he said. His own was being renovated, he said.
It had taken several hours for Yves and his colleagues to get the permissions and trace the signal. Even then it was a vague clue, a city block. When Elise finally returned to the phone, at nearly three in the morning. Bruno had returned, drunk, and was comatose. She called Pascal again and they worked out a plan for her to signal him. The apartment buildings in that district were four and five floors, with shutters and grates over the windows, no way to escape that way. But Elise followed his instructions, opened the shutters and the blinds, left a light on in a bathroom facing the street, and waited. It took Pascal three false turns and then finally— victory. He saw her face in the window. After signaling her to remain in the apartment he waited below on the street, in his car, vigilant. He caught the street door after Bruno left in the morning and ran up the stairs, calling her name. He found her behind the door in two tries. Pascal had to break down the door but it wasn’t his first time. His shoulder barely hurt. They went to the railway station immediately, and now here they were, far from the clutches of the little Napoleon. 
Elise’s hair was wild. She hadn’t bathed for days, since before her fall into the fountain, and out of spite Bruno had hidden her suitcase. The first thing she did at Pascal’s was head for the bathroom for a hot shower. He checked the bedroom. Merle wasn’t there. He looked in the orchard, on the patio, but she wasn’t there. He called her phone. She didn’t answer.
On the kitchen table a mess of paper and pens and dirty wine glasses and plates lay in jumbled heaps. A mess unlike Merle, he thought, a little worry beginning. He looked at the open notebook covered with scribbling, dense sentences in her terrible handwriting about someone named Coralise. Was this a case she was working on? Did she do that sort of thing?
He waited impatiently for Elise to clean up. When Pascal had found her that morning they searched the apartment for her suitcase. They found it in a back closet, hidden under a pile of old linen. Why Bruno had to further humiliate her by keeping her smelling of pond scum was a mystery. Perhaps the sisters were right, he was a pervert. 
Elise emerged from the bath with wet hair and a smile on her face. She wore white slacks and a red blouse and looked more rested than he felt. The drive from Avignon was longer than he recalled. 
“That was heavenly,” she said. She looked around the house, the kitchen in disarray, the bed with a lump of blankets, the underwear on the floor. “Where’s Merle?”
“Come. Let’s take a walk.”
 
When they entered the barn at Irene’s cheverie they paused to let their eyes adjust to dim light. Pascal called out in a low voice, “Merle?” but there was no answer. He stepped farther in, Elise at his heels. 
Irene had told them she was in here. She’d been a bit mysterious about it though. Both Irene and her daughter were calmly drinking espresso in the kitchen so it appeared there no ongoing births. Unless Merle had been trained as a goat midwife already.
They found her curled into the straw in a stall, a small goat in her arms, the nipple of a bottle in his mouth. Both Merle and the kid had eyes closed, sleeping like, well, babies. Elise bumped into Pascal when he stopped to stare down at them. She gave a little gasp. 
“Oh my god, that is precious,” Elise whispered. She pulled out her mobile phone, found in her suitcase, and snapped a photo of her sister cuddling a goat. She covered her mouth, giggling.
Pascal squatted down, sitting on his heels. Merle looked so peaceful, her hair hanging over half her face, her lips fluttering in a light snore. The kid, a buff and white little beast, all knobby knees and kitten ears, opened one brown eye and twitched. He sucked fiercely on the nipple and squirmed. Merle patted his back, eyes still shut. “It’s okay, Henri. Je suis ici.”
The little goat relaxed at her voice then spied Pascal again. 
“Moi aussi,” Pascal whispered. He touched the kid’s soft nose. Merle opened her eyes then.
“You’re back,” she said sleepily, jostling the kid in her arms. She blinked up at Elise. “You too. Oh, thank god. Here.” She handed the goat to Pascal and stood up. He took Henri, juggling him and his bottle like a basket of bones. 
“Careful,” she warned. “He’s just a baby.”
Merle hugged Elise. “Are you okay?”
“Yes, I’m fine.” Elise put on her brave face but it cracked a little. “What a wanker.”
“But you’re not hurt?” Merle turned her, checking all sides. “Or here?” She patted her heart. 
“Just feeling stupid.” Elise grimaced. 
“How did you find her?” Merle asked Pascal who was now nuzzling the goat to his own nose. “Where were you?” she asked Elise.
They looked at each other as if pondering the tale. Elise said, “He called me. I was in Paris, locked in an apartment but I had no idea where. I sent a text to Francie and Pascal was able to trace it. We had to use signals.” She smiled sadly. “At least he didn’t have to wear a blue coat and march me down the aisle.”
Merle smiled at another Lydia reference from Jane Austen. Pride and Prejudice would always be with them, one of the touchstones of their lives. Were they somehow acting out their destinies in the shadows of those fictional sisters? Elise could be Lydia if she wanted but Merle was pretty sure she and boring, sanctimonious Mary had nothing in common. But just in case she made a quick promise to be less judgmental. Elise had escaped her French Wickham. It was enough for today.
“Pascal is no Mr. Darcy anyway,” Merle said.
“Are you sure about that?” Elise smirked, watching him cuddling the goat. “But what have you been up to? Nursemaiding goats?”
“Just kidding.” Merle smiled. “That’s a joke. Kidding is like lambing, but for goats.”
Elise knelt down and took Henri from Pascal’s arms. “He’s adorable. Is he yours?”
“No. I guess he could be, if I was staying. Irene only keeps the females, for the milk and cheese. She sells the males. Isn’t he adorable? I’m in love.”
Pascal stood up and watched the women fawn over the kid. It was the hormones, he guessed. Maternal instincts. He didn’t tell them that Irene sold her male goats to a farmer who raised them for restaurant fare. Let them love for awhile.
Merle led them outside the barn. She showed her sister where the other kids were hanging out in the pasture, dancing in the spring grass, where some of the bique-chevreau, mother-baby pairs were isolated, bonding in sheds. Henri was returned to his mother who sniffed him but appeared disinterested, munching clover as if nothing had happened. She had another young one. Perhaps she was overwhelmed. 
Back in the farmhouse Merle introduced her sister to Irene and Louise and they accepted a small cake to take home. Elise exclaimed about the blooming fruit trees, buzzing with insects, all the way back to the cottage. Merle floated along in a sort of suspended ecstasy from the goat cuddling, holding Pascal’s hand with a beatific smile on her face. But Elise was a bit odd, he thought. It was as if nothing had happened, as if she hadn’t been held against her will. As if he hadn’t had to run his foot and shoulder through the door to rescue her. Pascal shook his head. He didn’t understand women but he understood putting evil behind you and moving forward.
They stepped into Pascal’s cottage and Merle immediately began apologizing for the mess. “I’ve been working on something. I was up all night, in a sort of fever, then I went over to help at Irene’s.”
She was gathering up her papers, putting glasses in the sink. Pascal touched her arm. He repeated her words, softly: “It’s okay. Je suis ici.” He gently placed her arms behind his neck and pulled her into him. She glanced at Elise, a little embarrassed, as he kissed her. He whispered, “I missed you, chérie,” in her ear. 
They ate the cake, a classic quatre quarts pound cake, dense and sweet, as Elise told the story of her three days in Paris. It wasn’t a pretty one. She had been lonely and verbally abused by the goujat, Bruno. As they suspected he had rifled through her wallet and absconded with her cash and credit cards. Merle said they would cancel them in the morning. Elise wasn’t too emotional. Embarrassed, yes, but no tears. She asked Pascal how he had known she was in Paris. He waved off the question but she kept asking. Finally, too tired to fight, he showed her the photo on his phone, her dripping in the fountain, lingerie on display. Merle snatched the phone from her, staring.
Elise’s face reddened. “How the hell?”
“The Tuileries,” Pascal said.
“It’s a public garden,” Merle said gently. “Anyone can take a photo. And then the bastard posted it.”
“What website is that?” Elise demanded, recovering from her shock.
Pascal clicked his phone off. He didn’t want to tell them about Facebook and Twitter. “Someone sent it to me.”
“What happened?” Merle asked. “At the fountain.”
Elise bit her lip. “It was our first day in Paris. It was okay for awhile. He was sweet, you know? We had a long lunch in one of those great sidewalk cafés. But then he started teasing me. We’d been together all day by the time we got to the Tuileries. It was late afternoon. He grabbed my purse, taunting me. Holding it over the water. He climbed up on the wall of the fountain and threatened to throw it in. It was ruined, you know. By the water. I had to throw it away.”
“Was it authentic Hermès?” Pascal couldn’t help but ask.
“Are you kidding? No. Maybe Bruno thought it was, now that you mention it. He kept staring at it. It was a knock-off, it cost fifty bucks. The real one is ten-thousand! Stasia got it for me on the street in New York. Anyway I got up on the edge too, in heels, to get my purse back. My passport was in there, credit cards, everything. He wouldn’t give up. He just kept swinging it close then pulling it away.”
“Like a child,” Pascal muttered.
“Finally he lets go, flings my purse up in the air, like somehow I could catch it. I reach for it, reach, and— splash. In I go.”
“What an ass-hat,” Merle said. “Did he leave you your passport?”
“He did actually. It’s a miracle.”
Pascal pondered telling the women that Bruno worked for the Policier Nationale, but it was too disgusting. Even as an informant, semi-official, he gave all of them a black eye. He would never get that image out of his mind, Bruno laughing at Elise, giving the crowd permission to publicly demean and shame her. With any luck Pascal would get him fired.
“Were you worried about me?” Elise asked. “I hope not. I should have stayed with you in Scotland. I shouldn’t have just run off. I didn’t want you to try to discourage me. It seemed so exciting, so bold and adventurous. I hate being told not to do things. It makes me just want to do it all the more.” She rubbed her face, hunched into a kitchen chair. “It was stupid. But I just wanted some fun, you know? A few days in Paris, with a hot Frenchman. You understand, Merle.” She glanced at Pascal then back at her sister.
Merle took her hand. “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that every girl wants a few days in Paris with a hot Frenchman.” She winked at Pascal. “You just have to be choosy.”
 
 They all took long naps. Pascal and Merle curled together on the bed as the day warmed outside, still in their clothes, hers smelling of hay and goat. Elise stretched out on the lumpy sofa, fast asleep in seconds. The phone call woke Merle. She checked the time: 3 pm.
“Stace?”
“Hi. How are you?” She sounded nervous, causing Merle to sit up in bed. 
“Fine. Elise is here. Pascal rescued her from that creep.”
“Thank God. That’s good news.” She sounded distracted. “Listen, you guys need to come back here. Now.”
Merle rubbed her eyes. “Now? My flight isn’t until Sunday. I’m helping feed baby goats and— ” She almost said ‘writing a novel’ but swallowed the words. “Is it Daddy?”
“Get back here in the morning. Seriously. Bring Pascal and Elise.”
“Tomorrow? We’re out in the country somewhere, Stasia. Not close to an airport or anything.”
“So are we. Just— can you do it?”
“What’s going on? Is it Daddy?” she repeated.
Pascal rolled over and looked at her. Merle whispered, “It’s Stasia.”
“No, Daddy’s fine. Recovering. We’re all healthy. Except for Oliver who hurt himself throwing bowling balls on the grass but he’s fine. Just a broken finger. You have to come tomorrow, Merle.”
“Why are you being so adamant and so mysterious at the same time?”
Stasia sighed. “Because I’m hopeful— but not one-hundred-percent positive.” She lowered her voice. “About our favorite couple.”
Merle gasped. “No! Really?!”
“Yes, plus Francie got that Jinty girl off. She retracted her confession. Francie is high as a kite. In a good way.”
“Wow. Any other news?”
“Nothing that can’t wait until I see you tomorrow. Now get off this call and make reservations.”
Stasia clicked off, leaving Merle staring at her phone. “We’re supposed to go back to Scotland tomorrow. General Stasia’s orders.”
“Tomorrow?”
“She says I should bring you with me.”
He propped himself up on an elbow. “Is it a wedding?” She shrugged. He groaned. “Not again.”



Chapter 38
 
Friday
In the Highlands
 
Annie arrived by taxi at Kincardie House at ten in the morning. She and Callum had promised each other a hike into the hills, to one of his favorite childhood spots tucked away in some distant glen. There was talk of exotic flowers and clear mountain lochs. The day was bright and clear with hardly a breath of wind. It felt like a gift after all the rain. 
So today was the day. She stood in the yard, reluctant to go inside, to leave the warmth of the sun, and watched the taxi back out and rumble over the metal bridge. The new bridge didn’t have the charm of the old one, not the looks of it or the sound. This one could be in a city somewhere, all industrial and cold. Still it had gotten her back to Callum and whatever happened next.
He emerged from the coach house, wearing a light jacket, green khaki trousers, and hiking boots and carrying a backpack. Every day he was in Scotland he looked more Scottish to her: ruddy, wind-blown, hardy. Nothing like the big city investment banker he impersonated in New York. Even his accent came back, thick and amusing.
“I was looking for Mr. Craigg,” Callum explained, his smile drooping with worry. “He still hasn’t returned, or else he popped in and left again.”
“That seems unlikely.” The man was more tortoise than hare.
Callum nodded. “Just talking to the chauffeur. He seems to be leaving, by the way. He was packing his stuff. Anyway he hadn’t seen Mr. Craigg for days. I tried to find Gunni but he was up and out before dawn.”
“Mr. Craigg knows the hills. He wouldn’t be lost, would he?” Annie asked.
“Knows ‘em like the back of his hand.” Callum shouldered the backpack. “He would take the sheep out for months at a time, in the bygane.” He laughed at himself. “Back in the day. Sounding more like a native every day.”
Annie wore hiking boots too, and old jeans, a waterproof jacket, and a small pack with a water bottle and granola bars. She jammed her canvas hat on her head and they strode out, over to the gate leading to the pastures then on to the wildness beyond. 
They walked for nearly an hour, up through the grassy pastures, cleared centuries before for livestock, on through low woods under-grown with bluebells and glossy green ground covers. The sun dappled the ground as it cut through the new leaves on the low-growing trees. They emerged on top of a ridge, skirted it, and climbed more in the open, on rocky outcroppings and ledges of limestone. Heather grew low and prickly, blooming pink and white. 
As they descended the other side the going got easier and they could talk. Callum took her hand. At last she felt relaxed enough to broach the subject.
“I’m glad you told me about your father,” she said. “Now I understand your mixed feelings about coming home.”
He nodded, still skittish about the subject. She squeezed his hand, encouraging him. “There’s more,” he said finally.
“More?” she asked, stopping on the trail.
“About the disease. It’s genetic. Inherited.” He couldn’t quite look her in the eye, gazing out over the valley.
She nodded solemnly. “I read about Huntington’s after you told me about your father.”
His head whipped toward her. “You know about the genetics?”
“I looked it up.” Annie dropped his hand and stepped closer to him. “That’s why Hugh and Davina have no children. Of course. But you and Hugh have been tested, right?” Her voice was gentle, reassuring.
“Both of us were tested when I was nineteen. The test had just come out.”
“And what are your CAGs?” The genetic code for Huntington’s Disease was linked to the number of repeats of certain proteins in the human genome called CAGs.
He looked her in the eye, surprised. “You did look it up.” She smiled. “I have 32 repeats. Hugh has 29. We won’t get Huntington’s. Below 40 repeats is good. But that middle range, where Hugh and I are, means we could pass it on.”
“Your children might have the full disease?”
He nodded. “It’s a horrible thing, the suffering, the decline. Like Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s and ALS, all at the same time. I watched my father. It was agonizing, even as a child. I could never take the chance.”
“Was that why you broke it off with Davina?”
Callum frowned. “God, no. We were young and I wanted to go to Philadelphia. Just as I said. I’ve come to terms with all that, not having children, years ago.”
She nodded. “Then I can tell you that if I wanted to have children I would had them by now. So we’re on the same page there.”
“Hugh told me he and Davina hope to adopt. They’re pretty far along in the process.”
“Wouldn’t that be wonderful?” Annie stepped closer to him. “Callum? I have an idea. For us.”
After the discussion he took her hand again and they walked in long, hopeful strides down the hill, past an old crenelated castle, a ruin with a damp moat and broken drawbridge. Over stiles and through pastures, past houses small and grand. No one cared if you walked through, Callum said, as long as you didn’t let the livestock out. 
There were fluffy Highland sheep, black ones, white ones, black-faced ones, plus goats, some horses. At the far end of one pasture, off in one corner, stood a couple shaggy golden brown Highland cows, primitive beasts with wide, pointy horns like Texas Longhorns and heads like buffalo. Their heavy bodies and long hair were impressive but not particularly frightening. They chewed slowly like domestic cattle, staring intently at the two hikers. 
“Don’t look at them,” Callum said softly, scampering up the stile’s steps and offering her a hand. “They’re curious, and mean devils. One caught me in the pants and threw me up in the air when I was a boy.”
“That must have caused a scratch.”
“Couldn’t sit down for weeks.” 
She slapped him where the horn must have hit and they both laughed.
“So where is this fabled loch?” Annie asked.
“Around the next hill,” he promised. “You’ll see.”
 They ate lunch along the shores of the loch, hidden away in the high country surrounded with bog orchids and heather. Callum spread their feast on a large, flat rock and poured wine, cut cheese, and fed Annie olives. They dozed in the sunshine until Callum’s watch began to buzz, signaling time to head back. He was more the planner than Annie was, thank goodness. They gathered everything into the packs and found the trail again.
Callum had relaxed and seemed chatty, which was his usual state. They were both themselves again, or on the way. 
“So the chauffeur is packing up but there’s more. My mother fired him and is determined to get a modern automobile and drive herself. She’s got her eye on a red Range Rover.”
Annie looked surprised. “What happened to spur that on?”
“Seems Killian’s been stealing petrol and selling it in the village. That’s why there was no fuel for the generator after the storm.”
“But she could have gotten a new chauffeur.”
Callum smiled. “That was my doing. I told her the Rolls was too much trouble to keep maintained, which is true. That old thing should be in a museum. I said a new vehicle would be cheaper in the long run. And having a chauffeur is bloody expensive. Pinching pennies is the way to Mother’s heart. She is a Scot.”
They took a different route back to Kincardie House, over a hill east of the shimmering loch. It was steep but Annie kept up with Callum, pausing near the summit to admire the view and catch her breath. 
“It’s so wild,” she said. “And beautiful.”
“I have something to show you. Over here.” He led the way to the very top of the trail then across an open area full of tall grass and boulders. He stopped near a stone wall, obviously part of an old rock structure now covered with moss and lichen, its broken pieces in heaps on the ground. 
“What is it, or was it?”
“A bothy. A sheepherder’s hut from long ago.” He moved closer, touching the stones. “We would come up here and play soldiers. This was the bunker. Over there— ” He turned to a slight rise with low-growing shrubs. “Hugh set up his siege. We bombarded each other with mud clods.”
“What fun.”
“Yes, it was. I’d almost forgot about the bothy. I’ve forgotten so much about Scotland, about those days. Perhaps on purpose, I see now.” Callum walked around the other side of the ruin, pausing to shade his eyes. “Is that a horse?”
Annie joined him. “Where? Oh, yes. A little pony.”
Callum took a few steps toward the horse then stopped. “Mister Craigg has a white pony,” he said quietly. He looked around. “He might be nearby.”
They called for the old man then, as they slowly approached the little horse, trying to keep from frightening it. When they got close they saw it still had a halter over its head, and a lead rope trailing the ground. It whinnied at them, afraid, prancing, backing away.
“We’ll have to get Gunni to catch her,” Callum said. “She doesn’t know us.” They backtracked, walking out of the berry bushes they’d entered, to the open grass by the bothy. Annie turned back to the ruin. 
“Maybe he left her some feed or something we could lure her with.”
The roofless structure was nearly overgrown. In another century it would blend into the rocky mountain top completely, its worn stones tumbling with frost and snow. Annie stepped through an opening in the rocks. The space was shadowy, one wall still tall enough and fairly intact. She looked at the lumps of grass and stone then stopped abruptly.
“Callum.” She looked behind her and called louder: “Callum!” 
They found the body neatly placed between two large stones, wrapped in a blanket. Only the feet were visible, Mr. Craigg’s old boots. 
They kneeled beside him, pulling down the blanket flap to expose his face, whiskered and sunken, copper pennies on his eyes. His skin was bluish, transparent, and didn’t smell fresh.  Annie covered his face again, tucking in the blanket that had been ceremoniously wrapped around the man. Someone had carefully arranged him, reverently, up here in the hills he loved.
They stood, heads bowed, thinking about the old man, dying here in a place where he’d spent his best days. It seemed fitting. Whoever had wrapped him in the tartan blanket had taken great care. But maybe hadn’t thought it all the way through.
“We can’t leave him here,” Annie said softly. “The animals.”
“I’ll carry him down,” Callum said. 
“Give me your pack.”
He picked up the body, legs stiff and boots dragging down. “Is he heavy?” Annie asked.
He grunted, juggling the body. “Not much to him.”
But carrying a human, however emaciated or well-wrapped, is never simple. Callum staggered, maneuvering through the doorway, out onto the grass. The pony stood closer now, out of curiosity perhaps. A pretty thing, like a Shetland pony but with a long white coat and a black forelock hanging over her eyes. She whinnied again, stepping closer. 
“Wait,” Annie said quietly to Callum. “Set him down for a moment. For the pony.”
The wind picked up. The pony blinked her extravagant eyelashes, watching the tall grass bend and dance. Callum set the wrapped figure on the ground. The pony whinnied at them again and stepped closer to Mr. Craigg’s body. 
“Move back,” Annie whispered, pulling Callum’s arm. The pony walked cautiously toward them, ears forward, nickering, kicking in fits and starts, smelling the wind. She was tentative. She was afraid but determined. Finally she reached ol’ Craiggie, at his wrapped head, nuzzling the blanket as if trying to wake him. She raised a hoof as if to remind him to quit playing around, or else to kick him in the head. Then she lowered her bent right knee gently against his shoulder. She made another sound, half-sigh, half-cry, and dropped her muzzle against his chest. 
Annie took Callum’s hand, squeezing it. “Do you think he knew?” she whispered. “That he came up here to die in the Highlands he loved?”
Callum closed his eyes, feeling the pony’s grief for himself. This journey home was so different than he’d thought it would be, so emotional and heartbreaking and yet elemental in its way. It wasn’t just the bluebells he remembered, it was everything. His brother and mother, his old friends, the house, the hills. As if the rocks and bens had been waiting for him to return, to remember. Waiting for him to come back and heal himself. Scotland would always be in his core, no matter where he went. He knew now he couldn’t deny that. 
And Mr. Craigg would always have a place in his heart. He had been like a father, helped him become a man. That corner of his heart was for old times, for days with his father, when they were all young and nimble, when the world was bright. In that part of his heart lived the generous spirit, the laughter and honesty, the tenderness that Mr. Craigg had shown him and Hugh, in his own way. He silently wished the old man a smooth journey over the last hill, over the horizon, feeling a prick of tears at his passing.
When Callum opened his eyes he saw Annie was next to the horse, the wee shiltie, with her hand on the halter, talking in a soothing voice, petting her neck. She did that for several long minutes, calming the pony. Annie’s voice calmed him as well. She was so gentle and loving. How did she know these things, he wondered, grateful and amazed. Then Annie looked up at him, indicating with a flick of her eyes that it was time to pick up the body again.
Callum had a piece of rope in his pack— he’d come hillwalking, to the loch and glens, prepared as any Scout, a habit so ingrained it came without thinking. He tied Mr. Craigg’s body across the pony’s back while Annie kneeled at her head, rubbing the furry forehead, pulling weeds from her black forelock while talking softly of her beauty and grace and the bag of oats waiting in the barn. 
When Callum was done and had tested his work for slippage, tucking in ends of blankets and tightening knots, he nodded to Annie. She picked up the rope on the halter and stood up. 
She swung her backpack over her shoulder. “Now, sweet thing, we all go home.”



Chapter 39
Friday
Toulouse, France
 
 
Pascal stood in a corner of the Air France terminal at the Aéroport Toulouse-Blagnac, stepping away from the women and the crowd of tourists and business travelers. Merle and her sister looked exhausted. They’d been up half the night, talking about what happened in Paris. Now they sat side-by-side, quietly chatting while sipping cappuccinos. The terminal was a noisy, busy place, children crying and men in suits shouting into their mobiles. He needed to get this last phone call in before the flight to Paris was called. 
The fat detective was in his office. This was luck, Pascal knew, and he took it as a good sign. 
“Inspector Grassie, it’s Pascal d’Onscon. I was there, at Kincardie House this week?” The detective greeted him coolly. “I am back in France now and have some information about one of your suspects.”
“Aye? The case has made a turn, monsieur. It will likely be deemed an accidental drowning.”
The news left Pascal somewhat relieved but also frustrated. He had really hoped Bruno would be questioned at length under hot lights and with disregard to his ego. “I have information about Bruno Nordvilles-Moura. I know his whereabouts in Paris now. If you are interested.”
The detective made a slurping sound, as if drinking tea, then sighed. “Won’t hurt. We’ll likely not need his testimony but, all right, ready. Got me pencil out.”
Pascal read off the address of the apartment in Paris where he’d rescued Elise, and also the mobile number of the burner phone Bruno had given her, left behind there. That one was no doubt in the garbage by now but it was evidence. Possibly the records of the number could be located and used somehow. 
“Tell me, sir. What happened to change the case?” 
“It was the caretaker, Miss Arbuckle. She admitted she made up the story of pushing the victim into the water. Seems she’s a cousin to the sheep man, Gunn. She thought she was protecting him.”
“She thought Gunni was the man?” The more Pascal thought about the case the more Gunni came to mind. His solitary skulking about was not evidence of wrongdoing but it was certainly opportunity. And the dislike for Vanora provided motive. “Does he have a police record?”
“Bit of brawling, drunkenness and the like. Young man’s crime. Apparently Miss Arbuckle saw Gunn give Miss Petrie a shove in an angry way. She thought he’d returned to finish the job. But there is no evidence of that. We have no option but to call it an accidental death, unattended.”
Pascal thought about the last time he’d seen Gunni, in the upper pasture, calling for sheep, his yellow mac aglow in the moonlight. How long had he stayed out there? “What did Gunni have to say about that?”
“Denied it all. Said he was out with his woolies all night long.”
Pascal frowned hard at the gray, industrial carpet in the terminal, trying to find the loose end, whatever it was. “I left him before midnight. Can anyone confirm that?”
“Just a few Highland rams, monsieur.” The detective sighed. “Closing it up then. Unless you have any other tidbits for me?” he asked, although clearly he felt the thing was over.
“One thing that has been bothering me, Inspector. I didn’t mention it because it seemed obvious,” Pascal said. “Miss Petrie was not wearing shoes or boots.”
“Aye. That was noted. You have a theory?”
“It seems unlikely she was walking outdoors without boots. The yard was waterlogged. When we saw her earlier in the evening she was wearing red gumboots. Wellies, is that what you call them? Old ones but distinctive. Were they found in your search?”
A pause from the detective. “Red, you say? An odd color for wellies.”
“Oui. That is what I thought as well. Were they located?”
“I will have to check the records.” The steel was back in the Inspector’s voice. “Thank you, monsieur.”
Pascal looked at the time. There was a moment for one more phone call. Yves answered, caution in his voice.
“D’Onscon. Ça va?”
“Souci, I must file a complaint against Bruno Nordvilles-Moura. He held a woman against her will for two days.” He rattled off the address of the apartment without waiting for a reply. “Can you do it?”
“Is the woman filing a complaint?”
Pascal glanced at Elise, in a sundress and sunglasses, the picture of a happy tourist. “Yes. Her name is Elise Bennett. She is an American national. She is the woman in the fountain, Yves. The woman whose number you traced. She is free now. But I will send you her information for the formal complaint.” The flight was called over the loud speakers. “I must go. I’ll be in touch.”
Merle looked up, smiling, as Pascal returned to his seat. He tried to push the tragic events of the week from his mind and focus on her face which would be gone too soon. The tragic energy of Bruno Nordvilles-Moura and Kincardie House. All he could picture was Vanora Petrie’s blue-tinted visage as he dragged her from the muddy water. Âme malheureux.
Merle reached for his hand as he sat down. There was a hint of worry in her eyes. He must be still frowning. Her warm touch cheered him and brought him back to her. He leaned in and kissed her on the mouth. 
“Ma chérie. Tout va bien.”
_______
 
Callum recognized the Detective Inspector’s blue sedan as it rattled across the new metal bridge and was surprised by the promptness of the local constabulary. He’d only returned from the hills with Mr. Craigg’s body a half-hour before. It had been slow-going, coming out of the high country with the little pony and its cargo. Callum and Annie took turns leading Annabelle. The shiltie hung her head as she stumbled on stones and often had to be coaxed along.
The second car arrived, a regulation black one with two uniformed officers. Different ones than previously, he noted as he approached them in the gravel car park. Callum wondered where his mother was, hoping she was upstairs sleeping, or perhaps in town with her friends, having tea. It was nearly tea-time, the sun lowering over the hills, slanting down the vale. 
“Inspector.” Callum greeted him, and nodded to the constables. “The body is in the barn. This way.”
Mr. Grassie turned to one of the officers. “Reynolds, you take charge of the remains.” He strode off toward the barn. To Callum Grassie explained, “We were on our way here when we heard of the passing. We aren’t equipped to take him yet but we’ve called in the proper authorities. You’ll be wanting to call Lindsey Jack, I reckon.” Callum nodded at the mention of a nearby funeral director. The same one had taken his father’s body away. “He was wrapped in a blanket, you say?”
“Yes, with pennies on the eyes.” Callum reached into his pocket and retrieved the coins.
“Who do you suppose took that care?” The Inspector took the pennies, examining them briefly. “Would it possibly be this Brian Gunn?”
“I haven’t seen him to ask.”
“And where would he be this time o’ day, pray tell?”
Callum led the Inspector and second constable up the stairs above the coach house to the rooms of Gunni and, lately, Killian. They were tidier than the morning, Callum noted, and it appeared the chauffeur had cleared out. “There was a difference of opinion with the chauffeur, Mr. Yarrow. He’s gone.”
“Difference over what?” Mr. Grassie asked, eyeing the room. 
“The ownership of petrol,” Callum said. “Gunni must be out in the pastures.”
The Inspector bowed slightly to Callum. “If you would leave us now, Mr. Logan. I will join you downstairs shortly.” He waved the officer forward. “Constable. Conduct your search.”
Callum was seated in the yard on a stump of another old tree that had fallen decades earlier, wondering what in the world they were searching for, when Constable Reynolds emerged from the barn. He seemed to fall out the barn door, looking frantic when he reached daylight. He spied Callum and called out, “Where is the Inspector, sir?”
Callum led him back up the stairs and knocked politely on the door. The constable couldn’t wait though, pushing him to the side and then through the unlocked door. 
“Sir? Quick, sir. You best come see what I’ve found in the barn.”
 
Callum hung back in the yard again as all three policemen disappeared into the barn, shutting the doors behind them. He glanced over his shoulder at Kincardie House, still quiet despite a so far hour- long visit with police. He was glad Annie had gone back to the village. Her sisters were returning today and tomorrow would be a flurry of activity. His stomach churned a bit about the events of the morrow, hoping the second time was the charm. 
But now, he had to focus on whatever was going on here. The DI obviously was looking for something particular even though Glynn Barra had assured Callum that the case was over. Jinty Arbuckle had returned from where she’d been held in Aberdeen. Glynn had brought her out. They’d arrived just before he and Annie got back from the hills with Mr. Craigg. Glynn was delighted to have gotten Jinty freed and had offered to drive Annie back to the village on her return trip. 
Callum stood alone now in the middle of the yard, the wind from the hills ruffling his hair. His hands were dirty and he rubbed them self-consciously on his trousers. This week. Would it ever end? The quiet was too much for him suddenly and he turned to go into the house. Before he reached the door it opened. His mother stepped outside, shading her eyes from the sun.
“What is happening?” she asked sharply.
“It’s Mr. Craigg, mother.” He told her quickly, briefly, about finding his body in the hills, in the bothy. Then he glanced back at the barn. “But something else brought them out.”
“Something else? Is it Vanora?”
He didn’t answer. They stood near the front of the house and waited. Ten minutes passed, then both barn doors swung wide. Callum walked slowly toward the barn, telling his mother to stay where she was. He didn’t want her to see Mr. Craigg.
 What had they found in the barn? The Inspector led the way out of the barn, into the afternoon sunshine. He held a plastic bag. Inside the bag was a pair of red rubber boots. Callum squinted, confused. 
Then the two constables appeared, holding a man between them. 
Behind him Callum heard his mother gasp, then swear like a sailor. 
Handcuffed, head down, feet dragging, Brian Gunn was led to the police vehicle and put ceremoniously into the back seat. The constables listened to the Inspector for a moment then backed out, driving with care across the bridge and away.
Detective Inspector Grassie waddled slowly over to his car, set the bag with the boots on the seat and shut the door again. He walked over to Callum and greeted him and Mrs. Logan with a nod. 
“Not quite finished, it appears, ma’am,” he said with a sigh. “Yon Mr. Gunn had hidden Miss Petrie’s boots in the barn, then tried to hide his own person there under a pile of straw when he saw us arrive.” He looked up at them almost fondly. “Not to worry. Just some questioning, Mrs. Logan. We’ll see what the boy has to say for himself.”
Callum glanced at his mother. She squeezed her lips together tightly, unable to speak. With a hard glance at the policeman she spun back toward the house, shutting the door behind her with a slam.
“Tough week,” Callum said. 
The Inspector sighed. “No argument here.”
 
 
 
 



Chapter 40
 
Saturday morning
In the Highlands
 
The sound of the bag-pipes carried for miles on the wind, drifting down like feathers from above. Merle settled on the wooden seat of the hay wagon, smoothing the unfamiliar dress. How had Stasia done it? The dresses were incredible, simple and divine. She checked the pin that held her short-brimmed hat in place, tightened her shawl on her shoulders, and tried to breathe.
Pascal touched her arm as he passed. “See you up there. À bientôt.” He shouldered the bag of supplies and joined the other men heading up the trail to the mountain top. 
Elise and Francie clambered awkwardly up the steps of the wagon in their tight dresses and chattered as they sat opposite her. “What a kick,” Francie said. “Look at that matched pair. I just learned that’s what you call matching horses when they pull your carriage.”
“Some carriage,” Elise said, curling a lip. “What would Jane Austen say? I hope I don’t get splinters.”
“After all this a couple splinters in your ass is a small price to pay,” Merle said. “Have you seen Annie?”
“Stasia was getting her ready, touching up her makeup,” Francie said. “And rounding up rain jackets, just in case.”
“Please God, don’t let it rain,” Elise whined. “We’ve suffered enough.”
Merle felt she was beyond prayers at this point. She was sure Annie, a not-so-closet Buddhist, would agree. What would be, would be. If it rained, it rained. Still she tried hard to steady her nerves, the swift changes sending all well-laid plans to the junk heap. 
They’d flown in yesterday from Toulouse and rented a car in Aberdeen, arriving at the Hydro in time to hear the news of the death of Mr. Craigg. It was shocking that so many deaths had come during their stay in Scotland. Merle felt guilty about all the drama her family seemed to have brought with them— death, storms, heartache. Was it their fault that Vanora and Mr. Craigg had died? Was there some cloud hanging over the Bennetts? Pascal reassured her, reminding her that death was part of life, that there was no stopping tragedy. That if police work had taught him anything, it was that the random nature of human existence called out for acceptance of endings. 
Merle had had endings. She didn’t want more. But there was no rejecting life, not if you wanted to live it fully. And she did. She so much wanted to embrace every random lovely thing that happened, to savor and rejoice in the good in the world. Pascal said that to embrace the lovely things one had to accept the ugly as well. 
 Taking the bad with the good sometimes made one’s head spin. Hard on the heels of the announcement of the passing of Mr. Craigg was the announcement of this special event for Callum and Annie. Maybe a wedding, maybe just a party, its exact nature shrouded in Highland mist. 
But Stasia wasn’t very good about secrets. When she brought out the redesigned bridesmaids dresses it was obvious this ‘event’ wasn’t a farewell picnic. The dresses amazed all the sisters, even Francie. Stasia had gotten rid of yards of taffeta leaving a slim navy skirt, trimmed away the awful sleeves and snipped the gargantuan bow, fashioning an elegant tartan top with scooped neckline, slim sleeves, and a tiny metal buckle on grosgrain ribbon at the waist. All those years at Gamine weren’t for nothing. Merle’s dress fit perfectly, down to the length of sleeve she liked, hitting right at her wrist. Stasia also found them all navy flats, little straw hats, and matching pashmina shawls. 
Merle tucked her shawl closer as they waited, the driver of the wagon holding the horses’ halters and stomping his feet. Tristan should be here, she thought. He would love this. She missed him so much. 
The weather was sunny but brisk. Only a few wispy clouds scudded over the hills. It was just after eleven in the morning and the birds were noisy in the trees by the river. For a moment Merle closed her eyes and tried to just be there, in the Highlands, with her family. No expectations, no worries, no thinking about tomorrow. Just feel the wind on her cheek, the sun on her hair. 
Be here now. Why was it always so hard? She bit her bottom lip, tuned out the chatter of her sisters, and listened hard to the high wind in the trees, thinking clearing thoughts of sunrises and ocean waves.
The front door of Kincardie House opened. Mrs. Logan and Mrs. MacKeegan made their way across the yard. They both looked coifed, in their Sunday best, although the cook carried a pair of rubber boots, just in case. 
The driver helped the older ladies up into the wagon where they sat next to Merle. Cordial nods all around, then silence.
“Fine day, innit?” Mrs. MacKeegan said finally. “Lookin’ bonny, y’are.”
“You look very nice yourself, Mrs. MacKeegan,” Merle said. And she did, with her hair out of its usual cap, copper shot with silver and curled properly, accenting her rosy cheeks. “Isn’t this fun, out in a wagon?”
Fiona Logan raised her eyes skeptically but was mum. Her face revealed nothing. They fidgeted in silence for a few more minutes then at last Annie and Stasia appeared at the front door, carrying canvas bags over their shoulders. Annie was wearing her long raincoat and leather hiking boots that Merle recognized from years past. What dress was she wearing? Merle couldn’t tell. Her hair was loose down her back. Stasia wore what the other sisters wore, the redesigned bridesmaid’s dress and shawl. And an angry expression. Merle sighed. There was always one sister who was pissed off. Today it was Stasia.
The driver, wearing a Highland kilt himself with a black shirt and heavy boots, helped Annie up onto the seat next to him in the front, then Stasia into the back. They stashed their bags between their feet and the driver snapped the reins. With a jerk, and a gasp from Mrs. Logan, they were off. 
Jack and Bernadette Bennett had volunteered to go up on an earlier run of the hay wagon. They would help get things arranged for whatever was happening. They had left the Hydro right after breakfast with Pascal and hadn’t been seen since. Merle wondered if Hugh and Davina were coming. No sign of them either. 
The road, such as it was, was rough. A tractor path at best, it swung past the gate to the pasture, around a pond behind the house, down a hill and back up the other side, veering north at some point toward the hill that had been pointed out as the destination. They had been warned that the wagon couldn’t make it all the way to the top. How far would they have to hike in tight dresses and skimpy shoes? Merle imagined Pascal sweeping her up off her feet and carrying her. Well, all right, she thought with a smile. That would work.
Before they left France Elise had been contrite and embarrassed about running off with Bruno, moping around Pascal’s cottage. The humiliating photograph on the internet had wounded her deeply. Her mood lasted a few hours into the evening until Pascal reluctantly admitted that her ‘boyfriend’ was actually working as an undercover informant for the French authorities. That he was working, in fact, for his department, the Wine Fraud Division. Elise exclaimed, “I knew it!” and pranced around like she’d been clairvoyant and they’d all been wrong about the evil munchkin. It was a little hard to take but Merle was so mellow from goat-cuddling and cheese-eating and gothic-romance-writing that she tuned out her little sister. Let her crow. She normally had very little to crow about to her big sisters, sadly. 
Pascal had taken another three-day weekend, something the French honored with reverence. Even after a week’s vacation, time off was sacred. He was dismissive of Annie and Callum’s plans, whatever they were. A wedding? Quel déplaisant. But at least he had stopped growling, Weddings! Merle knew he adored Annie so she just smiled.
Merle noticed she was ignoring a lot of stuff that normally would have bugged her. It did help with the everyday anxiety and obsessive list-making, just blocking annoying stuff, things you couldn’t really handle or control. She took note of this wonderful detachment and tried to internalize the lessons. Was it the writing? Did losing yourself in a fictional world make the real one a little more bearable? It seemed entirely possible. 
Her three days in France were a dream already. No schedule, no mealtimes, no schmoozing, no one telling her to eat something healthy— or eat something. No one criticizing her clothes, her hair, the whiteness of her teeth. No running for trains, no bumping through crowds, poked by umbrellas, no sucking up to people she could barely tolerate. 
Farmers, goats, wine, time. It expanded in her mind as a little silver-lined cloud she rode on, the gothic story unfolding like a magic carpet, her heroine so tormented and brave and homely. Not comely! Homely was the thing. Nobody wanted to be comely anymore, how common. Live by your wits, lass. 
She hadn’t told Pascal her plans yet. She hadn’t told anyone, a speck of nervousness bubbling up. Who was she to be a writer? She would give him a hint before they went home tomorrow. But her sisters? They could wait. She needed to discuss things with Tristan before she quit her job and went to live in the Dordogne and write her novel. 
There. She’d said it ‘aloud’ to her brain. Quit my job. Write my novel— MY novel! Live in France. With Pascal. 
Oh, God. It was frightening to even think it. And beyond exhilarating. Her heart raced for a minute with fear and excitement then she consciously brought herself back to the Highlands, to this moment in time. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.
Francie was talking to the two older ladies. Something about Jinty, the caretaker. 
“Is Jinty coming today? Is she— available?” Merle asked.
“Oh, aye. Up at dawn, she’s been. You’ll see her in a crack,” Mrs. MacKeegan said. “Thanks to your sister, we got our Jinty back.”
Francie beamed. She’d never looked prettier, Merle thought, the sunshine playing across her freckles, the little straw hat pinned on the back of her head, letting her auburn hair fly over her neck and cheeks. She clutched her shawl with one hand and reached out for Merle’s with the other. 
“Thanks again for giving me that card,” Francie said. “The lawyer, Glynn Barra? Together, well, we were quite a little team of pitbulls.”
Merle squeezed her hand. “Good work. Congratulations. I knew you could figure it all out.” Francie looked really good, like sparkly-good. Her eyes were clear and bright, her complexion glowed. Was it because of her legal victory or because she cut down on her drinking? Last night at the family dinner at the Hydro she’d had just one glass of wine and told Merle confidentially she had to watch herself. Merle was so proud of her, on all counts.
“I believe Glynn will be here today,” Fiona Logan announced, sitting stiffly on the swaying seat. “She’s an old friend of Callum’s. They were quite close, you know. They went to university together.”
Francie’s eyes widened comically at Merle. Elise piped up: “So did Davina, right? Are all of Callum’s old girlfriends going to be here?”
Mrs. Logan blinked at the impertinent girl and Merle stifled a laugh. “I was wondering about Hugh and Davina myself.”
“They spent the night at the house,” Mrs. Logan said. “And went up the ben earlier.”
“The ben?” Elise asked. “What’s that?”
“In the old tongue it means mountain,” Mrs. MacKeegan explained. “It’s called Ben Cardie. That’s where we are.”
Just as the path got so rocky they had to hold onto the sides of the wagon to keep from being thrown out, the driver pulled the horses to a stop. The sound of bagpipes was louder then abruptly stopped just after they did. The driver hopped down then lifted Annie by the waist, just like in an old novel. She patted her hair and waited for her sisters.
When everyone had dismounted, or whatever you called hopping awkwardly from a tall hay wagon in a tight skirt, the women gathered and began climbing the final stretch of the path. It led behind some huge rocks, up and around. The older ladies were slow, clutching onto each other. The cook was taking tiny steps with breathy pauses.
Annie stopped, looking back. She turned back in the direction of the mountain top, put two fingers in her mouth, and gave her best dog whistle. All the women blinked, surprised, then she did it again. There was a pause then suddenly Callum and Hugh appeared around a boulder, both in their kilts. 
Annie shouted to them to come help their mother. They sprinted down the path, sporrans bouncing, laughing, racing to see who would get to Mother first. Merle and Francie smiled as Hugh pushed his little brother out of the way and took Fiona’s arm. Callum took Mrs. MacKeegan’s and the party walked the rest of the way to the top. 
When they rounded the last turn and entered a grassy pasture strewn with mossy rocks the sun was shining. The breeze had died down to a low roar, kicking up tablecloths that had been expertly tied to table legs. A single bagpiper, a burly man with a lengthy beard, bowed legs, and a flapping tartan kilt, stood on a flat boulder on the far reaches of the grassy area. As they arrived he began a cacophonous dirge, slow and melancholy and extremely loud, as only a bagpipe can be.
Chairs were set up, twelve or so, enough for the older guests. Fiona Logan and Mrs. MacKeegan were deposited next to three older gentlemen in tweeds. They nodded and smiled, apparently all acquainted. Jack and Bernadette sat behind them. Merle made her way across the spongy turf, so glad they swapped flats for those silly heels. 
 “Everything okay?” she asked her parents.
Bernie patted the folding chair next to her. Merle perched on it and leaned in to hear above the racket of the pipes. “You look nice. Is it a wedding then?” Bernie shouted. “Nobody tells me anything.”
Merle shrugged. “I thought you knew.”
“Why the secrecy?” Bernie looked annoyed. 
Merle patted her arm. “All will be revealed.”
As Mrs. Logan predicted, Glynn Barra lurked in the back, sipping what looked like champagne. She was talking to Jinty Arbuckle and smiling. Francie dashed up and hugged them both fiercely. They looked embarrassed by the display. Hugh and Davina seemed busy conferring, heads together over by the bagpiper. Standing that close had to be hazardous to one’s hearing.
Mrs. Logan rose from her chair and stepped over to the tables. She peered down at the bottles of liquor and wine, picked up a plastic glass and frowned at it. As she set it back down Jinty Arbuckle appeared at her side. She looked contrite and apologetic, her hands clasped in front of her like a schoolgirl. Mrs. Logan’s stiff air softened, she nodded, and she grasped Jinty’s hands tightly. The caretaker’s eyes widened, and then so did her smile. All was apparently forgiven. 
Pascal came from the direction of the wagon, carrying a tub of ice with the kilted driver. They set it down by the table and stretched their backs. Merle excused herself from her parents. As she walked over to the table a gust of wind caught her hat. It broke loose from its pins, flying madly, causing a general commotion of running and laughing. Callum, then Hugh, jumped to catch it. Pascal lunged and missed. The straw hat did pirouettes then careened into the bagpiper, bounced off his forehead, and sailed out over the glen. He didn’t miss a cacophonous beat.
When Pascal returned from his chase with no hat, he put his arms around Merle. “I’ll hold you down, madame. No blowing off the mountaintop.” She buried her face in his chest, happy, taking in the scent of him. She couldn’t believe she had to go home tomorrow, back to her grim, regimented city life. Back to life without Pascal.
Then her plan popped up, all shiny and enticing. Why was she waiting to tell him? “Pascal?” She craned her neck to look up at him. 
Just then Callum tapped Pascal on the shoulder. He cupped a hand to Pascal’s ear and talked over the sound of the pipes for a minute. Pascal nodded, more behind-the-hand talk, then Callum clapped him on the back and disappeared.
“What was that about?” Merle asked, still in his arms.
“Remember Gunni, the sheep man?”
“Of course.”
“He was taken in yesterday for questioning. They found Vanora’s red boots in the barn. Gunni had hidden them there. He confessed to that.”
“Did he kill her?” Merle whispered.
“He says he came back from the pastures at dawn and found her floating in the puddle. He tried to pull her out by her feet. Her boots came off, and he realized she was dead and panicked. He pushed her back in the water and hid her boots.”
“And they believe this story?”
“Apparently he cried like a baby.” Pascal shrugged. “It’s so—”
“So Gunni.”
The bagpipe suddenly silenced, the vibrations fading. In its place a bell chimed. Everyone turned toward Hugh Logan who held a small silver bell and a tiny, round-ended hammer. He hit the bell slowly, with ceremony, until all were quiet. Then a few more for good measure. 
The high pitch of the bell died slowly, carried on the wind. Hugh lowered the bell and hammer to the ground then straightened, eyeing the crowd somberly.
“Friends, clansmen, countrymen. We are gathered here to say farewell and cherrio the nou to our clansman, our devoted friend, Hector MacRoberts Craigg.” A murmur of ‘hear, hear’ rose from the old gentlemen. “He was a native son, a Scotsman through and through, a soldier, a man of the land who loved it all from glen to ben, and walked the heather many miles with his trusty dogs and his wee pony, Annabelle, much beloved, who was with him to the end and then some.”
Callum appeared in front of Pascal and Merle with two small glasses of whisky. He hurried around the gathering, delivering drams to everyone. Hugh continued, speaking of Mr. Craigg’s adventures in the war with their grandfather, his heroism in Italy, his care for the house and all who lived in it, of his abiding love of sheep that he had passed on to anyone who would listen, and especially to young Gunni. 
The young sheep man had found Mr. Craigg up here, lifeless, in the ruined sheepherder’s hut. Frightened, he returned later to wrap him carefully in a blanket. That much Merle had learned from Annie. Gunni didn’t feel it was anyone’s business but Craigg’s where he died and how he rejoined the earth. But modern practices prevailed, and Mr. Craigg would be cremated later in the week and his ashes strewn high in the beloved hills. 
Gunni was nowhere to be seen today and now Merle knew why. She wondered if Jinty knew he had been taken in for questioning. She stood behind the table, pouring drams of whisky, wearing a solemn gray dress with a little tartan collar and a deer-in-the-headlights look. She was obviously trying hard to be calm and efficient. Rick, dressed in sober black, handed the drams to Callum. Glynn and Davina whispered, standing behind the chairs.
“Mr. Craigg, whose full name was a mystery to most of us until today,” Hugh said, “was a second father to Callum and me. He was also a cousin to our grandfather, a MacRoberts. Also news to me. Mr. Craigg didn’t flaunt his clan ties, only his ability to take charge of the Highlands he loved. He taught me and Callum how to ride, back when we had horses at Kincardie. How to drive a car too. He taught us how to train a dog although neither of us has owned one thus far. He taught us how to stalk deer, although we never got the hang of that either.” He smiled. “We could have been better students, eh, Callum? But we couldn’t have had a better teacher, a better friend, than our Mister Craigg.”
Callum handed his brother a dram of whisky and took his place next to him.  Hugh said, “One thing he taught us well was how to appreciate a good whisky. So now, his favorite bevvy, a well-aged, or not, Speyburn— as he declared, ‘never a swally better’— we drink a wee dram in memory of our friend, our clansman, Hector MacRoberts Craigg.”
“Never a finer man be!” hollered one of the old gents.
Callum cleared his throat. Everyone kept their drams aloft, waiting as he spoke.


“Under the wide and starry sky, Dig the grave and let me die.

Glad did I live and gladly die. And I laid me down with a will.

This be the verse you grave for me: Here lies where he longed to be;

Home is the sailor, home from the sea, And the hunter home from the hill.”



The three old gentlemen stood then, pushing themselves awkwardly to their feet. Their whisky splashed, one wet another’s sleeve, and there was cursing, followed by laughter. They righted themselves then held their glasses high. Jinty dashed over with the whisky to refill the empty drams. The middle one in the tam o’shanter said in a high, quavering voice: “If there’s another world, he lives in bliss; If there is none, he made the best of this.”
With a nod from Hugh the piper began to play ‘Amazing Grace.’ Callum looked at Hugh and they drank their whisky in a single gulp, as intended. The old men followed suit, and around the gathering whisky slid down the gullet. Merle felt hers burn as it went down her throat and thought of ol’ Craiggie in the kitchen, drenched to the skin, grinning toothlessly and eating toast. One of a kind, he was. His old friends clapped each other on the shoulder. The bagpiper did his thing for quite awhile then the notes faded away.
Oliver, in his full Scottish regalia, and his sister, Willow, in a pretty green dress and flowers in her hair, appeared at the front of the gathering. They must have come up earlier with Jack and Bernie. As the music ended Hugh took a bouquet of bluebells from Willow.
“We are also remembering another of our Kincardie family today. We mourn the loss of Vanora Petrie who kept us all fed and clean this week past while the house was full. She was a good lass. We shall miss her. Godspeed, Vanora.”
Murmurs of her name rippled through the older people. Oliver and Willow went through the crowd, handing each a bluebell solemnly. Merle whispered, “Godspeed, Vanora,” as Oliver handed her a limp stem of flowers. Pascal squeezed her shoulder.
Callum disappeared during this part of the ceremony but Hugh remained at the front of the gathering. When everyone held a bluebell he cleared his throat. 
“Now, friends and clansmen, we have another occasion, a happier one. We are gathered here to witness the ceremony of commitment and hand-fasting for Callum and Annie!”
Francie stepped closer to Merle. “What is that?” she whispered. 
The bagpiper began again before Merle could answer, a livelier tune with many high notes. Then, from behind a huge boulder, Callum and Annie appeared, he still in his ceremonial kilt with the black jacket, and she in the cream wedding dress. Instead of heels she wore her old leather boots, and Merle saw now that they matched Callum’s boots, lovingly worn and laced to mid-calf. She had a tartan ribbon in her hair. Behind them walked Stasia, carrying some lengths of fabric and another bouquet of bluebells. 
Francie and Elise moved closer so they could see. They tried to pull Merle with them but she resisted, holding Pascal’s hand. 
Hugh, it appeared, was the officiant. Merle felt her heart swell: it was happening. Pascal leaned into her ear, kissed it and whispered: “I knew they were too smart for marriage.”
Hugh signaled the bagpiper. He stopped his racket. Callum began with a simple poem that Merle remembered as he went along, lyrics to one of Annie’s favorite Beatles songs. 
“To make you mine, Be the only one.” He pushed a strand of hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “Love me all the time and we'll go on and on.”
Annie placed a hand on his shirt front. “Someday when we're dreaming, deep in love, not a lot to say.”
He finished the verse: “Then we will remember, the things we said today.”
“I love you, Callum,” Annie said so softly it was barely audible.
“And I love you, Annie,” Callum said loudly, smiling.
Hugh said his lines then. “When you love someone, you do not love them all the time— despite these ancient words of wisdom from the Fab Four.” He grinned and the crowd tittered appreciatively. He sobered himself and continued: “You do not love in exactly the same way, from moment to moment. It’s an impossibility.  We insist on permanency, on duration, on continuity, when the only continuity possible, in life as in love, is in growth, in change, in freedom. 
“The only security is not in owning or possessing the beloved, not in demanding or expecting. Happiness lies neither in looking back to what was, nor forward to what might be, but living in the present and accepting it as it is now. Love is flexible, love is kind. Love is everywhere. The promises you make today to love each other, and the ties that bind you together here, strengthen your union and will cross the years and lives of each soul’s growth.”
Then the business of hand-fasting began. Now Merle dragged Pascal a little closer. Stasia stepped forward and gave Annie and Callum each a few sprigs of bluebells. She draped the two long pieces of fabric, one of one tartan, a second in a different plaid, over her own forearm. 
Annie and Callum joined hands. Stasia wound one tartan then the other around their clasped hands as Hugh murmured some kind of blessing. Stasia finished wrapping their hands in the fabric, tied a loose knot, and stepped back. Reaching awkwardly for the ends Annie and Callum tightened the knot of fabric themselves, pulling as they laughed, cried, and literally tied the knot. A hushed pause fell over the mountaintop group.
Then there was kissing. 
That was it. Short and sweet, just the way Annie wanted it. No big hoo-ha. Merle glanced at Jack who was dabbing his eyes with a handkerchief and handing it to Bernie. Stasia was wiping her eyes, as was Rick. Francie and Elise hugged, smiling. Hugh and Davina linked arms, struggling not to break their faces with smiles. A few hoots rose up, the bagpiper launched into another ear-splitting tune, a smattering of applause was heard, cries from the old gents and the Bennett sisters. The beaming couple turned to face the gathering, bound hands raised, delirious grins on their faces. 
Annie and Callum made their way around the crowd, hugging everyone, kissing everyone, doing a fling to the music with a few. Callum pulled his mother to her feet and made her move around in a circle. Then he and Oliver threw arms over each other’s shoulders and did something jiggy with their feet. 
When the couple came to Merle and Pascal there was a group hug, followed by a longer one where Annie slipped out of her hand-fasting bonds for a moment and held Merle tightly. They blubbered for a moment, expressing their love and elated happiness. It had been a long two weeks in Scotland, with many ups and downs and tears, and yet, this was the happy conclusion. Merle felt her heart would burst. Annie had done it her way, and still managed to make everyone happy. 
Annie dabbed her eyes. She turned back to Callum, slipping easily back into the ribbons. He smiled, the happiest man alive, and kissed her again.
And then it was time for the party.



Epilogue
 
One month later
 
 
 
Chér Pascal,
 
What good news about Gunni! Just tampering with evidence— wow. He gets to go back to his beloved woolies after all. I didn’t think he’d harmed Vanora, despite his attitude. A man who loves beasties as much as he does can’t be that bad. Probation, and Mrs. Logan, should keep him on the straight and narrow. She’d scare anybody straight.
 
Annie and Callum are settled in the City. She’s decided she likes the views from his high-rise apartment after all. She brought sixteen houseplants with her and is growing basil on the terrace. They seem so happy, those crazy love-birds.
 
It is our anniversary, chéri! On June 22, two years ago, you came to the stone house in the Dordogne (which we still must name!) and began working your magic with pigeon guano. A fateful and smelly day. You persevered, even though it has become clear to me that you have a very sensitive nose. 
 
But the roof is done and the pigeons are history. All that remains is for the two of us to be under the same roof again. I will be back in France very soon. I have some news. I didn’t want to mention it, to promise anything that might not happen. (Do you do that? Protect the ones you love from disappointment? I think you might.) I wanted to be sure. 
 
I started writing a novel in your kitchen. Did you see it? All that mess? You must have wondered about my scratchings. I want to finish the novel in France. It is set there, in the Dordogne (I think) and there are too many locales and customs and language questions for me to do it long distance. It is historical, a gothic romance of the sort that is probably old-fashioned and passé. But whatever. I’m writing it for myself, and because I cannot not write it. 
 
That means, voilá! I am taking a leave-of-absence from my job! What do you call them in France? Suspension, absence, time-the-hell-off! Before I take my leave-of-absence Tristan will come to France with me for the summer, for four weeks in July. That is vacation time. After the four weeks are done, I will not go back to work until after the new year. Can you believe it? The workaholic is taking time off. 
 
I will need to go back in the fall to get Tristan settled in school. He has been studying so hard this year that he has enough credits to start college in September. And he got a very good scholarship! What a little smartie! I am so proud of him but my heart is already breaking. He’s so tall and responsible and grownup, I could just cry! Where is my little man? Gone, as they all go, you will say, where all children go, off to become a real man. He doesn’t need his mother anymore. If I’m off in la belle France it might not be quite so hard. Possibly. It’s time for us both to start new chapters, n’est-ce pas?
 
I would say all three of us, including you, but I don’t want to presume. You have your work. I will have mine, this “project” of writing a novel. 
 
I am petrified. How do you write a novel? It’s all a mystery. Will you hold my hand— when I’m not holding a pen? Will you explain the enigmatic ways of the French for me? I will also need a steady supply of espresso, rosé, baby goats, and full body massages. 
 
Can you arrange? À bientôt, mon couer.
 
Bisous,
your blackbird
 
 
 
 
 



 
Lise McClendon has been writing and publishing for 25 years
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       • • •
 
I hope you enjoyed The Things We Said Today!
Keep in touch to get news of the next 
Bennett Sisters novel, coming soon.
Take care and happy reading!
 
Lise
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