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She had asked Madeleine where he was buried and Madeleine had told her, quietly, without asking why she wanted to know, in the way Madeleine had learned to give information - without conditions attached. The cemetery was on the edge of town, behind the Catholic church, the old one with the stone facade and the bell that rang on Sunday mornings. Angelique had walked past it a hundred times in the Cabano years and never gone in. She had not been ready then. She was ready now.

She told Céleste over breakfast at the small hotel restaurant, over toast and orange juice and a plate of fruit that Céleste was eating in order of preference, the strawberries first, then the melon, the grapes held in reserve for last. "We're going to see where your papa is buried today."

Céleste looked up from a strawberry. "Buried?"

"When someone dies, we put them in the ground in a special place. A cemetery. So we know where they are. So we can visit."

"Is he in the ground?"

"Yes."

"Is he cold?"

Angelique looked at her daughter. The question was so direct, so innocent. "No, he doesn't feel anything anymore. He's just resting."

"Does he know we're coming?"

"I think so. In whatever way he can."

"Okay." She returned to the strawberries. "Can I bring my seal?"

"You can bring your seal."

The cemetery was fifteen minutes on foot from the hotel, through streets warm with the particular warmth of a spring morning that has not yet decided how serious it intends to be. The trees were coming in, that pale uncertain green of early May, and the air smelled of mud and cut grass and something sweet underneath that Angelique couldn't name immediately and then could - lilacs. Somewhere ahead, lilacs. She had not planned for that. She had prepared herself for the grave, for the stone, for standing in front of his name cut into granite. She had not prepared for the lilacs.

He had picked them for her from this cemetery. She had not known that at the time - he had just come home with them, a loose bunch, the stems uneven, purple and white, smelling exactly like this, and set them in a glass on the kitchen table without ceremony, the way he did small kind things. She had found out later, from Madeleine, that the lilac bushes grew along the cemetery fence and that Jean Philippe had been picking them since he was a boy, that his mother had told him once they were the most generous flower because they gave everything and asked for nothing, and that he had never forgotten it.

Céleste had found her stick again - or a different stick; it was difficult to tell, she seemed to locate one wherever they walked as though they were made available to her by some arrangement - and was carrying it over one shoulder like a fishing rod.

"I smell something," Céleste said.

"Lilacs."

"What's lilacs?"

"Flowers. Purple ones. You'll see them when we get there."

“I like it.”

"Me too."

The cemetery gate was iron, painted black, standing open. The path inside was gravel, the same pale grey gravel as the rail trail, and the stones stood in rows on either side, some old and weathered to the point of illegibility, some newer, the lettering still sharp. The lilac bushes grew along the far fence exactly as Madeleine had described, a long unruly line of them, heavy with bloom, purple and white and overflowing onto the path at the edges, the smell of them thick in the warm morning air. Céleste stopped just inside the gate and looked around. "It's quiet," she said.

"It's supposed to be quiet."

"Why?"

"Because it's a place for remembering."

Céleste lowered her stick from her shoulder and held it at her side as they walked the gravel path slowly. Angelique had the row number from Madeleine - she had written it on a piece of paper that was now in her coat pocket, though she hadn't needed to look at it since she'd read it this morning. She had memorised it without meaning to. Row seven. The newer section, toward the back.

Céleste walked beside her and read the names on the stones as they passed, or tried to - she had been reading for a year now, seriously, the way she did everything seriously, and she sounded out what she could and skipped what she couldn't without embarrassment.

Row seven was toward the back, as Madeleine had said, in the section where the stones were newer and the grass was still finding its way between them. Angelique saw his name from four stones away and felt something shift in her chest - quieter than pain now, something closer to recognition. The way you feel seeing a word in a foreign language that you know without knowing how you learned it.

His name was there with the dates beneath.  Twenty-four years. The stone was simple - grey granite, no image, just the name and the dates and below them, in French, something she had to stand close to read.

Aimé. Toujours porté.

Loved. Always carried.

Madeleine had chosen the words. Of course she had.

Angelique stood in front of the stone and did not say anything for a moment. Céleste stood beside her, her stick held at her side, the stuffed seal tucked under her other arm. She was looking at the stone with the focused attention she brought to things she was trying to understand.

"That's his name," Céleste said.

"Yes."

"Jean-Philippe." She said it the French way, the way she had always said it, the way she had learned it without being taught - from hearing it, from Madeleine, from the air of the family. "That's Papa."

"That's Papa."

"Does he know we're here?"

"I think so."

Céleste nodded. She looked at the lilac bushes along the fence and then back at the stone, making some private connection between the two, and then she set her stick carefully against the neighbouring stone and walked over to the lilac bushes and stood on her toes and pulled a small branch toward her and smelled it with complete concentration. "Is this the flowers?"

"Those are lilacs."

"He picked these?"

Angelique looked at her daughter standing on her toes with her face in the lilacs, the seal still under her arm, and felt the shift in her chest again, deeper. "He picked them for me. From this fence. Before you were born."

Céleste smelled the lilacs for another moment. Then she let the branch go and came back to stand beside Angelique. “Okay.”

Angelique looked at the stone. At his name. At the dates - twenty-four years, the beginning and the end of a person she had loved and married and left and was still carrying.

She hadn't prepared a speech. She'd only wanted to stand here, in front of his name, and say the true thing. She said it quietly, not for Céleste, not for anyone who might be listening. Just for him, and for herself, and for the version of her that had been waiting to say it since a morning in October two years ago when Madeleine had called and said her name and broken. "I forgive you."

She stood for another minute, maybe two. She had set the words down in the right place. They were his to keep. Céleste slipped her hand into Angelique's.

They found a bench near the cemetery gate on the way out, one of those iron benches that appears in cemeteries and parks without explanation, and Céleste decided immediately that they should sit on it, so they sat. Céleste arranged the seal on her lap and looked out at the street beyond the gate.

"Mama," she said.

"Yes."

"Do we carry him? Like the sea glass?"

Angelique looked at her. She had told her this in Summerside, on a Thursday walk to the water, two years ago. Céleste had been barely two. She had not thought she would remember. "Yes. Exactly like that."

Céleste looked down at the seal. Turned it over once in her hands. "I'm going to carry him in here," she said, pressing one hand flat against her chest. "Because I don't have pockets today."

"That's exactly the right place."

Céleste nodded, satisfied, and returned the seal to her lap and looked back out at the street, her hand still flat against her chest for a moment before she let it drop.

They sat on the bench a while longer, the lilac smell drifting through the gate, the morning unhurried around them. Angelique felt lighter. The way you feel when you've been carrying something at a particular angle and finally shift it to the other shoulder.

She had done what she came to do.

The rest was just
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