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For the women who carried songs across borders they did not choose to cross,

and for the granddaughters


who did not know they were listening.

“The body has its own country.” It carries borders we cannot see,

and remembers crossings we have forgotten.

––––––––
[image: ]


from The Art of Letting Go

(Book One of The Loire Valley Series)
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PRAISE FOR THE ART OF LETTING GO
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“A quiet masterpiece of grief and grace. K. Draven Smith writes with the tenderness of Fredrik Backman and the precision of Anne Tyler.”

—  Le Monde Littéraire

“Smith does what only the best novelists do: she makes the small choices of ordinary people feel like the largest decisions of our time.”

—  The Telegraph

“A novel about memory that will be remembered. Devastating, hopeful, and impossibly tender.”

The Independent

“Reading this felt like being held by a stranger who somehow knew everything about me. I cried in a café and was not embarrassed.”

—  Goodreads reviewer

“The kind of book you press into the hands of women you love.”

—  The Bookseller
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A NOTE TO THE READER
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If you are coming to <i>What the Body Remembers</i> without having read <i>The Art of Letting Go</i>, the first book in this series, please know that you may read this novel as a complete work in its own right. The first book ended with a woman returning to a village she did not, by any conscious memory, recognize. This book begins, in some ways, with the question of what such a woman does next.

But this is not, in the end, a book about brain surgery, or memory loss, or even about the marriage that ended in the first volume. This is a book about inheritance the kind that travels through bone and blood and song, the kind that arrives at our door when we are too old to send it back, the kind that is, in the end, the only true inheritance any of us has.

It is also a book about a small village in the Loire, a kitchen above a bookshop, a long gravel drive, and a woman who comes back, every October, for reasons no one in the family has ever fully understood.

If you have known any woman who has carried, alone, a piece of family history that no one asked her to carry please give this book to her, when you are done.


She will, I think, recognize herself.

K.D.S.
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Prologue
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The Letter on the Platform
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It was a Thursday in early February when the elderly woman approached her on the platform.

The woman was not, the woman would later realize, a woman she had ever seen before. She was perhaps seventy. She wore a wool coat the color of wet stone. She walked toward Vivienne Marchetti who was waiting for the four-twelve train back to Saint-Aubin, with a small paper bag of pastries from the bakery near the station and the small folded paper from the morning's appointment at the hospital still in her coat pocket with the small specific purpose of a person who had, for some weeks, been planning the meeting.


She stopped at perhaps two paces.


She said, in a voice that carried the small slight musicality of an accent Vivienne could not, in the moment, identify: Madame Marchetti. I am sorry to disturb you. I have been asked to give you this. I was told to give it to you on a platform, because the person who asked me to give it was not sure whether you would open it if it came to you by post.;


She held out a cream envelope.


Vivienne, who was not yet a woman who carried a brain tumor in her conscious daily life who had received the diagnosis only ninety minutes earlier and had not yet integrated it into her body's understanding of what kind of day this was took the envelope.


She said: Madame. Who is this from;


The woman said: The letter is from a man who has been dead for nineteen year;


She did not smile.

She turned. She walked, without hurry, toward the platform that served the Paris-bound train.


She boarded the train. She did not look back.


Vivienne stood on the platform for a long time with the envelope in her hand. She did not, that afternoon, open it.

She did not, in fact, open it for ten months.


By the time it was opened, in a kitchen above a bookshop on a Sunday morning in May, the woman who had been on the platform had been dead for an additional eight months, the woman who had received the letter no longer existed in any conventional sense, and a small silver christening cup engraved in 1887 was waiting in a wooden box in a presbytery in Provence, where it had been waiting for twenty years, for someone anyone to come and find it at last.


This is the story of what happened next.


Chapter One
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Seventy-Two Hours
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The telegram had arrived at six forty-three in the evening of the day of the surgery.

Adrien had been in the kitchen when the postmistress's daughter had knocked, the small brass envelope held out at arm's length as though she were delivering not a piece of paper but something that might, at any moment, bite her hand. He had taken it. He had closed the kitchen door. He had sat down at the scrubbed pine table the same table at which Vivienne, nine and a half months earlier, had set down the divorce papers between them on the morning of their seventh anniversary

and he had read Mathilde's three sentences three times before he had allowed himself to breathe.

She is alive. She is, in some small unexpected way, still asking after the south field. I will call tomorrow. M.


He had folded the telegram. He had put it in the inner pocket of his shirt, against his sternum.


He had not, in the seventy-two hours since, taken it out.


It was now the morning of the third day.


He was in the library. It was just past five. The long French windows were still gray at their tops, black at their bottoms, not yet the blue of dawn. He had not, tonight, slept. He had, in fact, slept very little in the seventy-two hours since the telegram. He had slept for perhaps two hours the first night, three the second, and, tonight, none at all. He had sat in his father's chair with the account books on his lap the ordinary seasonal accounts of the estate, the ones Lucien had asked him to review before the spring pruning and he had turned their pages, one by one, for most of the night, and he had not, in any useful sense, read them.


He had been, instead, listening.


The telephone on the long sideboard, at the far end of the library, had rung twice in the seventy-two hours. Once, yesterday morning at ten, when Doctor Vogel herself had called from the clinic to tell him, in her careful slow French, that the patient was stable, that she was awake, that she was taking food and water, and that she was here Doctor Vogel had paused, and Adrien had understood at once that the pause itself was the news that she was, however, not, at this point, asking for any visitor by name. The second time, last night at nine fifteen, the phone had rung again, and he had picked it up on the first ring, and it had been, inexplicably, a wrong number. A man in Strasbourg asking for a warehouse in Lyon. Adrien had apologized. He had hung up. He had sat with his hand on the receiver for several minutes afterward without being able to fully register why he had sat that way.


Mathilde's promised second telephone call had not come.


He had, he understood now, expected it to come sometime in the afternoon of the second day. When it had not. When it had not come by evening. When it had not come by midnight. When he had sat, at two in the morning, watching the small green LED of the answering machine across the library with the concentrated attention of a man watching a candle he has been told not to let go out

he had understood that the second call was not, this time, going to come when he expected it. The second call was going to come when Mathilde had something she had decided to say. And Mathilde, sixty-seven years old and in full possession of her own patient faculties, would make that decision in her own time.

The seventy-two hours, Doctor Vogel had told him at the start, were the hours in which the patient was not to be contacted by anyone from the life before. The seventy-two hours were the hours in which the new Vivienne whoever the new Vivienne was going to turn out to be was to form her first tentative baseline without the interference of people she did not recognize. The seventy-two hours were, in the language of the clinic's protocol, a kind of quarantine.


The seventy-two hours ended this morning at seven.

It was now, by the brass mantel clock behind him, five-eleven.

He had, he realized with a small distant observation, been counting.


He stood up from his father's chair. His legs were stiff. He walked slowly, on the old parquet, to the long French windows at the east end of the library, and he pulled one of the heavy linen curtains back a few inches with his fingertips. The kitchen garden was just beginning to lighten. The lavender on the south wall was still the gray-blue of pre-dawn, but the climbing roses on the east wall had begun to show their first pale buds, the warm coral pink they went in spring, the color Vivienne had once on an afternoon he could now, with the unfair clarity of grief, remember precisely described as "the color of a bruise learning to forgive itself."

She had said it on a Tuesday afternoon in April, the third year of their marriage, standing with a mug of cold tea in her hands on the same stone terrace he was looking at now. He had been sitting on the low wall at the end of the terrace, reading a memo about distribution contracts. He had heard the phrase the color of a bruise learning to forgive itself and he had looked up for half a second, registered that his wife had said something, smiled vaguely, and returned to the memo.

He had not, in four years, been able to think of that afternoon without wanting to stand up and walk across the room and take the memo out of his own hands and throw it into the fire.


He let the curtain fall.


He turned back to the library. The accounts on the chair. The cold cup of coffee on the small table by the chair. The telephone on the sideboard. He looked at the telephone for a long moment, the way a man looks at an animal that has been sleeping in the corner of his room for three days.


Ring, he thought at it. Ring now. It is five-twelve. It is almost over. Ring. The phone did not ring.


He crossed to it. He picked up the receiver. He listened, for a moment, to the small flat hum of the open line. He set the receiver back down. He understood, the instant he had set it down, that he had not lifted it to make a call. He had lifted it only to verify that the line was, in fact, still working. That Mathilde, if she chose to call, would still be able to reach him.


He sat back down in his father's chair. He waited.

Lucien came up the drive at six twenty.


Adrien heard the small green estate truck before he saw it the soft particular cough of its engine on the last incline before the main house, the crunch of its tires on the gravel. He did not move from the chair. He had been, he realized, half-expecting Lucien for three days. The young estate manager no longer, Adrien had come to understand in the nine and a half months since Vivienne's departure, young in any sense that mattered, simply a man of thirty-four who held most of the quiet competence of the estate in his hands as a matter of course had not spent a single morning of the seventy-two hours away from the main house. He had appeared, on the morning of the surgery itself, with coffee in a thermos. He had appeared on the morning of the second day with bread from his own mother's kitchen. He had appeared, now, on the morning of the third day, at the front door.


He did not knock.


He knew, by now, not to knock. He let himself in through the kitchen door. He walked through the dark hall. He stopped at the library door, which was standing half-open, and he waited, the way Lucien had always waited at doorways, for Adrien to become aware of him.


Adrien became aware of him. "Lucien."

"Adrien." "It is early."


"It is not early. It is six twenty-two. You have not slept. I saw from the drive that the library light was on all night. I have brought coffee. I have also, at my mother's insistence, brought a small brioche. You will eat it. That is not a request."

He set a thermos and a paper bag on the long sideboard beside the telephone. He did not, at first, come further into the library. He stood in the doorway with his cap in his hand and looked at Adrien in his father's chair and made, with his eyes, the small methodical survey that Lucien always made when he was deciding whether the present situation required words or only coffee.


He decided, today, that it required words. "Adrien. The phone has not rung."

"The phone has not rung."

"The seventy-two hours end at seven."




"Yes."

"That is thirty-eight minutes." "Yes."


Lucien crossed the library. He did not, Adrien noticed, move to the chair opposite. He stopped at the small table beside Adrien's chair, where the cold cup of coffee sat, and he picked up the cup, and he took it to the sideboard, and he poured it out into the small earthenware pot his mother kept on the windowsill for exactly this purpose. He rinsed the cup at the small bar sink. He filled it, at the sideboard, with the fresh coffee from the thermos. He returned it to the small table. He did all of this without speaking, with the unobtrusive efficiency of a man who had been doing some version of this small caretaking, in various small ways, for Adrien, for nine and a half months.


"Drink." Adrien drank. "The brioche."


Adrien took the brioche. It was still warm. He broke off a piece. He put it in his mouth. He chewed. He had not eaten, he realized now, since yesterday morning. The brioche tasted, in a way he had not expected, almost unbearably kind.


"Lucien."

"Yes."

"Tell me something ordinary." "Ordinary."


"Anything. Tell me anything that is not tell me about the vines. Tell me about the weather report. Tell me about your mother's rheumatism. Anything. Not this."

Lucien considered. He sat down, finally, in the chair opposite the one with the faded velvet cushion that had been Henri Marchetti's chair, sixty years ago, before Adrien's father had been the one sitting in the other and he leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and he thought for a full ten seconds before he spoke.


"The south field. The east section, between the second and third rows. There is a mole." "A mole."


"A single mole. I have seen the disturbance three mornings running. I have been debating whether to call Pelletier about the traps or whether to let the animal the animal has, as I understand it, moles of its own to raise I have been debating whether to let it alone. I have, Adrien, not slept well for three nights for reasons of my own that you do not need to hear about, and I have concluded, at three in the morning on the third night, that I am going to let the mole alone. I am going to allow the mole to continue to live in the south field, between the second and third rows, with whatever family the mole has. We have several hundred hectares. The mole has, at most, five square meters. I have decided, over the last three nights, that this is a division of the land that I can live with."



Adrien looked at him for a long moment.


He had not, in the last hour, understood that he was going to laugh. The laugh came out of him anyway, a small dry surprised exhalation, the first laugh he had produced in four days. He looked down at the cup of coffee in his hand to steady himself. The coffee was the color of the gravel of the drive after a summer rain.


"Lucien."

"Yes."

"Thank you for the mole."

"You are welcome for the mole."

"Do you think Mathilde is going to call."


The laugh had, Adrien understood even as he asked it, been a small small bridge across which he had been willing to carry the real question. He had not intended to ask it. He had intended to eat the brioche and drink the coffee and discuss the mole for twenty-four minutes and then, at seven exactly, sit very still in his father's chair and wait. He had not intended to ask Lucien, a man paid for nine years to manage a vineyard, a question about a sixty-seven-year-old bookseller in a Swiss hotel room.


Lucien did not, however, hesitate. He had, Adrien understood now, been waiting to be asked. "I think Mathilde is going to call, Adrien. I think she is going to call because she is, at


sixty-seven years of age, the most honest woman I have ever met, and because she promised you she would call, and because she will not, in the ordinary course of her own small integrity, go back on such a promise. But Adrien. I think you need to prepare yourself for the call not to be the call you are waiting for."


"What do you mean."


"I mean that the woman who went into that surgery three days ago was one woman. The woman Mathilde will telephone you about, whenever Mathilde telephones you, will be a different woman. She will not, in any sense the seventy-two hours have permitted, be the same person. The protocol is what it is precisely because she will not be. Doctor Vogel said so herself, in the letter she sent you at the start, in the diagram she drew. The surgery removes the part of the brain that holds the autobiographical record of a life. The life is over. The surgery is a kind of death, Adrien. It is a death without a funeral. You have not, in seventy-two hours, allowed yourself to sit inside that. You have been waiting for the telephone. You have been waiting for the phone call that will tell you she has woken up asking for you by name. Adrien. That is not the phone call you are going to get."


"Lucien."

"Let me finish. I am sorry. Let me finish." Adrien did not speak.



"The south field, Adrien. She has, whoever she is now, asked after the south field. Mathilde told you that in three sentences three days ago and you have, I suspect, been reading those three sentences fifty times a day ever since. I have watched you do it. I have watched you put your hand inside your shirt to make sure the telegram is still against your sternum, sixty times a day, for three days. Adrien. The south field is a piece of land. It is a field. It is not and this is the part I am asking you to hear it is not, necessarily, a piece of memory that you are a part of. Do you understand what I am saying. She may have asked after the south field because something in her body, at some level below the cut margin, remembers that there is a south field. She may not have asked after the south field because something in her remembers you. Those are not the same thing. I am asking you to hold those two possibilities, Adrien, at the same time, in your two hands, because when Mathilde telephones, one of the two hands is going to have a stone in it and the other is going to have an apple, and neither of us will know which until she tells us. And I am I am here, this morning, because I do not want you to be alone in this chair when she decides which."


The library was very quiet.


The brass mantel clock behind the chair ticked. The first blackbird of the morning, somewhere on the kitchen garden wall, began its first soft tentative call.


Adrien closed his eyes.


He sat for a long moment without speaking. He felt, behind his sternum, the small folded oblong of the telegram. He felt, beneath that, the unaccustomed small shape of his own heart doing its work in the slow steady way it had learned, in nine and a half months of practice, to do.


"Lucien."

"Yes."

"Both of my hands are empty." "I know."

"I do not yet know what Mathilde is going to put in them." "I know."


"I would like for you to stay. Please. Until the phone call. Whichever call it is. I would like for you to be in this room when it comes."


"I will stay." "Thank you."

"You are welcome."


Lucien poured himself, from the thermos, the second cup of coffee. He carried it to the opposite chair. He sat. He did not, this time, speak.


Neither did Adrien.


They sat together, in the library, as the sky outside the long French windows turned, in its own unhurried way, from gray to the first pale blue of the real dawn. The mantel clock moved through six thirty. Through six forty. Through six fifty. At six fifty-five, Adrien got up and crossed to the

sideboard and picked up the telephone receiver and verified, for the last time, that the line was working. He set the receiver back down.


At six fifty-nine, the phone rang.

He picked it up on the first ring. "Hello."

"Adrien."


Mathilde's voice. A little tired. Otherwise and this was the thing that, for the first two seconds of the call, told him more than any of the words that would follow otherwise, steady. Mathilde was not calling him from inside the voice of a woman who had spent the last twenty-four hours weeping. Mathilde was calling him from inside the voice of a woman who had spent the last twenty-four hours thinking, and who had, perhaps an hour ago, come to her conclusions.


"Mathilde."


"I am calling from the hotel. It is nearly seven. The seventy-two hours are ending. I have permission, now, to tell you what I am going to tell you. I would like Adrien, I would like you to sit down. Are you sitting down."


"I am sitting down."

"Is anyone there with you." "Lucien."


A small pause. A very small pause, but Adrien heard it. It was, he thought, the sound of Mathilde making a small quick revision to whatever sentence she had been preparing to say.

"That is Adrien that is exactly the right person to be with you for this. Put me on the speakerphone. I want him to hear. There is more than one piece of information I am going to give you, and one of them concerns him. Do you have a speakerphone."


"I have one. One moment."


He pressed the small plastic button on the console. Mathilde's voice came out into the library, slightly tinny, very real.


"Lucien. You are there."

"I am here, Madame Berger."

"Good. I am sorry to involve you. I would not if I could help it. Listen, please." "I am listening."

"Adrien."

"I am listening."


"She is well. I want to say that first. The surgery, in its primary purpose, worked. She is alive. She is stable. She is taking food. She is able to walk the corridor of the ward with assistance. She is

and this is, I understand, remarkable by the standards of this procedure she is already making small dry jokes at the expense of the junior nurses. Doctor Vogel describes her as 'unusually

serene.' Those are Doctor Vogel's words. I offer them to you without comment."

He heard, in Mathilde's voice, the very small undertone a tremor of a different kind from sorrow, a tremor of something more like awe and he understood that Mathilde, at some point in the last seventy-two hours, had fallen, in a small new way, in love with the woman who had emerged from the theater.


"Good, Mathilde. That is that is the best of what I was hoping to hear."

"Yes. It is, also, by Doctor Vogel's very clear assessment, a genuinely good clinical outcome.

The tumor is out. The margins are clean. She will not require further treatment." "Yes."

"However."

He closed his eyes.

Lucien, across the library, leaned forward very slightly in the opposite chair.


"However, Adrien. The surgery as Doctor Vogel had warned us was possible did not produce the outcome we had been preparing for. Do you understand the distinction she drew for us. Before. The outcome we were preparing for was the total loss of autobiographical memory. A clean slate. A woman who wakes up knowing her name but no context for the name. That was the outcome Vivienne herself had prepared for. It was the outcome she wrote letters to. It was the outcome she Adrien it was the outcome she chose. She chose a clean slate, even knowing how much she was losing."


"Mathilde."


"Let me finish. Adrien, that is not the outcome she got. The outcome she got is I am going to use Doctor Vogel's language, because I do not have my own yet the outcome is 'fragmentary partial retention.' She has lost, in the ordinary sense of memory, almost all of what she lost was supposed to lose. She does not remember, in any narrative way, her childhood. She does not remember her mother, by name or by face. She does not remember her wedding, or her studio, or Camille, or me, or any specific incident of her life. She does not know she has been married. She does not know who you are."

There was a silence. Adrien did not, in it, try to fill the silence. He understood, in a way he would not have understood three months ago, that his job was to listen.

"But. And this is the part I could not tell you until I had permission, because the doctors needed the first seventy-two hours to confirm it was not a post-operative confusion. She has retained the clinic does not yet have a proper name for what she has retained. They are calling it 'embodied fragment memory' for now. They have, in twenty-six years of this surgery, seen it perhaps three times before. It is, essentially, as follows. She knows, without knowing that she knows, certain things. Certain very specific things. She woke up on the first morning and asked for water in a particular clay cup 'the one Camille likes,' she said. She had no idea who Camille was. She only knew, the moment the nurse handed her a paper cup, that it was not the right vessel.

She woke up on the second morning and asked for butter with her bread, not jam. She has not eaten jam in the eleven years I have known her. The clinic's breakfast tray, naturally, came with jam. She refused it, politely, and asked for butter. 'I am a butter person,' she said. 'I believe I always have been.' She does not know why she said that. She does not know she always has been. But she knows, somehow, that she has been."


"Mathilde." "Yes."

"The south field. In the first telegram. You said she was asking about the south field." "Adrien. The south field. Yes. That that is why I am telling you all of the rest of it first.


Because what happened with the south field is the third, and the largest, of the fragments. Adrien, I do not know what to do with what I am about to tell you, and I have sat with it for three days, and I have decided that the only thing I can do with it is to tell you, and then let you and let Doctor Vogel, and let Vivienne herself when she is well enough decide. Are you listening."


"I am listening."


"On the evening of the first day, after the anesthetic had fully cleared, she was lying in the bed in the small white room, and she began to speak. The night nurse was with her. Not me. I was at the hotel I was, per protocol, not permitted in. The night nurse told me all of this the next morning, in the corridor, and she wrote it down afterward for the file, and Doctor Vogel has read it, and I have read the nurse's written account, and I have read it three times. The nurse asked her, the way night nurses do, whether she was comfortable. Whether there was anything she wanted. She said

I am going to read you exactly what the nurse wrote down, because the nurse was careful, she is a good nurse, she had the presence of mind to write it verbatim, and I do not trust my own memory for this she said:"


Mathilde paused. Adrien heard the soft rustle of paper. Then Mathilde read:


"'Madame. Please. There is a field I need to find. A south field. It is not in this country. It is in France, I think. I cannot see it clearly, but I can I can smell the earth of it. I can feel the slope of it under my foot. There is a stone wall at the end of it. I know the shape of the wall without seeing it. There is Madame, please write this down there is a man in the field. I do not know his face. I do not know his name. I do not know I cannot remember what I was going to tell him. But I was, before I came here, on my way to him. I had something I was going to say. And now I am here, and the thing I was going to say is gone, and I do not know how to go back because I do not know where the field is. Can you can you help me find the field.'"


The library was very quiet.

Lucien, in the opposite chair, had not moved.

Adrien became aware, after a moment, that he had stopped breathing. "Adrien."

"I am here."



"I have not, of course, told her. I will not tell her. The protocol forbids it, Doctor Vogel forbids it, and in any case Vivienne herself the old Vivienne, the one who went into the theater

instructed me quite clearly, on the evening of day four, that I was not, under any circumstances, to arm the new one with her old grievances. I have kept to that instruction. She does not, as of this morning, know that the south field exists. She does not know it is on an estate owned by a man she was married to for seven years. She does not know the man's name. She has asked three times, over three days, about the south field. She has been gently, truthfully told, each time, that she is recovering from a major surgery, and that some fragments of her past life may return slowly, and that when she is stronger we will investigate together what she remembers. She has, each time, nodded. She has said, each time, something to the effect of 'yes, I understand, but please do not let me forget that I was on my way somewhere.' She writes notes, Adrien. On a small pad by the bed. She has written the phrase 'south field' on the small pad by the bed, in her own hand, nine times, so that even if she forgets it during the night she will find it there in the morning."

He felt the chair under him. He felt the floor under the chair. He felt, with a detached clinical precision that surprised him, the precise weight of his own body settling, pound by pound, back into the wood.


"Mathilde." "Yes."

"What do you want me to do."


"Adrien. I want you to do nothing. I want you, specifically, to do nothing for at least three weeks, while I bring her home, and while she begins the slow work of rebuilding a baseline life in the village, and while Doctor Vogel monitors the progression or regression of these fragments, and while we all of us, you, me, Doctor Vogel, Camille, Madame Olivet figure out what, if anything, is to be done. I want you, specifically, not to come to Lausanne. I want you specifically not to write to me or to her or to Doctor Vogel. I want you and Adrien, I need you to hear this, because the request is larger than it sounds I want you to not walk the south field. I want you to have Lucien walk the south field for these three weeks. I do not want there to be a trace of your presence in the field, not a footprint, not a tool, not a glass of water set on the stone wall, because if by chance and it is only a chance if by chance she is strong enough in three weeks to walk up the drive and to stand on the stile and to look, I want the field to be empty. I want her, if she comes, to find only the field. The man, if she finds the man, must find her. Not the other way around."


He did not, at first, answer.

Lucien, in the opposite chair, had begun very slowly, very carefully to nod. "Mathilde."

"Yes."

"I will not walk the south field." "Thank you."




"Lucien will walk it." "Thank you."

"I will not write. I will not call. I will not come to Lausanne." "Thank you."

"Mathilde. One question." "Ask."

"The letter. The one I gave you on the platform in Tours. Did you has she —"


"Adrien. I will tell you about the letter in a separate conversation. Not today. Today is for the south field. The letter is the letter is a different matter. There is a piece of information attached to the letter that has emerged, in the last seventy-two hours, that I am not yet ready to discuss with you, because I do not yet know what it means, and because I do not yet know what to do with it. I will call you again. In a week, perhaps. Perhaps sooner. Do not ask me about it now, Adrien. Please. Trust me to bring it to you when it is ready to be brought."

He heard the shape of the sentence. He heard the slightly altered set of Mathilde's voice. He heard he had been listening, for the whole call, more carefully than he had ever listened in his life he heard, very faintly, the undertone beneath Mathilde's tired, steady, honest voice: the undertone of a woman who had found, in the last seventy-two hours, something she had not been expecting to find, and who had not yet decided, at sixty-seven years of age, whether the finding of it was a gift or a wound.


"All right, Mathilde." "Thank you, Adrien." "Mathilde."

"Yes."

"Is she is she, in any sense you can give me is she all right." A pause.


"Adrien. She is she is more than all right. Whoever this woman is whoever the surgery has given back to the world she is, in a way I cannot yet fully describe, already more at peace than the woman I loved for eleven years. She laughs at breakfast. She watches the lake. She holds the nurses' hands when they change the dressings. She has taken, in three days, to humming a song that no one on the ward recognizes and that she does not know she knows. She is not, Adrien. She is not unhappy. I want you, in the three weeks I am asking for, to hold that."


"I will hold it." "Goodbye, Adrien." "Goodbye, Mathilde." The line clicked.

The library, once more, was very quiet.

—
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He sat for a long time.


LUCIEN DID NOT, AT first, move. He sat in the opposite chair with his elbows still on his knees and looked at the telephone on the sideboard and said nothing. After perhaps two full minutes, he got up. He crossed to the sideboard. He refilled both their cups from the thermos. He brought Adrien's cup back to him. He did not sit down again. He stood beside the chair with his own cup, and he drank from it slowly, and he waited.


"Lucien."

"Yes."

"The south field."


"I will walk it. Every day. For three weeks. Until Madame Berger tells me otherwise. I will not, during those three weeks, send any of the men into it. I will prune it myself if it needs pruning. I will not, in those three weeks, touch the stone wall at the eastern end. I will not sit on it. I will not rest a tool against it. No one will. The field will be empty."


"Thank you." "There is one thing." "What."

"The old gatekeeper. Monsieur Thiébaut. The instruction you left with him nine months ago." "Yes."

"Is the instruction still in force."


Adrien thought for a long moment. He thought about the instruction he had left with the gatekeeper on the morning of day twelve, nine and a half months ago the quiet small instruction that if a woman with chestnut hair ever came up the drive alone, she was to be let in without questions. He thought about the three weeks Mathilde had asked for. He thought about the small pad beside the bed, with the phrase south field written in Vivienne's hand, nine times, across seventy-two hours.

"Lucien. Yes. The instruction is still in force. I would like I would like one detail changed. When you see Monsieur Thiébaut today, would you tell him the following. That the instruction is unchanged. That the instruction is, in fact, now for the rest of my life. That the instruction does not require that the woman know my name. That the instruction does not require that the woman remember anything. That the instruction is: let her in. She does not have to have a reason. She does not have to have a name. She does not have to know where she is going. Let her in. Tell Thiébaut I have asked him to remember that instruction as long as he holds the post, and if he ever chooses to retire, to pass it, in my name, to whoever holds the post after him."


Lucien looked at him for a long moment. "I will tell him."

"Thank you." "Adrien."




"Yes."


"You understand that you will, for the next three weeks, and perhaps for much longer than three weeks you understand that you will not be allowed, in any practical way, to participate in whatever comes next."


"I understand."

"You are being asked, in effect, to disappear from your own south field." "Yes."

"For a woman who does not, at present, know your name." "Yes."

"Adrien."

"Lucien."

"That is the most honest thing I have ever seen you do."


Adrien did not answer. He looked down at the cup of coffee in his hand. He watched it for a long moment. The surface of the coffee was very still. His hand, around the cup, was perfectly steady. It had been, he realized with a small clean observation, steady for the entire phone call.


He had expected it to tremble. It had not.

He was, he understood now, going to be all right.


Not in the way he would have predicted, nine months ago. Not in the way he would have wanted. But in the way that a man is all right who has, at last, at some quiet dawn in his own library, been given a task he recognizes as correct and has agreed, without bargaining, to perform it.

He stood up, slowly, from his father's chair. He set the cup on the sideboard. He walked to the long French windows at the east end of the library, and he pulled the heavy linen curtain all the way back, and he tied it with its tasseled cord.


The kitchen garden, beyond the glass, was full of morning.


Somewhere out past the garden wall, past the kitchen garden, past the long row of plane trees, down the soft eastern slope where the second and third rows of vines met the stone wall at the edge of the field somewhere out there, in the soft April sun, a mole was going about its small domestic morning in a south field it was welcome, for the next three weeks and for as long thereafter as it required, to consider its own.


Adrien watched the garden for a long time.


Behind him, at the sideboard, Lucien picked up the two empty cups and rinsed them at the small bar sink, and dried them on a clean towel, and set them neatly on the shelf, in the small quiet way of a man closing up a room after a long and unexpected visit.


Outside, the first of the morning's blackbirds had begun its full song. The seventy-two hours were over.




Something else, Adrien understood without yet knowing what to call it was beginning.


Chapter Two
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The Letter from the Platform
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Mathilde opened the letter on the morning of the fourth day.

She had told herself, on the morning of the first day, that she would not open it. She had told herself, on the morning of the second day, that it was not hers to open. She had told herself, on the morning of the third day, that if she opened it she would be stepping across a line the old Vivienne had drawn specifically to prevent her from stepping across. She had, each morning, put the letter back into the inner pocket of her handbag, against her side, where she had been carrying it since the platform at Tours.

On the morning of the fourth day, she took it out, and she laid it on the small round table on the balcony of her room at the Hotel Beau-Rivage, and she looked at it for a long time before she did anything else.

Then she went inside and she got a knife a small silver fruit knife that had come with the breakfast tray and she came back out to the balcony, and she sat down, and she opened the envelope.

Her reasoning, by this fourth morning, was simple. She had, on the previous evening, told Adrien on the telephone that there was a piece of information attached to the letter that had emerged, in the seventy-two hours, that she did not yet know what to do with. This had been, technically, a true statement. The seventy-two hours had, in fact, produced a piece of information. The piece of information had been produced at eleven-seventeen on the evening of the second day, when the night nurse at the clinic had telephoned Mathilde at the hotel and had said, with the small careful seriousness of a person who had been trained to recognize her own uncertainty: "Madame Berger. I am sorry to call so late. I am uncertain whether this is a matter for you or a matter for Doctor Vogel in the morning. I have decided to call you first, because you knew her before, and because I do not want to write anything in the file until I am sure it means what I think it means. Your patient forgive me, Madame Marchetti has just asked me, before she closed her eyes to sleep, whether I would do her a kindness. She asked me, if I was to speak to anyone from her old life, to please tell them this: that she was sorry about the letter. That she wished she had read it. That she would have read it, on the platform, if she had known the platform was going to be the last thing."


Mathilde had sat on the edge of the hotel bed with the phone against her ear for a long


moment.


She had said, carefully: "Madame. This is this is the exact phrasing."


The nurse had said: "I have written it down. I can read it again. She said: 'I was sorry about the letter. I wished I had read it. I would have read it, on the platform, if I had known the platform was going to be the last thing.' She said it in a small voice, tired. She said it as a woman says a thing she has been meaning to say for a long time."


Mathilde had said: "Does she does she, tonight, know what platform she is referring to."


The nurse had said: "Madame Berger. I do not believe she does. I asked her, gently I asked her what platform she meant, and where the letter was, and who the letter was from. She thought for a long time. She said she did not know the answers to any of those questions. She said only that the sentence had come into her head, fully formed, an hour earlier, and that she had been carrying it, between her teeth, all evening, waiting for someone she trusted to come to the door so she could hand it over. She said the sentence did not belong to her. She said it belonged to a woman who had once been her. She asked me to take it. She asked me to give it to whoever needed it. She said and this is the part, Madame Berger, that is the reason I am calling you now at this hour she said she was asking me because she understood, in some small quiet way, that the woman who had been her had, before the surgery, left things unfinished. She said she did not want the unfinished things to be her responsibility to finish. She said she wanted them given to the people who had, in fact, been part of them."


Mathilde had sat with the telephone receiver for perhaps thirty seconds without speaking.


Then she had said: "Madame. You are right. This is for Doctor Vogel in the morning, and for me now. Thank you. I will speak to Doctor Vogel at ten, as always. Please do not, tonight, tell anyone else what you have told me. Please write it in the file exactly as you wrote it down. Please do not interpret it. I will take the interpreting."

The nurse had said: "Madame Berger. I will not interpret it. That is not my role. I only wanted to be sure it reached someone. Thank you. Goodnight."

Mathilde had hung up the phone. She had sat on the edge of the bed for a long time. She had, at some point near two in the morning, taken the letter out of the inner pocket of her handbag, and she had sat on the balcony in the cool night air with the letter in her hands, and she had looked at it, and she had understood that she was being asked, by two different versions of the same woman, to do two different things with the same piece of paper. The old Vivienne had asked her to decide. The new Vivienne had in the small helpless round-about way of a woman who did not yet know what she was asking given her permission to know.

She had not, then, opened it. She had put it back in the handbag. She had gone to bed. She had slept, shallowly, until five.

On the morning of the fourth day, sitting with the small silver fruit knife at the round table on the balcony at six-forty in the morning, with the lake beyond the parapet going through its slow gray-blue early movements, she had made her decision.


She slid the knife under the flap. She cut the paper cleanly.



She took the letter out.


It was three pages, folded in thirds, written in Adrien's small precise hand on the cream paper he used for his most private correspondence. The paper had a small watermark she recognized the small marching M of the Marchetti house, unchanged in ninety years.


She began to read.



• • •
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SHE READ THE FIRST page slowly.

Mathilde had, in her sixty-seven years, read many letters. She had read, as a bookseller, perhaps a hundred letters written by men to their wives in the nineteenth century; perhaps forty written by men to their wives in the twentieth; perhaps a dozen written by men she personally knew to women she personally knew, in the contemporary way. She had developed, over this long career of reading men's letters to women, a sensitivity to what such letters were and were not doing. She could tell, usually within the first
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