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Chapter One

The Conservator’s Eye
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The crack in the varnish ran diagonally across the saint’s left cheek, fine as a hair and twice as stubborn. I adjusted the magnifying lamp and leaned closer, brush loaded with the thinnest possible layer of retouching medium. One breath. One stroke. The fissure disappeared — not healed, exactly, but hidden well enough that no one would notice unless they knew where to look.

Which was, if I’m honest, a fair description of most of what I did for a living.

The painting was a minor work, a seventeenth-century Zurbarán follower whose name had been lost to time but whose Saint Jerome had somehow survived the centuries with more dignity than most. He stared out from the canvas with an expression I recognized: the weary patience of someone who has seen too much and decided to keep quiet about it. I liked him. I’d been working on him for three weeks, which was two weeks longer than the job required, but Monsieur le Directeur hadn’t said anything. The Goya Museum was not a place that rushed.

That was one of the things I’d forgotten about Castres — the particular pace of it. In Paris, the Louvre conservation department ran on caffeine and deadlines, and the other conservators had the brittle camaraderie of people competing for the same grants. Here, a painting could wait. A crack could be considered. I could spend an entire Tuesday morning with Saint Jerome and no one would knock on the workroom door to ask if I was finished. Occasionally Monsieur le Directeur would wander in, peer at whatever I was working on, murmur something appreciative in the direction of the canvas, and wander out again. It was the gentlest employment I’d ever had. Some mornings I wondered if that was its own kind of danger — gentleness as anesthetic.

The workroom was my favorite place in the building, possibly my favorite place in Castres, which was saying something because the building itself was designed by Jules Hardouin-Mansart, architect to the Sun King. The rest of the museum — the galleries with their Goyas and Velázquezes, the grand staircase, the formal rooms that still smelled faintly of bishop — was for visitors. The workroom was for me. It sat at the back of the second floor, with tall windows overlooking the Le Nôtre gardens and, beyond them, the rooftops of the old town sloping down to the Agout. Morning light came in from the east, soft and reliable. The worktable was scarred oak. The drawers held pigments I’d organized by period and origin, because I am the kind of person who organizes pigments by period and origin, and if that tells you more about me than I intended, so be it.

I set the brush down and stretched, feeling the pull in my lower back that had become a daily companion since I’d turned fifty. Fifty-four, if we’re being precise, and I am always being precise. It’s an occupational hazard. Marc used to say I could date a wine stain to the decade, which was an exaggeration, but only slightly.

Marc.

Two years. Two years since the cancer finished what it had started, since the apartment on rue du Faubourg Saint-Antoine went from small-and-ours to small-and-empty, since I’d stood in the kitchen at three in the morning holding a coffee cup I’d made for a man who was no longer there to drink it. Two years, and I still caught myself thinking in the present tense, as if he’d just stepped out to buy bread and would be back with a baguette under his arm and flour on his coat. Two years, and I still wore his watch — too big, the leather band worn soft, the face clouded with a scratch across the seven. It kept perfect time. That seemed unnecessarily cruel, somehow. The thing he’d touched a thousand times, still counting the minutes he wasn’t here to use.

The grief counselor in Paris had said: You’ll know when it’s time to take it off. I’d smiled and nodded and not gone back. I wasn’t interested in taking it off. I was interested in keeping things as they were, in preserving what remained, because that was what I was good at. Conservation. The art of making damage invisible.

I pulled off my cotton gloves and checked the watch. Half past nine. If I left now, I could walk through the gardens, stop at Clothilde’s café, and still make the Saturday market before the good cèpes were gone.

The gardens were sharp with November. The box hedges — Le Nôtre’s geometric masterwork, absurdly grand for a city of forty-two thousand — had been trimmed the week before, and the air still carried that particular green bitterness, like unripe walnuts. The gravel paths were damp. The fountain was off for the season, its basin collecting brown leaves. A jogger passed me, breathing hard, earbuds in, oblivious. A woman in a red coat walked a small dog that was straining toward the hedges with the focused intensity of a creature on a mission.

And the crows were everywhere.

That was the thing about Castres in autumn: the crows. They sat on the hedges in long rows, black against the dark green, as orderly as an audience waiting for the curtain to rise. They perched on the roof of the Bishop’s Palace. They lined the ornamental railings. A pair sat on the edge of the dry fountain, close together, and one made a low sound to the other that was almost conversational — a series of clicks and soft croaks that rose and fell like someone telling a story. There were always crows in the gardens — there were always crows everywhere in Castres, to be fair — but in November, when the trees dropped their leaves and the light went thin and silver, you noticed them more. They became visible in the way that furniture becomes visible when someone moves out of a room. They’d been there all along. You just hadn’t been looking.

I walked through them without thinking, the way you walk through pigeons in any French city, except that crows don’t scatter. They watch. A large one on the nearest hedge turned its head as I passed, tracking me with one bright eye, and I had the sudden absurd thought that it was taking notes.

“Bonjour,” I said, because I am the kind of person who talks to birds, and also to paintings, and occasionally to the river when no one is around.

The crow said nothing. Naturally.

Café Le Comptoir sat on the Quai des Jacobins, a narrow terrace facing the river, wedged between a tabac and a shuttered bookshop that had been shuttered for so long the Fermé sign had faded to a ghost of itself. Clothilde Vidal had run it for twenty-three years, which was impressive given that Clothilde was not what you’d call a natural in the hospitality industry. She made excellent coffee and terrible conversation, by which I mean she said exactly what she thought at all times and expected you to do the same. She was seventy-eight, thin as a heron, with white hair cut close and eyes that missed nothing. She had been a schoolteacher before she was a café owner, and she still had the schoolteacher’s gift for making you feel that your answer, whatever it was, had been insufficient.

“You’re late,” she said, setting my café crème on the zinc counter before I’d sat down. The café was mostly empty — two fishermen at the corner table, murmuring over a shared carafe of rouge, and an elderly man reading La Dépêche du Midi with the focused scowl of someone who disagreed with every word.

“It’s Saturday. There’s no late on Saturday.”

“There is when the cèpes are going fast. Bonhomme had three crates at seven. There’ll be none by eleven.”

I wrapped my hands around the cup. The café was warm and smelled of fresh bread and the particular mustiness of old wood. Through the window, the Agout moved slowly, grey-green and self-possessed, reflecting the colorful facades of the Maisons sur l’Agout on the opposite bank — the old weavers’ and tanners’ houses, their wooden balconies leaning over the water like gossiping neighbors.

Clothilde was doing something at the windowsill. I watched her tear a piece of baguette into careful pieces and set them on the ledge, just so, the way someone might arrange flowers.

A crow landed. Not with the clumsy flutter of a pigeon, but with precision — feet together, head up, as if arriving at an appointment. It was smaller than the garden crows, with a notch in its left wing feather that gave it a raffish look. It picked up a piece of bread, regarded Clothilde for a moment that lasted a beat longer than seemed normal, and began to eat.

“You spoil them,” I said.

Clothilde didn’t look up. “They earned it.”

I let that sit. With Clothilde, you learned to let things sit. She had a way of saying things that sounded like the end of a conversation but were actually the beginning of one she wasn’t ready to have yet. After thirty years in Paris, I’d lost the patience for that kind of communication. Or maybe I’d never had it. Maybe that was why I’d left.

I finished the coffee and left two euros on the counter. “Market?”

“If you see Bonhomme, tell him his garlic last week was soft.”

“Tell him yourself. He’s terrified of you.”

“As he should be.” She almost smiled. On Clothilde, an almost-smile was practically a standing ovation.

Outside, the November air had that southern French bite — not cold, exactly, but insistent, the way the tramontane wind pushed through the river valley and found every gap in your scarf. I pulled mine tighter. It was cashmere, dark blue, the last birthday present Marc had given me. I wore it every day from October to March, and I would wear it until it fell apart, and then I would probably sew it back together, because that is what I do. I fix things. I keep them going.

Place Jean Jaurès was already humming.

The Saturday market was the social engine of Castres, and had been since before the square had a name. Vendors set up under the sandstone arcades and spilled out across the open cobblestones — tables of charcuterie, towers of cheese, baskets of late-season walnuts, and everywhere the pink garlic of Lautrec, braided into ropes that hung like curtains from the stall frames. The smell hit you in layers: melsat sizzling on a portable griddle, its pork-and-bread richness cutting through the cold air; roasting chestnuts from the stand near the fountain; the earthy sweetness of cèpes mushrooms, black-gilled and heavy with autumn rain.

I navigated by instinct. Past the bread woman, whose sourdough had a crust that could break teeth and a crumb that could make you weep. Past the soap stall run by the couple from Burlats who had been arguing about signage for as long as anyone could remember. Past the olive oil vendor who called everyone pichon regardless of age or dignity. The crowd moved in the particular shuffle of people who weren’t going anywhere specific but were deeply committed to being exactly where they were.

“Lucie!”

Hugo Castex materialized from behind a display of bougnette, holding a paper bag that was already showing grease stains. He was a big man — former prop, now youth rugby coach at the Castres Olympique academy — with the kind of face that looked permanently cheerful even when he was worried, which he often was, because he cared about too many things at once and had never learned to pretend otherwise. His nose had been broken at least twice, giving his face a lopsided quality that somehow made him look more trustworthy, as if symmetry would have been too slick for a man like Hugo.

“I bought too much again,” he said, holding up the bag. “Bougnette?”

“It’s ten in the morning.”

“It’s market day. Calories don’t count on market day. That’s science.”

“That is absolutely not science.”

“It should be. I’ll write to the Academy.” He fell into step beside me, which he did naturally, the way a large friendly dog falls into step beside someone who has not asked for a walking companion but doesn’t mind one. Hugo had been doing this since I’d moved back — appearing at the market, at the museum café, at the riverside bench where I sometimes ate lunch. Never pushy. Never presumptuous. Just there, with his too-big smile and his rugby metaphors and his transparent, slightly desperate warmth.

I liked Hugo. Everyone liked Hugo. He coached teenage boys and somehow made them listen, which was either a miracle or a form of witchcraft. He spoke about rugby the way I spoke about paintings — with a precision that only looked like passion from the outside, but was actually a deep structural understanding of how things fit together. The question of whether I liked Hugo in the way he clearly hoped I might was one I had been successfully not answering for six months. Marc had been dead for two years. Some mornings that felt like a lifetime. Some mornings it felt like yesterday. I was not ready to answer that question, and Hugo, to his credit, had not asked it.

“How’s Jerome?” he asked.

“Saint Jerome. And he’s coming along. The varnish crack is sorted.”

“You and your cracks.” He grinned. “You should come to a match sometime. Tomorrow — CO against Toulouse. The lads could use the support.”

“I don’t understand rugby.”

“Nobody understands rugby. That’s what makes it beautiful.”

I was composing a polite deflection — something about early mornings and work, the usual armory of a woman who is not ready — when I saw Henri.

My brother was standing near the garlic stall, half-turned away, his thin frame wrapped in the same grey wool coat he’d been wearing since the nineties. He was seventy-two and looked it — tall, slightly stooped, with the Archambault nose (which I had also inherited, to my eternal irritation) and white hair that he cut himself, badly. He was holding a bag of something — apples, maybe — and staring at a point in the middle distance with the particular absent focus of someone whose mind was somewhere else entirely. There was a woman trying to get past him with a stroller, and he hadn’t noticed, standing in the flow of foot traffic like a rock in a stream, the crowd parting around him.

That was Henri. Present in body, absent in every way that mattered.

I raised my hand. “Henri!”

He turned. There was a flicker of something — surprise, or maybe something more complicated, something that looked almost like alarm before his face settled into the familiar expression: pleasant, mild, already half-gone. He raised his hand in a wave that was more acknowledgment than greeting, and crossed toward us with the careful steps of a man navigating terrain only he could see.

“Bonjour, Lucie.” He glanced at Hugo with a nod that managed to be both courteous and dismissive. “Monsieur Castex.”

“Hugo, please. Always Hugo.” Hugo beamed. Henri did not beam back.

“Come have coffee?” I said. “Clothilde’s just around—”

“I can’t. I have — there’s something I need to—” He gestured vaguely, a habit I recognized from a lifetime of watching him leave. Henri always had somewhere else to be. Some commitment that couldn’t be named, some errand that couldn’t wait, some perfectly reasonable explanation for why he couldn’t stay that never quite explained why he never stayed.

Growing up, I’d constructed a theory: the eighteen-year age gap made us essentially strangers. By the time I was learning to read, he was already a young man with a life I couldn’t access. He was more uncle than brother — present at holidays, absent from the daily texture of my childhood. I remembered him as a tall, quiet figure who smelled of library books and rain, who would sometimes read to me in the evenings with a gentleness that seemed out of character with his distance. By the time I left for Paris at twenty-two, he was forty, settled into the rhythms of Castres like a stone into a riverbed. A retired history teacher. An amateur local historian. A man whose inner life, whatever it was, remained entirely his own.

When Marc died and I came back, I’d hoped — stupidly, maybe — that proximity would do what years hadn’t. That living in the same city again, eating at the same restaurants, shopping at the same market, would somehow close the gap between us. It hadn’t. Henri called on Sundays, asked after my health with genuine if distant concern, and declined every invitation with the practiced ease of a man who had been declining invitations for decades.

He was just like that. Distant. Private. It wasn’t personal.

I’d been telling myself that for forty years.

“Tomorrow, maybe,” he said, and his eyes drifted up — over my head, over the market stalls, to the rooftop of the arcade where a row of crows sat watching the crowd below. He looked at them for a moment. Then he looked at me, and something passed across his face that I couldn’t read.

“Tomorrow,” I said.

He nodded and walked away, moving through the crowd with the particular care of a tall man in a low-ceilinged world.

Hugo, tactful for once, said nothing for a few seconds. Then: “He’s always been like that?”

“Always.” I watched Henri’s grey coat disappear behind the cheese stall. “Even when we were children. Even when I first moved back. I call, he answers. I invite, he declines. He sends a card at Christmas with nothing written in it except his name.”

“Maybe he’s shy.”

“Henri isn’t shy. He’s just... elsewhere.” I turned back to the market, to the noise and the smell and the uncomplicated warmth of strangers buying mushrooms. “Come on. Show me where Bonhomme is hiding the good cèpes.”

We walked deeper into the crowd. Above us, on the arcade roofline, the crows watched. One of them — larger than the rest, with feathers so black they looked blue in the thin November light — tilted its head as I passed beneath it. If I’d looked up, I might have noticed that its gaze followed me all the way across the square.

But I didn’t look up. I almost never did.

That was the problem.
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Chapter Two

The Fall
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The following Tuesday, I was working on a Goya.

Not one of the famous ones — the museum’s Goyas were mostly prints, not paintings, and the print I’d been given was from the Disasters of War series. Plate 39: Grande hazaña! Con muertos! A great feat! With dead men! The etching showed mutilated bodies arranged in a tree, posed with a grotesque theatricality that was either Goya’s commentary on the absurdity of violence or the faithful rendering of something he’d actually witnessed. Knowing Goya, it was both.

I worked under the magnifying lamp with a sable brush so fine it was nearly invisible, stabilizing the margins where the acid had begun to eat through the paper. The work required the kind of attention that empties the mind — no room for grief, no room for memory, just the precise negotiation between old damage and present care. I liked that about conservation. The problems were specific. The solutions were physical. You could see what was wrong, and you could fix it, and when you were done, the thing was better than you’d found it.

If only the rest of life were so cooperative.

Goya had made these etchings between 1810 and 1820, recording the horrors of the Peninsular War with a furious, unsentimental precision that still had the power to stop you cold. This particular plate was one of the more brutal — the dead arranged in a tree like grotesque fruit, their dignity stripped alongside their lives. And yet Goya’s hand was steady. His line was clean. He had looked at the worst that people could do and rendered it exactly, without flinching and without embellishment. That took a kind of courage I admired and didn’t possess: the courage to see clearly and record faithfully, even when what you saw was terrible.

I preferred to work on prettier things. Saints and madonnas and still lifes with manageable symbolism. Give me a cracked Zurbarán, not a Goya nightmare. But the museum had asked, and I’d said yes, because I was trying to say yes to things, because my grief counselor in Paris — the one I’d stopped seeing — had said that saying yes was how you rebuilt a life, and because some part of me knew that she was right, even if I resented her for it.

The workroom was quiet. Rain streaked the tall windows, turning the view of the gardens into a grey-green blur. November in Castres had settled in properly now — not the crisp, bright cold of the Saturday market, but the damp, heavy kind that crept into your joints and made the stone walls of the Bishop’s Palace feel like the inside of a cave. I’d brought a small electric heater from home, which Monsieur le Directeur tolerated with the pained expression of a man who cared deeply about both his employees and his electricity bill.

By four o’clock the light was failing and the etching was as stable as I could make it. I cleaned my brushes, covered the work, and pulled on my coat. The rain had stopped, leaving the air washed and sharp, and the gardens glistened. The hedges were dark with water. The gravel paths had turned to the color of wet sand.

I had an errand.

Émile Bonnafous had called the museum that morning to say that the frame I’d ordered was ready. A seventeenth-century Spanish frame, walnut with gilded corner details, for a small Murillo sketch that was being rehoused. It wasn’t urgent — nothing at the Goya Museum was urgent — but I’d been meaning to visit Émile for weeks, and each time I’d found a reason not to. The usual reasons. Busy. Tired. Not in the mood for the particular intensity of Émile’s company, which was a bit like standing in a warm wind: pleasant in short bursts, exhausting over time.

The truth was simpler and less flattering: Émile reminded me of the parts of Castres I hadn’t come home for. The parts that required engagement. He was a man who wanted to talk, not just exchange pleasantries, and I had become, in my grief, a woman who preferred the latter. A surface skater. A professional smiler. Émile saw through that, and I didn’t want to be seen through.

But the frame was ready, and I was out of excuses.

His shop was in the Maisons sur l’Agout — one of the medieval houses that leaned over
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