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            To T.K. and C.H., who have always looked out for their little sister

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            Europeans understand the logics of matter and by using the logics of the human spirit are able to transform a pitch-dark battlefield
               to a clear morning sky. But suppose they tried to reach the logics of Heaven through the logics of matter, now that would
               be real civilization.
            

            —Sun Gan, student worker, after seeing flares light up the night sky over No Man’s Land
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            Chapter 1
Saturday, November 2, 1918

         
         
            Pauline

            But I don’t want to get married, she thought.
            

            
            The letter fell from her hand and fluttered to the floor of the study, the neat precision of her uncle’s brushstroked Chinese
               writing at odds with the chaos that churned her insides. Pauline didn’t reach down to retrieve it, just stared at the sheet
               of paper as though it were some malevolent creature, a serpent or venomous spider lying on the wooden parquet.
            

            
            Her uncle’s first wife was now in control of her fate.

            
            First Wife, who had never wanted her in their household. First Wife, whose expression visibly curdled whenever she looked
               at Pauline.
            

            
            Her uncle had murmured occasionally about writing to First Wife in Shanghai about arranging a match for Pauline, but in his
               absentminded way he’d never followed through. Not until now. Now, because he was back in China for Grandfather Deng’s funeral.
               Now, because while he was there he had remembered to ask First Wife to hire a matchmaker for Pauline, his dead brother’s illegitimate
               daughter.
            

            
            Pauline’s gaze fell on a tall vase in the corner, its glazed surface painted with a folktale she knew well: the Lady Ch’ang O escaping from a cruel husband, her robes streaming in the wind as she ascends the night sky toward a full moon. Her right hand is raised, pointing to her destination. A porcelain woman reaching for a porcelain moon. 

            
            The air in Pauline’s lungs felt chokingly thick. She threw open the study window, oblivious to the frigid November wind that
               slashed at her throat and swept papers off the desk. She leaned out as far as the wrought-iron window guards allowed and let
               the familiar noises of life on the Rue de Lisbonne seep into her consciousness. Impatient delivery trucks sounding their horns,
               two women laughing as they strolled together, their children trailing behind them, chattering like sparrows. The streetlamps
               that gave Paris its nickname, the City of Light, glimmered brightly as the sun sank lower. When Pauline finally took a deep
               breath, she drew in aromas of baking, the bistro on the corner preparing its evening menu.
            

            
            She retreated to the chair, ran one fingertip over the polished surface of the rosewood desk, and rearranged her uncle’s writing
               brushes on the lacquered stand. She waited for her heartbeat to calm. Then she gathered up the papers the wind had blown about
               on the floor and stacked them under a marble paperweight.
            

            
            There had to be a way to avoid the fate outlined for her in that letter.

            
            Her dowry was meager, her prospects equally so. She knew what sort of match to expect. She might end up a shopkeeper’s second
               wife, worked to death and at the mercy of a resentful first wife. Or First Wife might pair her with an elderly widower who
               wanted an unpaid nursemaid.
            

            
            But worse than anything, whatever future First Wife was arranging for her right now, it would send Pauline back to China, far away from everything she loved. She didn’t want to leave Paris. Not this apartment with its tall French doors and high ceilings, or the neighbors along the Rue de Lisbonne. Not La Pagode, the store her uncle owned and all its beautiful antiques. 

            
            She hurried down to the ground floor and along the corridor that led to the back of La Pagode. The store was closed most of
               the time now; few wanted to buy antiques while a war was going on. Once inside, she looked around as if to assure herself
               everything was as she’d left it that morning.
            

            
            There wasn’t a single object in this store Pauline hadn’t cleaned and polished, no display she hadn’t arranged, composing
               pieces into enticing vignettes. She paused by an elmwood table where she had placed ivory statuettes between bright porcelain
               vases. On another table, densely patterned cloisonné enamelware contrasted with austere celadon bowls. After all these years
               at La Pagode, she could tell the difference between an ancient jade disc from the Han dynasty and an imitation one carved
               only three hundred years ago. She knew what every antique cost her uncle and how to price it.
            

            
            If only Theo were here. Theo, her cousin who was like a brother to her. His Chinese name, Deng Taoling, made foreign tongues
               stumble, so it didn’t take long for their Parisian neighbors to call him Theo instead. Just as she became Pauline Deng instead
               of Deng Baoling. Just as her uncle gave himself a French name when he printed up La Pagode’s business cards: Louis Deng, Proprietor.
            

            
            At twenty-three, Pauline was housekeeper and cook, bookkeeper and clerk. It was an agreeable little household: Pauline and
               Theo, her uncle and his mistress. If Louis was prepared to disrupt this harmonious arrangement it meant other factors were
               at play, undercurrents of family politics to which she was not privy.
            

            
            She pulled a square of chamois from the bottom drawer of a display cabinet and sighed upon catching her reflection in the cabinet’s glass door. If she weren’t so short and didn’t look so young, her uncle might treat her like an adult. It was also her own fault, she had to admit, in that she was careless about her appearance. She had worn her hair in plaits since she was small and her blouses with their rounded flat collars made her look like a schoolgirl. There was nothing she could do about her features: her small nose, the full upper lip that gave her mouth a childish pout despite the determined lines of her jaw, the dark curve of her eyebrows. She removed a jade horse from its shelf and began polishing. All the while, possibilities and consequences clicked through her mind like beads on an abacus. 

            
            Uncle Louis depended on Pauline’s skills, a convenience that spared him the extra cost of hiring an outsider. If he was willing
               to send her back to Shanghai and marry her off, then who would do her work here?
            

            
            The abacus beads fell into place. Theo’s bride.

            
            There could be no other explanation. Louis—or rather, the family—had set a date for Theo’s wedding. And this time Theo wouldn’t
               be wriggling out of it.
            

            
             

            First Wife had arranged Theo’s marriage years ago, while they were all still in Shanghai. At the time there had been no hurry
               to set a wedding date since Theo and his prospective bride were not even fifteen years old. The girl’s family mailed them
               a photograph each year, which Louis put in a silver frame, replacing the previous. Each time his father handed it to him,
               Theo dutifully studied the sepia-toned image that gazed out from the picture, his future bride and her unsmiling features,
               eyes solemn beneath long, blunt-cut bangs. Her pose varied, sometimes standing, sometimes sitting. One year she sat with ankles
               crossed, her feet in their elaborately embroidered slippers prominent, almost thrust forward, to show they were not bound.
            

            
            “I told your mother to choose someone from a more progressive family,” Louis said, taking the frame back from Theo. “I said to her, the girl must be able to wear European-style shoes and boots, walk on European streets. She’ll be living in Paris, after all.” 

            
            After Theo graduated from lycée, Louis would take him home to Shanghai for the wedding.
            

            
            But when Theo turned eighteen and as his wedding date neared, he enrolled at the Sorbonne. He refused to get married until
               he’d finished university. Louis telegrammed Grandfather Deng for a postponement and Grandfather agreed.
            

            
            In his final semester of university Theo refused to marry again, this time because of the war, which was in its third year.
               The Allies needed to free up more workingmen to fight, and to do this, they were bringing thousands of Chinese laborers to
               England and France. Theo heard that they didn’t have anywhere near enough translators.
            

            
            “China is a neutral country,” his father said, “there’s no need to put yourself in danger.”

            
            “I would be a translator, Father, that’s not dangerous.”

            
            “Your first duty is to your family,” Louis said, “to help me run the store. To live where it’s safe. Paris is safe, the Germans
               haven’t bombed us in over a year.”
            

            
            “I doubt they’ve given up”—Theo’s voice betrayed his frustration—“and in the meantime, half my classmates have enlisted. I
               must do something.”
            

            
            As soon as Theo graduated, he signed up with the British Army’s Chinese Labour Corps. “The French contract is for five years,
               Father,” Theo said, “but the British one is only for three. I took the shorter option.”
            

            
            On the day Theo left for the train station, Louis didn’t go with him. They hadn’t spoken in days, not since Louis sent a telegram
               to Shanghai apologizing for this latest delay to Theo’s wedding.
            

            
            Pauline was allowed to walk with Theo but only as far as the end of the Rue de Lisbonne. She was more than a little angry with Theo, and their parting had been stilted and rather formal. 

            
            “There’s no need to scold me further in writing,” he said, a smile crinkling up his eyes. “I know you’re upset with me but
               never fear. Just seeing your letters will make me miss Paris.”
            

            
            “I’m angry with both you and Henri,” she replied. “I blame him for encouraging you to join the Chinese Labour Corps.”

            
            “Don’t blame Henri,” Theo said, a grin breaking across his face. “Please give me some credit for making bad decisions all
               on my own.”
            

            
            His smile dared her to stay angry, so of course she couldn’t and laughed. They rarely showed affection with hugs or kisses,
               as the French did, but now she lifted a hand to his cheek and he put his arms around her for a brief embrace. Then he picked
               up his valise and crossed the street, each hurrying step evidence of his impatience to get to the Gare du Nord and the train
               bound for Noyelles-sur-Mer. He turned briefly to look over his shoulder and said something she couldn’t hear over the rattle
               of a passing wagon, then flashed his easy, confident smile and continued walking away. Theo, tall and straight in the early
               summer sunlight, in a suit of blue serge, so handsome with the brim of his straw boater tilted just so.
            

            
             

            He had been gone for eighteen months. But now Grandfather Deng was dead, and Uncle Louis’s older brother was family patriarch.
               Unlike Grandfather, he wouldn’t indulge Theo’s whims.
            

            
            Pauline sighed and gave the jade horse a final rub with the chamois, picked up a jade rabbit and began buffing its rounded
               haunches. She didn’t doubt that as soon as Theo’s contract ended, his father would have him on a steamship back to Shanghai.
               Then Theo would bring his wife back to Paris to help run the store.
            

            
            As for her, if all went according to the plans in her uncle’s letter, she would be in Shanghai by springtime, shackled to a total stranger. Her future husband wasn’t the only concern. If her in-laws were difficult to please, every day would be a misery, especially if she didn’t manage to bear sons. She had witnessed this for herself when still in Shanghai. 

            
            “I could never live in China again,” Pauline once told Denise. “The women in our family aren’t allowed to speak to men who
               aren’t relatives, and they only go outside the walls of our home to pray at a temple or visit relatives.”
            

            
            “Surely not all families are like yours,” her uncle’s French mistress had said, lifting an eyebrow.

            
            Denise was right. The Dengs were exceptionally old-fashioned, which meant that when it came to marriages, they preferred in-laws
               of similar outlook. Pauline was sure that First Wife would go out of her way to pick her an extremely traditional husband.
            

            
            She couldn’t go back to China. She just couldn’t. Not when she was free to stroll anywhere in Paris, shop at the markets,
               or wander through museums. Free to drink coffee and chat with Theo and his classmates. Compared to Paris, the restricted life
               of the inner courtyard was as good as live burial.
            

            
            How could her uncle not understand that? How could he not care?

            
            He didn’t have to care, she reminded herself. It was her duty to obey because she owed him her life. After her parents died,
               Louis had brought Pauline into his household when he could’ve discarded her at an orphanage. She couldn’t refuse her uncle’s
               wishes. But perhaps she could find a way to change his mind, to let her stay in Paris and keep working at the store.
            

            
            She locked the jade animals back inside the display cabinet, then trudged up the back staircase, past their apartment and
               up the next flight of steps to Denise’s flat.
            

            
            Louis would be home soon, his ship docking at Marseilles after a monthlong journey from Shanghai. Then another day on the train to Paris. His letter said that First Wife and the matchmaker hoped to send news of a suitable match shortly after he returned to Paris, a telegram confirming that all the negotiations were complete and a marriage contract signed for Pauline. 

            
            She stopped and sat down heavily on the stairs.

            
            The Dengs prided themselves on always meeting their obligations. As merchants, their reputation depended on it. To revoke
               a contract of any sort was unimaginable. Once the marriage contract was in place, there was no going back. Her uncle would
               lose face with the family, not to mention her prospective in-laws, if she refused to obey. Gossip would get out to the Dengs’
               friends and business associates. She couldn’t do that to him. Her uncle could put a stop to the matchmaking, but only before
               the arrangements were final. If only she could persuade him to change his mind. But Louis wouldn’t listen to her pleas, she
               knew that. She was only a girl and an illegitimate one at that.
            

            
            Theo, however, was a different story. 

            
            Louis indulged Theo as much as Grandfather Deng had, treating him almost as an equal, the son who would inherit La Pagode.
               If only Theo were here. If only she knew where to send him a letter. Normally he wrote every month. His last note mentioned
               his unit would be moving to a new location and not to write back until she heard from him again, which she would as soon as
               he was at the new camp. But it had been more than a month now. Theo would speak to his father on her behalf, she knew he would.
            

            
            All she had to do was go to the Western Front and find him. 

            
         
         
            Camille

            Camille peeped through the bedroom curtain, the clenching tightness in her shoulders not easing even after her husband walked out the door. The clank of rusty hinges carried through the still morning air as Jean-Paul yanked open the garden gate. His gait was slightly bowlegged, a legacy of rickets and malnourishment, a poverty-stricken childhood. He turned south, where the road forked toward the village of Noyelles-sur-Mer. A cloud obscured the horizon, dimming the early sunlight, and for a moment all Camille could make out was Jean-Paul’s silhouette, the canvas knapsack turning him into a hunchbacked monster. 

            
            A slight injury early in the war and his stated occupation of railway worker, essential to the war effort, had allowed him
               to avoid further military duty. Jean-Paul used to come home between shifts, but as the tolls of war mounted and more men enlisted,
               the railway put their remaining crew on longer and longer shifts, sometimes for seventy-two hours at a time. But even those
               absences weren’t long enough for Camille.
            

            
            Moments later a small donkey cart came over the rise, their neighbor the farmer Fournier with a load of winter cabbages. Old
               Fournier was easy to recognize, his broad figure draped in an indigo-blue smock and driving a red cart, bright slabs of color
               against the dull yellows and browns of harvested fields. The scene could’ve been painted by Cézanne.
            

            
            The cart stopped and Jean-Paul climbed on beside the farmer. It was market day in St. Valery-sur-Somme, across the canal beyond
               Noyelles, undoubtedly Fournier’s destination. Jean-Paul would jump off at the Noyelles train station for another long shift
               on the Nord, the northern railway line. Camille didn’t know what else her husband might be doing and she didn’t want to know.
               What mattered was that he would be away.
            

            
            She lay on the bed and gave in to a moment of weariness, waited until her churning insides calmed, nausea subsiding as her body understood it was safe for her muscles to loosen and breathing to slow. She turned over so that she faced the window, not wanting to smell Jean-Paul’s hair oil on the pillow, the sour sweat of his body on the sheets. She’d change the bed when she came home from work. If he was away overnight, then she could sleep alone in luxury, her limbs sliding under clean linens scented with lavender, her body longing for . . . no. She wouldn’t think about him. Or about what she had to do on her own. 

            
            At the mirror, she pressed more powder above her left cheekbone. The bruise beside her hairline had faded since the previous
               evening and as long as she stayed indoors, away from bright sunlight, it wouldn’t be obvious. She tied a kerchief around her
               head and tugged a stray lock to fall across the yellowing mark.
            

            
            In the kitchen, she boiled some water and dropped a few dried mint leaves in a mug. Their coffee, carefully meted out each
               morning, was reserved for Jean-Paul. She didn’t mind going without coffee, but of all the rationed foods, she missed sugar
               the most. After a slice of last night’s baguette with some cheese, it was time to go. She rolled up a clean calico smock and
               stuffed it in her satchel for the ride into town.
            

            
             

            As Camille cycled to the post office, the sun finally broke free of the cloud bank, casting an amber glow across the horizon
               beyond Crécy Forest. For a moment she thought she heard cannon fire, then reminded herself that fighting in their region had
               ceased. The rumbling noises more likely came from the reverberation of trucks carrying soldiers to the front. After years
               of war, her ears were attuned to real or imagined sounds of artillery. Thankfully, since the fighting near Cambrai ended in
               October, the front lines had been moving steadily east, away from the Somme Valley.
            

            
            The tide had turned against Germany and its allies, or so the newspapers declared. There were rumors of peace negotiations and news of civilian unrest in Germany, where the kaiser was being pressured by his own government to abdicate. There was talk of an armistice but until then, the fighting continued. But the end was in sight, everyone said. And then their armies would demobilize, their men return from the front. 

            
            And she would give up her job at the post office.

            
            Brightening skies promised a clear day, a rare thing this time of year. The walk to Noyelles didn’t take long, less than an
               hour, but after work she wanted to drop by the château in case there was some sewing work to pick up, so she had taken her
               bicycle and attached the small, homemade trailer to the back. She pedaled slowly through familiar farmland, the shrubbery
               along the road brown and soggy, bereft of summer’s lush foliage. She passed the château and barely gave it a glance. It held
               too many memories, not all of them pleasant.
            

            
            Another ten minutes and she reached the fence surrounding the Chinese Labour Corps camp. The yard was already busy, smoke
               and steam rising from the kitchens, men queueing up outside the mess hall. The camp had been built more than a year ago but
               Camille still couldn’t get used to the sight of its ugly barbed wire fencing. It resembled a stockade more than a camp.
            

            
            At the post office, she tied on the calico smock and began her half day of work. She started by sorting through mail that
               had come in the previous afternoon. Her heart clenched briefly at the sight of French Army stationery. In the days and weeks
               after Rossignol, after Verdun, after the Somme, it seemed as though tragedy cascaded through her hands with every piece of
               mail. Families destroyed, lives maimed and forever changed. There were only two such envelopes today, thank goodness, but
               it was still too many.
            

            
            She paused to look at a postcard addressed to Marie-France Fournier, Old Fournier’s youngest girl, from her cousin Thérèse. Thérèse, bolder than most, had left Noyelles to take a factory job in Paris. Camille knew Marie-France had wanted to follow her cousin, work at a factory and earn money of her own, but both her brothers had enlisted and now only she and her mother were there to help work the fields. 

            
            Camille read the untidy handwriting.

            
            
               Ma chère cousine, I spend all day filling artillery shells and the evenings strolling past store windows filled with elegant
                  things. What fun we could have, if only you could come to Paris. Your loving Thérèse who misses you.
               

            

            If only you could come to Paris. Those scribbled words seemed meant for Camille. She longed to see Paris again. If she had taken a factory job there, she could’ve
               spent her days off visiting museums and galleries—the ones still open—to stand in front of paintings that changed how she
               saw the world. But, of course, it was impossible since she was a married woman. And Jean-Paul was scornful of women who worked
               in factories.
            

            
            “No respectable female would leave their husbands and homes,” he said, “only low-class women. Unmarried and willing to work
               alongside dirty foreigners. Whores.”
            

            
            But when the postal service began hiring women to replace men who had gone to war, it was all right with Jean-Paul for his
               wife to work at the post office. It was a respectable job in town with modest but welcome wages. Camille suspected the real
               reason Jean-Paul agreed was that it gave him a chance to get friendlier with the Dumonts, the postmaster and his wife, who
               were prominent citizens of Noyelles.
            

            
            Before the Nord railway line got so busy and Jean-Paul was away all the time, he liked to visit the post office around closing time, when Camille was tidying the back rooms, ostensibly to walk her home, but really because he wanted to socialize with the Dumonts. Jean-Paul and M. Dumont talked about the war, the price of food, and often as not, the disruptions caused by foreigners in their little town. British, Canadian, and Australian soldiers were stationed there. And there were also Chinese workers. On principle, Jean-Paul didn’t like foreigners, not even refugees from neighboring Belgium, and the Chinese were decidedly foreign. He grumbled at newspaper photographs of brigades arriving in Marseilles from Indochina, at accounts of British troops and Indian Sikhs marching through France on their way to the front. But at least they were soldiers. 

            
            “It’s one thing to bring soldiers from our colonies to help us fight, even if they’re only short little Orientals,” he said,
               “but these Chinois aren’t going into battle for us. Digging and carrying. That’s all they’re doing.”
            

            
            “Digging trenches, loading fuel for tanks and vehicles, repairing roads and railway tracks after aerial attacks. The machinery
               of war has many parts, Jean-Paul,” M. Dumont said. “Napoleon was a brilliant tactician because he understood the logistics
               of supplying his armies. He could’ve run a modern postal system.” M. Dumont liked pointing to the postal service as a model
               of efficiency.
            

            
            He droned on a little longer, reminding his audience that using Chinese labor for the manual work of the war freed up more
               French and British to fight. That the Allies wouldn’t have brought in workers from so far away, at such expense, unless they
               desperately needed the manpower. Manpower to unload and load cargo at the docks and supply depots, plow and plant fields so
               that farms still grew wheat for bread, work in armaments factories so that tanks and guns didn’t run out of ammunition
            

            
            But while Jean-Paul didn’t like the Chinese, he didn’t mind making money off them. When he heard that the workers liked buying Western clothing, Jean-Paul ransacked the armoire in Camille’s father’s bedroom, then went to the camp on a payday with a sack full of her dead father’s clothes. 

            
            “They paid me what I asked for, the stupid chintoks,” he boasted. “So many of them all wanting these old clothes so much they barely haggled.”
            

            
            A few days later, Camille saw a tall Chinese strolling along the main street in Noyelles, one hand straightening the lapels
               of a familiar waistcoat. Her annoyance faded when she saw how gently the man touched the garment’s brocade front and brass
               buttons, pride and pleasure evident in his face. Jean-Paul shrugged when she pointed at the man, wearing the waistcoat he
               had sold behind her back.
            

            
            “They’re like children,” he said contemptuously. “Dressing up in our clothes, putting everything on the wrong way. He’s got
               it buttoned over that ridiculous tunic.”
            

            
            “But you’re the one who sold it to him,” she said, her voice just above a whisper. She winced as his fingers tightened on
               her arm. Then he loosened his grip to make a slight bow as an elderly couple walked past. The mayor, M. Etienne Gourlin, and
               Mme Gourlin.
            

            
             

            Camille shook her head at the memory. 

            
            She finished sorting the mail into four bags and set them down by the back door for Emil to pick up. She put a dried-out carrot
               from her cellar on top of the bags, a small treat for the donkey that pulled Emil’s mail delivery cart.
            

            
            No, she thought, Jean-Paul didn’t have a problem taking money from the Chinese.

            
            And he’d kill her if he ever found out she was in love with one.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2
Noyelles-sur-Mer 1906

         
         The year Camille turned twelve, summer came early and rolled through the Somme Valley scorching fields and forests under a
            relentless sun. Nights felt barely cooler than the days, and when Camille stepped outside in the morning, the stone slabs
            on the terrace of the château were still warm, welcoming to her bare feet. Then in July, seemingly overnight, the fruits and
            vegetables in the kitchen garden were ready to harvest all at the same time. The château’s gardening staff was down to old
            Bastien, who was no longer strong enough or fast enough to keep weeds and shrubbery in check. But he was all Grand-mère could
            afford.
         

         
         Bastien harvested and carried sack after sack of beans and peppers, cucumbers and aubergines, berries and stone fruit, all
            of which he left by the kitchen door. But he also had to chop wood because there were pots bubbling on the ancient woodstoves,
            all three of them, while the cook preserved and pickled. Bastien declared he couldn’t do it all.
         

         
         The next day, Camille went to the kitchen garden toting a basket. Her grandmother had invited guests for lunch and their cook
            was making a summer terrine of fresh peas.
         

         
         “Go tell Bastien you need enough to fill two cups,” the cook instructed. “Madame la Comtesse has invited the mayor’s wife so we must have only the most perfect pea pods. And a perfect lettuce.” 

         
         “So we can have a special summer lunch,” Camille said, nodding in understanding.

         
         “Yes, ma petite,” the cook said rather sadly, “perhaps one of our last special lunches.” At the time, Camille assumed she
            meant for the summer.
         

         
         But when Camille arrived in the garden, it wasn’t Bastien leaning over the lettuces with a watering can. It was a teenage
            boy, black haired and sunburnt. His gaunt frame made him look young, almost fragile. His eyes were wary, and a strange pale
            shade of blue, the same ice blue as the kerchief tied around his neck. He drew back a little, as if uncertain what to do.
            He had rolled up his pants above his knees, which were caked with dirt, and his feet were bare. His shoes, she saw, were carefully
            placed on a wooden crate beside the vegetable patch.
         

         
         “Hello, my name is Camille Barbier,” she said, politely. “What’s your name?”

         
         But he didn’t get a chance to answer. Bastien came hurrying around from behind the beanpoles, alerted by her voice. “Mademoiselle
            Camille, what can I do for you?”
         

         
         The boy dropped back to his knees beside the lettuces and Camille followed the old gardener as he picked pea pods. They returned
            to the lettuce patch and Bastien pulled out a leafy head, cutting off its roots with a short knife.
         

         
         “Batavia lettuce,” he said, putting it in her basket. “Tolerant of hot weather, stays crisp and sweet. Wait one moment if
            you please, Mademoiselle Camille, I’ll pick a head of frisée, too, just in case.”
         

         
         The boy lifted his eyes briefly to look at her and suddenly Camille was aware of how dingy his clothes were, how worn the fabric. Of how she must look to him in her ruffled white dress of dotted Swiss, her blue leather shoes, a gold locket at her neck. 

         
         She left the kitchen garden, her basket full of greens. Just before she turned the corner she heard the old gardener scolding
            the boy.
         

         
         “You don’t approach her or speak to her, understand? That was Madame la Comtesse’s granddaughter and you, you are nothing.”

         
         There was a mumbled reply, words Camille couldn’t make out. She felt badly for the boy. She wanted to turn back and tell him
            he wasn’t nothing. But she had to hurry before their guest arrived. She had to select a few of her drawings because Grand-mère
            wanted to show the mayor’s wife how well she was doing with her art lessons. She put the incident out of her mind.
         

         
         A month later, Bastien’s daughter came to see Camille’s grandmother. Her father couldn’t garden for them anymore. He had suffered
            a stroke and his entire left side had gone numb. Camille’s grandmother gave her a silver vase, told her to sell it and pay
            for Bastien’s medicines, then had the daughter go around to the kitchen and get some eggs to take home. Hoping to hear more
            about Bastien, Camille tagged along.
         

         
         “Will he come back when he’s better?” she asked.

         
         “No, mademoiselle, he will not get better,” the woman snapped. “Your grandmother will have to find someone else willing to
            do her gardening for practically nothing.”
         

         
         The cook put a dozen eggs in a cardboard box. “What about that boy who was helping him through the summer?”

         
         “That little bastard Jean-Paul? He ran away after Papa’s stroke. Good riddance.”

         
         Sometimes when Camille thought of the fates that had conspired to shape her life, she couldn’t help but wonder. Had the same
            memory persisted in Jean-Paul’s mind? If he hadn’t seen her that day at the château, would he have found her so tempting a
            prize? Would she have figured so prominently in his plans?
         

         
          

         Generations of extravagance could only continue for so long.

         
         Before Camille was born, her grandfather, the Comte de Beaumarchais, suffered the humiliation of selling the Beaumarchaises’
            Paris town house almost as soon as he inherited the title. The hunting lodge and its surrounding forests were already gone,
            sold to pay the family’s never-ending debts. When Camille’s grandparents moved to Noyelles-sur-Mer, it was only because the
            château was her grandfather’s last remaining property. Set in the middle of farmland, it was as far from the urban sophistication
            of Paris as they could imagine.
         

         
         “The château was where I met your mother, so I’ve always loved it,” Camille’s father said. “When your uncle Nicolas returned
            from Madagascar, your grandfather Beaumarchais gave a big party to welcome him home. Nicolas invited fellow officers, those
            of us who had come back. Afterward I learned your grandfather was hoping your mother would catch the eye of Nicolas’s friend,
            the nephew of General Briere de l’Isle.”
         

         
         But it had been young Capitaine Auguste Barbier whose warm smile and quiet ways won her heart. After they married, the young
            captain went off to war again and again, wars of conquest to acquire new colonies for France. He returned from his final campaign
            after resigning his commission only to find that his wife had died.
         

         
         Six months after Auguste returned, the old count died. His title did not pass on to Nicolas, who had died while serving in
            West Africa. Not in valorous action but from cholera.
         

         
         “Auguste was a lackluster army officer, not like our Nicolas,” Camille’s grandmother said. She didn’t care who heard it or
            even if Camille’s father was in the same room. “But Camille is all the family I have now, so I suppose I must take in her
            father, too.”
         

         
         Grand-mère was so domineering a presence that Auguste always seemed to be in the background, his presence so unobtrusive it barely touched their lives. After the excitement of his return had worn off, Camille might’ve forgotten he was there if not for the way her father seemed to aggravate her grandmother’s resentment just by being in the same room. Resentment that her son had died, but not this inadequate son-in-law. Resentment that they were sliding into destitution. 

         
         “We must let you go,” Grand-mère said to Mme Tremblay, the cook. “I know you’ve been wanting to live with your son in Toulouse
            and now there’s no excuse not to go.”
         

         
         “I would stay, madame,” the woman wept, “you know I would, even on reduced wages. I’ve been working for you since you were
            a bride. But my grandchildren need me now that their mother is so ill.”
         

         
         “My dearest Tremblay. You’ve been friend as well as cook. But I can’t even afford to keep you on reduced wages. Nor the housekeeper.”

         
         Grand-mère resorted to part-time help, hiring a Noyelles woman as an all-purpose housekeeper. One day to clean, one day to
            bake and cook up a large stew, and one day to deal with laundry. The woman taught Camille how to sew on buttons and let out
            hems.
         

         
         Camille’s grandmother closed off one wing of the château. Then she closed off more rooms until finally they were using only
            their own bedrooms and a parlor, where they took their meals at a round pedestal table beside the piano. Grand-mère sold the
            last of their great treasures, the sixteenth-century millefleur tapestries of the Lady and the Unicorn that graced the entrance
            hall. The gold and silver candelabra were long gone, so now she sold the silverware and porcelain.
         

         
         “Who needs thirty-six place settings of Christofle and Sèvres?” she sniffed. “We can barely feed ourselves let alone give
            a banquet.”
         

         
          

         On Camille’s fifteenth birthday, in 1909, her grandmother had the bakery in Noyelles deliver an elaborately iced cake. Auguste shot a pheasant in the fields behind the château, the housekeeper made pheasant stew, and Grand-mère opened a bottle of port to go with the cake. Grand-mère wanted one last celebration at the château. 

         
         “You’re a young lady now, Camille,” she said, “I only wish we still had some champagne in the cellar for this occasion. But
            this port is better than any champagne.”
         

         
         Her grandmother was vivacious and talkative that evening, sparkling with such desperate gaiety that Camille pretended to enjoy
            the little party even though she knew they were leaving their home soon. 
         

         
         A week later, the château and its few valuable pieces of furniture were sold to an auction house. A month after that, they
            moved into the last remaining scrap of the Beaumarchais property—the estate manager’s cottage and garden, a half-hour walk
            from the château, with a small plot of farmland beside it. There hadn’t been an estate manager in decades and the home stood
            empty, its flower beds gone to seed, the garden’s perimeter marked by brambles.
         

         
         They brought furniture from the château’s storage rooms with them, boxes of kitchenware, plates and cutlery. Looking at the
            two-story cottage, Camille wondered how all their belongings would fit. She followed her grandmother through the door of their
            new home while Auguste directed workers in unloading the wagons.
         

         
         Camille peered through the gloom. The rooms seemed so small. The entire ground floor was smaller than the château’s drawing
            room. She flinched when she realized the crunching noises under her shoes came from dried rodent droppings. Above her, ceiling
            beams dripped cobwebs.
         

         
         “I should’ve had this place cleaned out before we came.” Grand-mère sighed. “I wonder if there’s a broom in those wagons.”

         
         Are we nothing now? Camille wondered.
         

         
          

         To Camille’s surprise, life at the cottage was more tranquil than life at the château, her grandmother less exacting and judgmental. She even seemed to have come to an understanding with Auguste, asking his advice on repairs for the cottage and how to bring the gardens back to life. On hot afternoons, the three of them sat under the shade of the apple tree and drank tea with lemon and mint. 

         
         With help from their neighbors, the Fournier boys, Auguste cleared away weeds and blackberries, uncovered the old flower beds
            and kitchen garden and began planting. Camille helped him lay out a curved path from the kitchen garden through the flower
            beds. He showed Camille how the bay laurel tree and rosemary shrubs were coming back after a hard pruning, and how to spread
            straw around vegetable beds to prevent weeds from growing.
         

         
         “I wasn’t always a soldier you know,” he said. “My father loved his garden and I used to help.”

         
         “Grand-mère loved her garden at the château,” Camille said. “Maybe this one will make her happy again. She seems happier here.”

         
         “She has lessened her burden.” Auguste paused from digging. “Money from the château paid off debts to the bank with enough
            left over to live a little more comfortably than before. Although I’m not sure your grandmother can ever forget she’s a countess
            and that makes her unhappy sometimes.”
         

         
         Her grandmother held their lineage like a knife to Camille’s throat. As far as Grand-mère was concerned, the first priority
            now was to arrange a good marriage for Camille. She made Camille pore over a volume by the vicomte Albert Révérend, Titles and Confirmation of Titles, to learn the names of France’s great families so she could distinguish between old stock aristocracy and newly minted upstarts.
         

         
         At fifteen, Camille was wise enough to recognize wishful thinking on her grandmother’s part. Camille could not bring an actual title to a marriage, which was what the nouveau riche wanted in exchange for their wealth. Nor did she possess beauty, that other currency. She had not inherited her mother’s vivacious smile nor her grandmother’s imperious elegance. She was pale and thin with a rather long nose that suffered from a tendency to freckle. Her hair was an indeterminate shade of brown that turned an indeterminate shade of blond in the summer, so fine it refused to hold a curl. 

         
         After school and on weekends, Grand-mère trained her in etiquette, anticipating a time when Camille would need to know how
            to behave when dining with nobility. Grand-mère also pawned a pair of heavy gold bracelets to pay for music and dancing lessons
            in Abbeville, the nearest town of any size. She took Camille there each weekend on the train and every evening at home stood
            over the piano while Camille plodded dutifully through scales and simple arrangements. She rolled back the rug in the parlor
            and partnered Camille through dozens of courtly dance steps, scolding her for being too slow to learn, for being clumsy as
            a peasant.
         

         
         “If your mother were still alive, Grand-mère might not be so strict with you,” Camille’s father said when he found her sitting
            in her room, despondent after a particularly harsh scolding. “She places all her hopes on you, hopes from the days of her
            youth.”
         

         
         But perhaps he spoke to Grand-mère, because the next day her grandmother called her down to the parlor.

         
         “Camille, you show no aptitude at all for music or dance,” she said. “Perhaps I left it too late and you’re too old now to
            learn.”
         

         
         “I love listening to music and watching people dance,” Camille said, quite truthfully. “And Monsieur Bertrand says my drawing
            shows promise.”
         

         
         “Well, the world has changed,” her grandmother said, with an air of resignation, “so perhaps none of this matters anymore.
            And we don’t have as many friends as before.”
         

         
         Camille was aware of her grandmother’s dwindling address book, of all the names crossed off the densely written pages, the letters on stationery engraved with the family crest that came back unopened. Her grandfather, it seemed, had lost much goodwill when he failed to pay back personal loans. 

         
         “You’ll probably never have to manage servants or a household,” Grand-mère continued. “I should’ve come to terms with this
            reality a long time ago. You must learn other, more practical skills.”
         

         
         The lessons in etiquette, dance, and music ceased. Camille had loved her art lessons and these also came to an end, to her
            regret. M. Bertrand’s classes had been her favorite. But at least she still had a good stock of art supplies and could practice
            on her own.
         

         
         Grand-mère sent for Mme Tremblay, who came by train all the way from Toulouse. She taught Camille cooking and homemaking.
            Plain, traditional fare, nothing fancy. How to tell when ingredients were fresh, which cuts of meat to use in stews and which
            ones for roasts. With the pragmatism of a woman who had lived through hard times, Mme Tremblay took Camille into the surrounding
            countryside.
         

         
         “And here is sorrel. Don’t ever pay for this if you can find it wild,” she said. “It adds a nice tang to soup.”

         
         Camille learned to find mushrooms, picked leaves of dandelion and dock for salad, gathered rose hips for making tea. From
            the kitchen garden, she learned how to brine nasturtium seeds to use in place of capers, and she hung bunches of herbs upside
            down in the cellar to dry.
         

         
         In the evenings, her grandmother and Mme Tremblay sat by the parlor window to sew and reminisce. Camille often heard them
            talking and laughing late into the night. The two old women no longer treated each other as mistress and servant; their relationship
            had subsided from formality into friendship. Mme Tremblay finally departed when her son wrote yet another letter asking her
            to return.
         

         
          

         It seemed to Camille that Grand-mère gave up once she finally accepted that her family would not climb out of genteel poverty, at least not during her lifetime. The old woman slid into a decline after Mme Tremblay left, her mind often wandering back to her days as a young wife. When Camille took her to town in the little pony trap, she no longer broke out in bitter tirades when they drove past the château, fuming at her husband’s debts, at the bank’s heartlessness, at the new owner’s lack of respect for the château’s noble origins. She didn’t even glance at the gates. 

         
         Then one day her grandmother asked Camille to turn into the château’s gates so they could go home. When Camille reminded her
            the château no longer belonged to their family, the old woman’s brows furrowed with the effort of remembering. Her face caved
            in with grief, but only for a moment, and then she straightened and sat up with a practiced dignity that revealed no emotion.
         

         
         After a few more similar incidents, Camille took another tactic.

         
         “We’ll go home to the château later, Grand-mère,” she’d say. “Right now we have shopping to do in town.” Or a trip to the
            post office to mail important letters. Or to meet someone at the train station. It didn’t matter what sort of excuse she concocted,
            it would be forgotten in a few minutes anyway.
         

         
         “Honesty is no kindness,” her father agreed. “Each time you remind Grand-mère the château has been sold, or that her husband
            and children are gone, it’s like stabbing fresh wounds into her heart.”
         

         
          

         As her grandmother’s mind receded into the past and the years went by, Auguste emerged from the backdrop of Camille’s life
            and quietly claimed the duty of looking after their household. He negotiated with Old Fournier to plant a crop on the small
            plot of land beside the cottage in return for a small portion of the proceeds. The old pony died and Auguste bought a second-hand
            bicycle, which did not need hay and oats.
         

         
         “I hate to see farmland wasted,” he told Fournier. “Plant pumpkins, cabbages, daisies, whatever you like.”

         
         Several years after they had moved into the cottage, Auguste was sifting through piles of documents stuffed in Grand-mère’s
            walnut secretaire when he found papers that seemed to indicate Grand-mère might have inherited a legacy from her own family.
            She had never mentioned it, another sign that her distracted mind no longer kept track of events.
         

         
         “She never talks about her family anymore,” Camille said, “because she’s embarrassed that Grand-père borrowed from her brothers
            and never paid it back.”
         

         
         “But it seems there is a small legacy from her mother,” Auguste said. “I’ll go see our lawyer about this next week. Come with
            me. You’ve never been to Paris, Camille. We’ll ask Madame Fournier to look after Grand-mère for a couple of days.”
         

         
         They spent Camille’s first morning in Paris strolling along the banks of the Seine and under the chestnut trees of the Avenue
            des Champs-Élysées that Grand-mère remembered so fondly. They attended mass at Notre-Dame and afterward Auguste took her to
            see the Sainte-Chapelle and its stained-glass windows. Then in the evening, they dined at the Café Anglais, which he said
            used to be her mother’s favorite.
         

         
         “But can we afford this, Papa?” she whispered, looking at the chandeliers and starched white napkins, at the crystal flute
            the waiter put in front of her. A Kir Royale, her father called the drink he’d ordered.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, we won’t live like this tomorrow,” he said, “but for my daughter’s first evening in Paris, we ought to dine
            in style.”
         

         
         “What do we do tomorrow?” she asked.

         
         “I don’t want you to waste your time in Paris waiting at a lawyer’s office. I’ll take you to the Louvre on my way to the meeting
            and you can spend the day there. It is so huge you could wander for a week and not see the same thing twice.”
         

         
         Camille had never been to a museum before except the one in Abbeville, where the small collection consisted of finds excavated from the region. Here, there was art from all over the world. She explored room after room of marble statues, figures she now realized were the originals of the Roman gods and goddesses that had decorated the château’s gardens. There were walls hung with paintings by artists whose work she had only seen in books about the Renaissance. 

         
         Then a revelation. More paintings, but not stiff portraits of generals on horseback or bewigged women in sumptuous gowns.
            Not saints and martyrs with heavy eyelids and blank expressions, not annunciations or cherubs. Here were landscapes rendered
            in seemingly rough brushstrokes, of golden fields rolling beneath a dazzling blue horizon. Riotously happy people, ordinary
            workingmen and -women enjoying themselves at an outdoor dance. A quiet canal paved with wind-stippled water, throwing glints
            of light up at the buildings alongside. The paintings made her feel sunshine on her face, sway to a cheerful country tune,
            button her coat against chill breezes that carried the dank scent of wharves and boats. The names of the artists were new
            to her. Monet. Renoir. Cézanne.
         

         
         These paintings excited Camille, made her want to rush home and set up her easel to lay down streaks of color, to conjure
            the look of sunlight wavering through wheat, the swelling of wind against clouds.
         

         
         Then another room and another revelation. Porcelain glazed with colors at once intense and serene. The delicate, finely crafted
            pieces couldn’t have been more different than the free-flowing, joyous paintings she admired ten minutes before, yet their
            exquisite workmanship exerted just as much fascination over her.
         

         
         Snuff bottles of clear glass no larger than a man’s thumb, painted with detailed miniatures from the inside. Screens carved with scenes of gods and goddesses whose robes seemed to float outside the panels. Porcelains in vibrant yet subtle colors, decorated with flowers, mythical beasts, and stylized clouds. Some of the pottery was austere, glazed in a single color but no less exquisite, the solid color accentuating the elegant shapes. 

         
         She began to recognize versions of the same scene. Eight figures circled an urn; were they gods and goddesses? Robes billowing
            around her, the porcelain figurine of a woman rose above stylized clouds toward the moon. An ivory carving of a man and a
            woman walking across a bridge of birds and clouds. She understood the iconography of European art, the meaning of lilies and
            doves, a sheaf of wheat, and the color blue. But here, the hidden meanings behind the images were tantalizing, their significance
            a mystery she couldn’t solve. Camille knew there were stories in plain sight, wonderful mystical adventures, if only she knew
            the code. 
         

         
         “I see you’re a connoisseur of Chinese art,” said a voice beside her. She turned to see a smiling face, a middle-aged woman
            dressed in dove gray, chestnut curls peeking out from under her hat.
         

         
         “Oh, I’m not,” Camille said. “This is the first time I’ve been able to look really closely at such objects. My grandmother
            had some Chinese pieces but now I realize even though they were big and colorful, they weren’t really very good.”
         

         
         “They may have been European pieces made in imitation of Chinese porcelain,” the woman said.

         
         “You seem very knowledgeable, madame,” Camille said.

         
         “I work in a store that sells Chinese antiques.” The woman rummaged in her bag and gave Camille a card. “Before, I just enjoyed
            looking at Chinese art. Now I understand the history and function and craftsmanship in each piece, which makes them even more
            beautiful.”
         

         
         There was a scuffling sound at the entrance to the exhibit hall. Camille looked up. A young woman and a man stood there, both
            Chinese, their features so startlingly alike it was obvious they were related. They looked at her briefly, then at the woman.
         

         
         “There you are, Denise,” the young Chinese woman said. “We should go.”

         
         The woman gave Camille a farewell nod. The three of them left, the sound of their footsteps on the museum’s wooden flooring
            fading as they walked away. She wondered about their relationship. The woman had said she worked for a Chinese antiques store.
            Camille looked at the card in her hand.
         

         
         La Pagode. Louis Deng, Proprietor.

         
         At dinner that night, this time at a simple brasserie, Camille bubbled over telling her father about the impressionist paintings
            and the room full of Chinese objects, making Auguste smile, one of his rare genuine smiles.
         

         
         “Then I have something to show you,” he said, “once we’re home and Grand-mère is asleep.” He put his hand over hers, something
            he seldom did.
         

         
          

         It was late afternoon the next day when they stepped off the platform at Noyelles, the sun still bright on the horizon. Auguste
            was visibly tired and leaned on his walking stick. Camille carried his bag as well as hers, wondered how he would manage the
            long walk to the cottage, but as they walked out of the station, they saw that Old Fournier was on the street with his donkey
            cart.
         

         
         “My wife sent me to get you,” he said, “so you wouldn’t be late for supper.”

         
         The house smelled of fresh-baked bread, and Mme Fournier’s smile told them she’d had an easy time looking after the old countess.
            At dinner Grand-mère gazed amiably into the distance, eyes unfocused, her mood buoyed by Camille’s obvious happiness.
         

         
         “Paris, Paris,” the old woman murmured on her way up the staircase. Even now, she refused to grasp the handrail for support and Camille held her gently by the elbow. “I loved to promenade on those grand avenues when the chestnut trees were in bloom. That was when your grandfather Beaumarchais first saw me. I was strolling with my parents under that canopy of flowers. The dress, I remember it still, pink with cream stripes, falls of lace on the bodice.” 

         
         When Camille came out of her grandmother’s room, Auguste beckoned her into his. He had removed the oil lamp and books stacked
            on the large trunk beside his bed and now he opened the lid. The interior was fitted with deep trays, each divided into compartments
            of different sizes. He handed her an object. Something hard, swaddled in cloth.
         

         
         She unwrapped it and gasped. It was beautiful. “Is this . . . Chinese porcelain?”

         
         “From the Forbidden City in Peking,” he said. His voice was wry. “The spoils of war.”

         
         One tray after the other, he brought out a small hoard of treasures that they unwrapped and laid out carefully on the bed.
            Camille felt giddy. Figurines carved from jade and coral, a snuff bottle hollowed out from a single large garnet, a set of
            ivory animals. Porcelain bowls and jars, cloisonné enamel vases so brilliantly colored they could’ve been inlaid with jewels.
            A wooden box held a headdress of flowers fashioned from coral and turquoise, with butterflies bobbing on stems of gold wire,
            their wings cut from bright blue kingfisher feathers. A set of eight small plates, each with an intriguing scene of people
            and animals.
         

         
         They sat across from each other, Camille on the Turkish carpet with her back against the bedroom wall, her father in the armchair.
            Lamplight softened his features and he looked young, as young as in his wedding picture, with his gaze fixed on her mother’s
            face, laughter in his eyes.
         

         
         “Why have you never shown me these before?” She turned a bowl in her hand and held it up to the lamp. Light shone through its translucent sides, the porcelain only slightly thicker than eggshell. 

         
         “I came home and your mother had died. So many of these”—he indicated the treasures on the bed—“were meant for her and there
            wasn’t any point bringing them out.”
         

         
         The memories were too painful, both of his wife and the fighting in China. He had unlocked the trunk for the first time when
            the bank put up the château and its surrounding estate for auction. He negotiated with the bank manager to buy the cottage,
            to keep it off the auction block. He raised the money by digging into the trunk for a long string of pearls the size of hazelnuts.
            Pearls he once hoped would gleam around his wife’s throat, and later, around Camille’s on her wedding day.
         

         
         “All this time,” Camille said, “I thought the cottage belonged to Grand-mère. She said the bank manager told her the château
            on its own was enough to pay off the debt. That she didn’t need to sell the cottage.”
         

         
         Not once during all these years had Auguste held it over his mother-in-law that he owned their home, not even when she was
            at her most insulting and imperious.
         

         
         “There was no need to bring it up,” Auguste said. “We’re all family and she is your grandmother, she deserves my help and
            respect. In the end, it all belongs to you, anyway, Camille.”
         

         
         But neither had he pawned or sold any more treasures. The trunk had stayed locked against days of dire need.

         
         “Now, after visiting our lawyer and the bank manager,” he said, “I believe those days of dire need are upon us. It turns out
            the legacy from your grandmother’s family is only a few items of sentimental value. I will need to sell some of these Chinese
            treasures soon.”
         

         
         Camille put the bowl back on the bed and picked up another object, an ivory snuff bottle, no larger than a candle stub. A carving circled the bottle, a woman in a dress with long flowing sleeves reached up for the sky, her feet floating above the ground. In the background, tiny pine trees swayed and swirling clouds moved to meet the full moon. 

         
         “I wish we could keep them all,” she said. “There was a vase at the Louvre painted with a scene like this. I’d love to know
            the story.”
         

         
         “Take something for yourself,” Auguste said, “and I’ll never sell it.”

         
         She leaned over the bed and surveyed all the exquisite little pieces, then selected a plain white jar with a lid. They wrapped
            everything up again, placed the pieces back inside the trunk, then closed the lid and put the oil lamp and books back on top.
         

         
         Back in her room, Camille placed the jar on her dresser. Of the entire collection, it seemed the plainest and worth the least.
            Her father would not lose much by her taking it. She held it in both hands, the rounded shape slightly rough to the touch,
            yet comforting to hold. And she had much need of comfort whenever she thought of Grand-mère’s inevitable decline.
         

         
          

         In her grandmother’s final year, the year Camille turned twenty-one, there were times when the old countess woke up lucid
            and clear-eyed, her speech crisp, fully cognizant of her life past and present. During these rare intervals, she didn’t complain
            about her meaningless title or ruined wealth. She simply spoke of them as fact.
         

         
         “By the time I married your grandfather, the Beaumarchais family was no longer wealthy,” Grand-mère said.

         
         Camille had come to take away her grandmother’s dinner tray and when she saw that the old woman was articulate and cogent,
            she sat down on the bed. Opportunities for meaningful conversation with her grandmother were rare.
         

         
         “I tried to be careful with money,” she continued, “but your grandfather did not. That monstrous painting, for example. I hate having it look down on me.” 

         
         She pointed to an oil painting in an ornate gilt frame, of Camille’s grandfather standing with a riding crop under one arm,
            the other hand holding the reins of a chestnut horse. The château and its gardens stood in the background.
         

         
         “It’s by an eminent artist, Carolus-Duran,” she said. “We couldn’t afford it but your grandfather paid him with the last of
            our cash. He even gave the man a bonus, just to make a grand gesture. Shortly after this, your grandfather began borrowing
            from the bank against the value of the château.”
         

         
         “Should I take it down, Grand-mère, so that it’s not looking at you?” Camille stood up from the chair beside her grandmother’s
            bed.
         

         
         “Sit, sit. There’s no need.” She reached over and held Camille’s hand. When her grandmother’s mind was clear, she was affectionate
            and intelligent, all bitterness vanished, all scolding done.
         

         
         “I leave it there to remind me how useless it is holding on to a world that no longer exists. This is the picture I love most”—and
            she pointed at a small framed watercolor on the table beside her. It was one Camille had painted many years ago of the cottage
            in springtime, apple blossom petals drifting in the air. “We should’ve let you continue those art classes. You’re very talented.”
         

         
         “It’s all right. I’ve improved a lot just painting on my own.” She patted her grandmother’s hand. “Whenever I go out to forage
            I take a sketch pad with me.”
         

         
         “Camille, marry someone who will take good care of you,” Grand-mère said, “and if you can, find a way to earn your own money.”

         
         “Earn money, Grand-mère?” Camille said, perplexed. Her grandmother had never brought this up before.

         
         “I don’t have a good answer for how or what you could do to earn money, I’m sorry.” She gripped Camille’s hand tightly in her arthritic fingers. “France is changing, my dear, especially for people like us. Especially once this war is over.” 

         
         “I can cook,” Camille said. “You made sure of that when you hired Madame Tremblay to teach me.”

         
         “My pride has kept you from making friends, you’ve been lonely,” her grandmother said. “Marry a farmer, a shoemaker. A gendarme.
            Someone kind and forthright who puts your happiness and well-being above his pride. Someone who will not disappoint you, the
            way your grandfather disappointed me when it came to supporting our family. Yet I must confess, in other ways he made me happy.”
         

         
         “Because he loved you very much, Grand-mère.”

         
         Her grandmother snorted. “Let me tell you a secret. Being loved by your grandfather did me no good at all. He left us penniless.
            Yet the sight of him every morning made me happy because I loved him. Loving is what makes you happy, not being loved.”
         

         
         Grand-mère’s eyes dulled, then closed. Camille laid her head on the pillow and felt her grandmother’s hand gently stroke her
            hair, heard the thin voice hum a lullaby. When all Camille could hear were deep, soft breaths, she tiptoed out of the room.
         

         
          

         The next morning, Camille rode her bicycle to fetch the priest. Grand-mère had died in her sleep. It was as though she had simply forgotten to wake up. The manner in which she passed was a blessing and Camille knew it. Tears prickled just behind her eyes. It seemed to her that spring had never been so beautiful or so transient, the scent and colors of each flower and green budding shoot so short-lived in their glory. She cycled past the château, refusing to turn her head to look at it. There was too much of her grandmother and her own childhood there. Even though she recalled afternoons in the château’s rose garden, the lace tablecloths and lemonade, the games of boules and croquet, she’d never been truly happy there. Between her father and grandmother, the days had rarely been free of tension. 

         
         Grief, Camille was learning, wasn’t a pure and specific emotion. Her sorrow over Grand-mère mingled with a sense of release.
            She had loved her grandmother dearly, but still—and she berated herself for such thoughts crossing her mind—her grandmother
            had been a difficult and deeply unhappy person.
         

         
         They held a simple funeral at the little Église de l’Assomption-de-la-Sainte-Vierge. There wasn’t any need to invite anyone,
            the whole town knew and came to pay their respects. Mme Dumont, the postmaster’s wife, put a white lily on the coffin. Outside
            the church, rain started falling, a spring shower.
         

         
         “Monsieur Barbier, Camille,” she said. “I’ve made a cake and we actually have real coffee. If you’d like to come home with
            us, you can stay until the rain stops.”
         

         
         Camille looked up uncertainly at her father, who nodded.

         
         “Good, good,” Mme Dumont said. “Édouard, hold your umbrella over Camille. She’s getting soaked.”

         
         Mme Dumont’s son looked at Camille from under long lashes. Édouard was one of the boys her grandmother wouldn’t let her speak
            to, not at church, not on the street, or even at the post office where he worked with his father. But now Grand-mère was gone.
         

         
          

         Édouard proposed to Camille six months later. She and Auguste celebrated Christmas at the Dumont house, where Mme Dumont spent
            most of the meal pressing them to set a wedding date so that she could make arrangements with the priest. But early in the
            new year, Édouard was called up. He enlisted. 
         

         
         He was killed during his first week at Verdun.

         
         At his funeral, Camille stood between M. and Mme Dumont.

         
         “Everyone admired your fortitude,” her father said when they returned from the church. “How you helped Madame Dumont walk
            back from the gravesite, holding back your tears so you wouldn’t cause her more distress.”
         

         
         Camille said nothing, not wanting her father to know she didn’t feel any more sorrow over Édouard than what she felt over
            the death of any young man in this war. That in the months after her grandmother’s death, Édouard’s long-lashed brown eyes
            and kind attentions had been a distraction from the numbness of grief. That on the evening before he went to war, Édouard
            had attempted an ardent kiss. Dutifully, because he might not come back, she tried to respond as his tongue pried open her
            lips and his fingers fumbled at her blouse. He pressed her hand against his groin and after a low moan, he staggered away
            into the darkness. She saw him the next morning at the train station, where he couldn’t seem to meet her eyes.
         

         
         After a while, whenever she tried to picture him, Édouard’s face refused to come into focus. All she could remember were his
            shoulders turning away when he climbed aboard the train and the pressure of Mme Dumont’s hand on her arm as the train pulled
            away
         

         
          

         In June, four months after Édouard was laid to rest, Camille and Auguste went to Grand-mère’s grave for one final duty. Although her funeral service had been held at their beloved little church in Noyelles, Grand-mère was buried beside her husband in the seaside town of Le Crotoy, at the far grander Église Saint-Clement. Endlessly busy since the war, the stonemason had
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