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Chapter One




The train from Paris had been running nearly twenty minutes behind schedule when it finally eased into the station at Dijon, and Grace Whitmore gathered her luggage from the overhead rack with the unhurried patience of someone who had long since made her peace with the minor inconveniences of European rail travel. She had taken this particular journey before, years ago, in a different season and under entirely different circumstances, and she remembered the way the Burgundian countryside opened itself to the traveler approaching from the north — the flat agricultural plains giving way gradually to softer, more intimate hills, the villages growing smaller and more self-contained, the rows of dormant vines appearing at intervals along the embankments like the orderly handwriting of some vast and meticulous record keeper. December had stripped most of the color from the landscape, but it had replaced it with something that Grace, in her quiet way, found equally beautiful — a pewter-toned stillness, a kind of composed austerity that suited the season, and a low winter sky that pressed close over the fields as though keeping something warm beneath it.

She had not planned this trip with any great deliberateness. A colleague at the historical research society where Grace occasionally consulted had mentioned the Burgundy Canal region in passing, had spoken of a particular gîte in Saint Rémy that took guests through the winter months, and had described the canal-side walks and the quiet rhythm of village life with such unaffected fondness that Grace had found herself thinking about it for several weeks afterward. She was between projects, as she privately described those stretches of time when her attention had not yet settled on anything specific, and the image of long mornings beside still water, of wine cellars and church archives and unhurried conversation over long lunches, had been persuasive enough to prompt her to make a telephone call and a reservation within the same afternoon.

The connecting train to Saint Rémy was smaller and considerably older, and it moved with a gentle, rocking deliberateness that Grace appreciated. She sat beside the window with a book open in her lap though she read very little of it, preferring instead to watch the landscape shift through its afternoon variations. The light at this hour was already thinning toward evening, a pale lemony quality to it that lasted only briefly before the sky deepened into something closer to silver, and the villages through which the train passed showed their December faces — shuttered shops, strings of Christmas lights beginning to glow along the eaves of stone buildings, a market square here and there with a temporary wooden stall selling roasted chestnuts or mulled wine, the vendor bundled into a heavy coat and stamping quietly against the cold. It was a scene repeated across a hundred French villages at this time of year, and yet each version of it carried its own particular character, its own arrangement of details that told you something specific about the people who lived there.

Grace had an eye for exactly this kind of detail. It was, she supposed, simply the way her mind worked — not a trained habit exactly, though years of historical research had certainly sharpened it, but something more fundamental than that, a kind of involuntary attention that she had possessed since childhood, a tendency to notice what was slightly out of place, or what was conspicuously withheld, or what the composition of an ordinary scene suggested about the human arrangements that produced it. It was not always a comfortable way to move through the world, this persistent noticing, but it was hers, and she had long since stopped apologizing for it, even to herself.

Saint Rémy announced itself with a curve in the track and a brief descent through a stand of bare-limbed trees, and then the platform appeared, modest and clean, with a single hanging lantern that threw a warm amber circle onto the stone beneath it. Grace stepped down onto the platform with her travel bag and her smaller case and stood for a moment in the cold air, drawing it in slowly and letting her eyes adjust to the particular quality of light that existed in this valley in late December — not dark, exactly, but deeply shaded, the kind of afternoon light that encouraged the eye to look more carefully, to pick out the individual shapes of things that a brighter season might blur together into general impression.

The village proper began just beyond the station yard, a narrow street of cream-colored stone buildings with slate roofs, window boxes empty now of their summer flowers but still in place, as though their owners expected the geraniums to return and preferred to be ready. Several of the buildings displayed Christmas wreaths on their doors — real ones, made of pine boughs and dried orange slices and red ribbon, the kind that smelled of resin and cold air and everything that December in a French village was supposed to be. A small épicerie on the corner had a handwritten sign in the window advertising clementines from Corsica and a new delivery of foie gras, and the single café visible from where Grace stood showed warm light through its frosted window and the particular kind of interior haze that came from many people in a small space drinking hot things on a cold afternoon.

She found the gîte after a short walk along the main street, following the directions she had been sent by its owner, a Madame Voclain, whose correspondence had been brisk and informative and had included a small map drawn by hand on the back of a piece of notepaper. The gîte occupied the ground floor and first floor of a stone building that sat directly alongside the canal, which at this point ran in a straight and unhurried line between avenues of plane trees, their branches bare and reaching upward against the pale sky like ink drawings. A wooden sign beside the door read Les Trois Saules in faded blue paint, and beneath it, more recently applied, a smaller card noted that there was parking available behind the building and that guests were asked to ring the bell rather than knock.

Grace rang the bell. Madame Voclain proved to be a compact and efficient woman somewhere in her late sixties, with close-cut silver hair and reading glasses pushed up onto her forehead and the manner of someone who had run a household to her own exacting standards for a very long time and had no intention of softening those standards for anyone, which Grace found immediately reassuring. There was something deeply comfortable about a person who knew exactly what they thought and how things ought to be done, and Madame Voclain conveyed this without hostility or rigidity, simply through the calm precision of every action she performed — the way she took Grace’s coat and hung it in exactly the right place, the way she produced the room key and a small envelope of local information simultaneously, the way she led Grace up the stone staircase and through a low-ceilinged corridor to a room at the back of the building that looked out over the canal.

The room was simply furnished and wholly adequate — a wide bed with a white duvet, a writing desk beneath the window, a wardrobe of dark walnut, a small armchair beside the radiator that ticked quietly with the effort of warming the room against the December cold. On the desk someone had placed a small ceramic bowl of dried lavender and a sprig of holly with three red berries still attached, a seasonal gesture so understated that it was more affecting than any elaborate decoration could have been. Grace set her bags down and went to the window and looked out at the canal for a long moment. The water was dark and very still in the fading light, and the plane trees along its bank stood in perfect reflection on its surface, doubled and inverted, their bare branches meeting their own shadows in the water below. A single flat-bottomed boat was moored to an iron ring in the stone embankment, covered in a dark canvas weighted with frost along its edges, and the Christmas lights of the village, strung between buildings farther along the canal, were just beginning to catch and hold against the deepening dusk, small points of warm color in an otherwise composed and monochrome landscape.

Madame Voclain had paused in the doorway rather than leaving immediately, which Grace recognized as the particular pause of someone who had something to say and was deciding how to say it. Grace turned from the window and waited, and after a moment the older woman said, in the careful English she had apparently decided to employ for a guest she assumed would prefer it, that dinner was served in the small dining room at seven-thirty if Grace wished to join the other guests, and that there was also a tray service available in the room if she preferred privacy after traveling. She said this without any pressure in either direction, which was another quality Grace appreciated. Grace said that she would very much like to join the other guests, and Madame Voclain nodded with a brief, satisfied expression that suggested this was the correct answer, or at least the one she had expected, and withdrew, pulling the door closed behind her with the practiced quietness of someone who understood that travelers sometimes needed a moment of complete stillness at the end of a long day, and that even the sound of a closing door could be given or withheld as a form of courtesy.

Grace sat in the armchair beside the radiator and allowed herself ten minutes of doing absolutely nothing, which was something she had learned, over many years of solitary travel, was not idleness but preparation — a necessary clearing of the mind before it began, as it always eventually did, to pay attention.

Madame Voclain’s dining room was small enough to feel genuinely intimate rather than merely cramped, with four round tables covered in white linen and set with the kind of simple, heavy cutlery that suggested the room had been feeding guests for a very long time and had no intention of changing its approach on anyone’s account. A fire had been laid in the narrow stone hearth at the far end of the room, and it had been burning long enough to have settled into the steady, reliable output of a fire that knows what it is doing, throwing a warm and amber-colored light across the flagstone floor and the plastered walls, where several framed prints of the Burgundy Canal in various seasons hung in a loose arrangement that managed to feel considered rather than decorative. The mantelpiece above the hearth had been dressed for the season with pine boughs cut and laid flat along its length, their dark green needles still holding, and between them someone had tucked dried orange slices threaded on a length of red ribbon, and small cones of fir, and a cluster of dried rosehips gone deep red in the cold. Three cream pillar candles burned at the center of the arrangement, and their light combined with the firelight and the low overhead fixture to produce an illumination that seemed to belong entirely to December, to the particular quality of light that the month produces when it is being properly observed — warm in its sources and cool in its reaches, full of gentle shadow.

Grace came down at half past seven wearing her better wool cardigan and carrying her notebook out of habit, though she placed it in her bag before entering the room, sensing that this was not an evening for the appearance of professional attention. Sophie, who proved to be Madame Voclain’s granddaughter, a composed young woman of perhaps twenty-two with her grandmother’s directness and a good deal more natural warmth, showed Grace to a table near the window and brought a small carafe of the local Bourgogne rouge and a basket of bread without being asked, which Grace appreciated deeply. The bread was the real article — dense and slightly sour, with a crust that required commitment — and the wine was precisely what the season and the setting required, dark and earthy, with the particular mineral quality that Burgundian wine takes from the limestone and clay of its soil, something that no amount of description quite captures and that always comes as a small shock of pleasure to the palate after an interval away from it.

Two other tables were occupied. At the table closest to the hearth sat two older gentlemen who appeared to be traveling companions, both of them lean and white-haired, with the careful, interested manner of men who had spent their lives paying attention to things and had not yet found cause to stop. Between their wine glasses they had spread a section of a regional walking map, and their conversation was conducted in the low, engaged tones of people discussing something they genuinely enjoy, which in this case appeared to be the question of a particular canal lock somewhere to the north of the village and whether it was still operational. At the second table, positioned slightly apart from the others as though by preference rather than chance, sat a woman dining alone, somewhere in her late forties or early fifties, dark-haired with silver at her temples, with a paperback novel propped against the bread basket and a glass of white Burgundy at her elbow. She was not reading. Her eyes moved through the room with a quality of attention that Grace recognized as her own — that involuntary, comprehensive noticing that certain people carry with them everywhere and cannot entirely suppress even when they would prefer to simply eat their dinner in peace.

The two women did not speak during this first evening, but they exchanged a brief glance at some point during the soup course that had in it the particular quality of mutual recognition — not friendship, not yet, but the quiet acknowledgment of one self-sufficient person toward another, a nod to the shared condition of traveling alone in the winter and finding it, on balance, entirely satisfactory.

Sophie brought the evening menu verbally, in the manner of a French provincial kitchen that has not found it necessary to produce a written list because the kitchen decides what is being cooked and the guest’s role is to receive it gratefully: a leek and potato velouté, a slow ragôut of beef with roasted carrots and turnips and a scattering of herbed breadcrumbs across the top, a cheese course featuring three local varieties, and a tarte tatin that Sophie mentioned had come out of the oven not long ago and was therefore at precisely its best moment. Grace accepted all of this with the straightforward pleasure of someone who had not eaten a proper meal since breakfast in Paris, and who understood, as she had come to understand over many years of traveling in France, that the correct response to a well-considered menu in a small provincial dining room is uncomplicated gratitude.

The room filled gradually through the first course. A couple arrived who were clearly local rather than traveling — the ease with which Madame Voclain greeted them, the familiarity with which they hung their coats and settled into their customary chairs, established this immediately — and behind them two more couples, also local, who joined them at a larger table that Sophie had evidently been expecting to need because she had already set it for six. These were vineyard people, Grace thought. She arrived at this conclusion through the accumulation of small evidence rather than any single indicator: the weathered and precise quality of the older men’s hands, the practical wool of their coats, the way they spoke about the cold not as an inconvenience but as a condition with specific implications that required monitoring. People whose livelihoods depend upon seasonal temperature develop a relationship with the weather that is denser and more particular than the merely atmospheric, and it shows in the way they discuss it — less as conversation and more as a form of ongoing professional assessment.

Their conversation, which the modest proportions of the dining room made available to Grace without any effort on her part, moved in the circling, pressure-driven way of people carrying a collective weight they cannot put down. It touched the central matter and moved away and returned from a different angle, never quite arriving at a direct statement, which was itself a form of statement — it told Grace that whatever was troubling these people had been discussed so many times already that its outlines were completely familiar, and that what they were doing now was not exchanging information but sustaining one another through the reiteration of a shared concern. She heard the word acquisition more than once, used with the flat distaste of someone describing something legally permissible but morally objectionable. She heard les étrangers, and the name of a corporation she did not recognize, and a phrase about documents that caused one of the women to shake her head in a way that combined exhaustion with something harder and less willing to yield.

Grace ate her ragôut and said nothing, which was not indifference but discipline. She had learned across many years and many dinner tables in many countries that the instinct to speak — to ask the clarifying question, to offer the sympathetic observation, to insert oneself into the conversation with some form of useful contribution — nearly always produces less information than simply remaining still and allowing the conversation to continue in one’s presence as though one were not quite there. People speaking among themselves in a public room will eventually either forget a quiet stranger or decide she does not matter, and in either case they relax into a greater candor, and that candor is more valuable than anything a direct question could extract from them.

By the time Sophie brought the cheese course, Grace had formed a general impression of sufficient clarity to give her something to think about. There was a land dispute of some seriousness in progress, involving outside corporate money and local vineyard ownership, and it had recently moved into a phase that felt more threatening than its earlier iterations, based on the particular quality of tension in the room — not the tension of a problem being managed but of a problem that had begun to resist management. The people at that table were not defeated, but they were aware that something was happening around them that did not respond to ordinary resistance, and that awareness had the particular weight of people who have built their lives in a place and are confronting for the first time the serious possibility that the place itself might not hold.

She stayed through the tarte tatin, which was everything Sophie had suggested it would be — the apples yielding and deeply caramelized, the pastry doing precisely what good pastry does when it has been made by someone who has made it ten thousand times before — and accepted a small glass of marc from Madame Voclain, who produced it from behind a low cabinet with the manner of someone offering a small but genuine seasonal kindness. Grace said goodnight to the room and climbed back up the stone staircase to her room, where the radiator was ticking with quiet industry and the window over the canal showed nothing but darkness and the faint, scattered lights of the village reflected in the still water below, small and wavering and perfectly seasonal, like something from a painting one half-remembers without being able to name its source.
     She slept well, as she almost always slept in rooms beside water, and woke to a morning that had delivered precisely what December in Burgundy tends to promise — a sky of pale, uniform grey pressing low over the rooftops, the canal below the window flat and silver-colored in the early light, the plane trees along its bank standing with the particular composed stillness of trees that have shed everything unnecessary and are content to wait. There was frost on the stone windowsill, and on the canvas covering of the moored boat below, and on the upper surfaces of the iron railing that ran along the canal path, each horizontal edge of it picked out in white with the fine, impartial precision that hard overnight frost applies to the world when no one is watching.

Grace dressed unhurriedly in layers, as she had learned to dress for canal-side mornings in this region, and went down to find that Madame Voclain had already set the small breakfast table near the window and was in the process of placing on it a pot of coffee, a basket of bread and two croissants from the boulangerie three doors along the street, a dish of butter and a jar of quince conserve with a hand-written label, and a small ceramic jug of orange juice that had clearly been squeezed that morning and not before. It was the kind of breakfast that made no attempt to impress and achieved something better than impression — it achieved completeness, every element exactly what it should be, the coffee strong and very hot, the croissants still carrying the warmth of the oven in their interior layers, the quince conserve an extraordinarily good one, dark amber and perfumed and not too sweet.

Madame Voclain poured the coffee herself and then remained briefly at the table, which Grace had come to understand was her manner of indicating that conversation was available, not required. Grace asked about the canal paths — whether they were passable in December, whether a bicycle was practical at this time of year, how far one could reasonably ride in a morning without finding the cold prohibitive. Madame Voclain answered each question with the direct efficiency of someone who has given accurate local information to guests for many years and understands that accuracy is the only form of hospitality that matters in this context. The paths were entirely passable, she said, well-maintained by the canal authority throughout the year, and December was in many ways the best month for cycling them, because the summer visitors were absent and the light, though low, had a quality that she could only describe as clarifying — it showed you the landscape as it actually was rather than as it appeared when dressed in its warmer-season abundance. She kept two bicycles in the storage room beside the canal gate, both of them practical and properly maintained, and guests were welcome to use either one provided they returned before dark, which arrived, she noted with the precision of someone who monitors these things, at approximately a quarter past four at this time of year.

Grace asked, with the careful lightness of someone raising a subject that they have decided to raise but wish to raise without apparent intention, whether there was much activity along the canal paths in winter — whether the vineyard workers were out in the fields, whether one encountered people on the path itself. Madame Voclain’s expression did not change exactly, but something in it shifted in the way that an expression shifts when a person decides how much of a truthful answer to give. She said that yes, there were always workers in the vineyards at this time of year — the winter pruning had begun, which was one of the most important operations in the vineyard calendar, and it required careful and experienced hands and could not be hurried. She said that the path along the south canal was particularly pleasant, passing several of the better-known domaines, and that the village of Pont-sur-Canal, four kilometers along, had a café that served a very good vin chaud.

Then she paused, and the pause had something in it — not reluctance exactly, but the quality of a person choosing between two honest things and deciding which one to offer. She said, with the measured care of someone issuing a practical observation rather than a warning, that the atmosphere among the vineyard families had been somewhat tense in recent weeks, and that Grace might find, if she rode the south path, that the workers were less forthcoming than they might otherwise be. She said this was nothing to concern a visitor, only something to be aware of, so that Grace would not mistake their reserve for unfriendliness. Then she straightened the coffee pot and said she hoped the morning was a pleasant one, and went back toward the kitchen with the self-contained purposefulness of a woman who has said what she intended to say and does not find it necessary to elaborate.

Grace finished her coffee and her second croissant and sat for a few minutes with the empty cup in both hands, looking out at the canal. The morning had brightened slightly, the grey of the sky lifting from pewter to something closer to the white of old linen, and the frost on the railings was beginning to retreat in the thin winter sun that had found an angle through the cloud cover. Along the canal path a figure was walking — a man in a dark coat with a canvas post bag over one shoulder, moving at the deliberate pace of someone making deliveries in cold weather, pausing at a door here and there, his breath visible in the air before him, dissolving as he walked. He moved through the morning with the easy familiarity of a person who has walked this route so many times that his body carries it without instruction, and there was in his manner, Grace thought, something slightly more watchful than the mere performance of a familiar task would explain — a quality of attention directed outward toward the path ahead of him and the buildings on either side that seemed, in this cold and quiet December morning, like something beyond simple professional habit.

She watched him until he turned the corner at the end of the canal path and was gone, and then she folded her napkin and set it beside her plate and went upstairs to collect her coat and her scarf and her gloves, and to make the small, private decision that she had been moving toward since she first sat down to dinner the previous evening — that Saint Rémy in December was a place where something was happening, and that she intended, in her quiet and unhurried way, to understand what it was.
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Chapter Two

The bicycle Madame Voclain had described was a sturdy, no-nonsense affair in dark green, with wide tires suited to the packed gravel of the canal paths and a wicker basket mounted to the handlebars that had been lined with a folded piece of oilcloth against the weather. Grace found it in the narrow storage room beside the canal gate just where Madame Voclain had said it would be, leaning against the stone wall next to a second bicycle of similar vintage and a collection of garden tools arranged with the same exacting tidiness that characterized every visible aspect of the gîte’s management. She checked the tires with the pressure of her thumb, found them satisfactory, adjusted the seat by a centimeter, and wheeled it out through the gate onto the canal path with the quiet efficiency of someone who has rented bicycles in enough European villages to have developed a reliable system for assessing them quickly and making whatever small adjustments are necessary before committing to the morning.

The cold met her immediately and completely, as December cold along a canal always does — not the aggressive, battering cold of open high ground, but the still, deep, settled cold of a valley that has held its low temperature through the night and has no particular reason to release it simply because the sun has nominally risen. Grace had dressed for it properly: wool underlayer, her heavier jacket, a scarf wound twice around her neck, gloves that were thin enough to allow her to feel the handlebars but lined with something that kept her fingers functional. She stood for a moment at the edge of the path before mounting, drawing the cold air in slowly and letting her body accept the temperature rather than resist it, which she had found over many years of winter travel to be the only approach that worked — resistance merely prolonged the discomfort, while acceptance produced, within a few minutes of movement, something that was not quite warmth but was a perfectly workable approximation of it.

The canal path ran south from the village in a long, nearly straight line, following the water with the gentle, undeviating logic of canal engineering, which always takes the flattest and most practical route through a landscape and in doing so reveals the landscape’s underlying structure more honestly than any road built for speed and commerce. The path surface was compressed gravel, paler than the surrounding soil, and it was clear of ice this morning, the frost having been insufficient to penetrate the drainage beneath it, though the grass on either side was still white-tipped and stiff, each blade individually precise in the thin morning light. The plane trees that lined the canal on the water side stood at regular intervals, their upper branches bare and grey, their lower trunks marked with the mottled patchwork of cream and olive and grey-brown bark that is one of the more quietly beautiful features of a mature plane tree in winter, when nothing else competes for the eye’s attention.

Grace rode at a moderate pace, neither hurrying nor dawdling, the kind of pace that allows the body to warm gradually and the mind to open at its own speed. The canal lay to her left, perfectly still and dark, its surface unbroken this morning by any wind, so that the reflection of the trees and the pale sky above them was almost faultlessly reproduced in the water, a doubled world of inverted branches and mirror-grey light that shifted only slightly when a moorhen moved somewhere among the reeds at the bank’s edge, sending a slow, concentric disturbance across the surface that widened and smoothed itself back to stillness in a matter of seconds. To her right, beyond a low stone wall that ran intermittently along this section of the path, the land opened into the first of the vineyards.

They were winter vineyards, which is to say they were stripped of everything seasonal and showed their essential architecture without ornament — the rows of old vines, their trunks gnarled and dark and low to the ground, their arms spread along the guide wires in the posture of long practice, the earth between the rows turned and pale, marked here and there with the evidence of recent work. The vines had a quality that Grace always found affecting in this season, a kind of dignified endurance — they looked simultaneously ancient and completely present, rooted so deeply in their specific ground that the idea of their removal seemed not merely unjust but somehow geologically improbable, as though the land itself would resist it. She had read enough about Burgundian viticulture to know that some of the older vines in this region had been producing fruit for sixty, seventy, eighty years, their root systems descending through the limestone and clay to depths that younger vines could not approach, and that this age was precisely what gave the wine its particular character — a depth and mineral complexity that could not be manufactured or accelerated, only waited for, vine by vine, year by year, generation by generation.

The path curved gently where the canal made its single modest deviation from the straight line, following the contour of a low hillside that pressed close to the water on the western bank, and it was here that the vineyards became more continuous, the individual plots running together into a broad sweep of winter vine rows that climbed the lower slopes of the hill with the orderly patience of a very old agricultural system that has long since worked out the most efficient relationship between the land and the people working it. Several of the plots had small signs at their gates — family names, domaine designations, the occasional vintage date carved into stone — and Grace slowed her pace slightly as she read them, not because she recognized any of the names specifically but because the names themselves carried information, told her something about the history of ownership in this valley, the generations of the same families working the same ground, the particular pride that attaches to a name on a gate when that name has been there long enough to become part of the landscape’s identity rather than merely its legal record.

The morning had continued to brighten in the way that winter mornings in Burgundy brighten when the cloud cover is thin enough to allow the sun some influence without surrendering entirely — not a dramatic brightening, not the arrival of warmth or strong light, but a gradual softening of the grey, the sky moving from the flat pewter of early morning toward something closer to the white of old china, and in this improved light the landscape showed itself more fully, the colors of the vine bark and the pale earth and the dark water of the canal acquiring a depth and subtlety that the earlier flat light had suppressed. The frost was gone from the canal-side grasses now, retreated by degrees back into the ground, and a pair of grey herons stood motionless at the water’s edge two hundred meters ahead, so perfectly still that they might have been placed there as ornamental features by someone with an eye for the appropriately seasonal.

She stopped once, at a point where the path widened beside a stone lock gate, to drink from the small thermos of coffee she had thought to fill before leaving Les Trois Saules, and to simply stand and look at the view in both directions along the canal. Behind her, the village was visible as a compact arrangement of slate rooftops and the occasional chimney producing a thin line of smoke against the pale sky. Ahead, the canal path continued its southward course between the trees, disappearing eventually into a slight depression in the landscape where the hillside came closest to the water, and the vineyards on the western slope caught the available morning light at an angle that gave the whole hillside a faint, luminous quality, as though the pale limestone beneath the soil were contributing its own stored light to the surface. It was a genuinely beautiful morning, Grace thought, in the way that December mornings in quiet places are beautiful when they are not trying to be anything other than what they are.

She had been riding for perhaps forty minutes when the first vineyard workers came into view — three men working along the vine rows of a large plot whose gate bore the name Domaine Renard, moving slowly down the rows with the practiced, slightly bent posture of people performing pruning cuts, each man working his own row, the occasional sound of their secateurs audible in the cold air, a clean, precise snipping that carried well in the stillness. They were dressed in the practical dark clothing of agricultural work in cold weather — heavy canvas jackets, knitted hats pulled low, boots caked with the pale clay soil of the vineyard — and they moved with the unhurried rhythm of experienced workers who have no need to perform their competence because it is simply the condition of their daily work.

Grace rode past the first section of their plot without incident. The men were far enough into the vineyard rows that they would not have heard her approach until she was nearly parallel with them, and the first she knew of their awareness of her was a brief stillness that passed through the group — not all at once, but consecutively, as though the awareness of her presence traveled from one man to the next along some invisible line of communication that required no words. The man nearest the path straightened briefly and looked in her direction, and Grace offered the mild, neutral nod of a cyclist passing a stranger on a country path, and he returned it with the same economy, and she rode on.

It was at the second plot, a hundred meters further along, where the path ran closer to the vineyard boundary and the stone wall between them was lower and in places broken, that she first felt something she might have described, had she been required to describe it to someone else, as a change in the quality of the air — not literally, of course, but in that metaphorical sense that applies when a situation shifts from neutral to something that carries its own atmospheric pressure. And she rode steadily forward, her pace unchanged, her expression remaining in the composed, pleasantly distracted register of a woman on a bicycle enjoying a December morning in the French countryside, while her attention, beneath that surface, became completely and quietly alert.

The second vineyard plot sat closer to the canal path than the Domaine Renard had, its boundary wall reduced in this stretch to little more than a line of stacked stones that reached no higher than Grace’s knee as she rode alongside it, the kind of boundary that declares ownership without troubling itself unduly about enclosure, the way old agricultural walls in long-settled landscapes often do — their purpose is historical and symbolic as much as practical, a notation of division rather than a serious impediment to anyone who wished to cross. The vines within ran in rows parallel to the path, which meant that as Grace rode she had an unobstructed lateral view down each row in succession, a series of brief corridors between the dark twisted trunks, each one opening and closing as she passed like the pages of a book being turned at a steady rate.

There were four men working this plot, and she was aware of them before she could see them clearly, in the way that one becomes aware of human presence in a quiet landscape — a sound that does not quite belong to the natural inventory of the place, a movement at the edge of the visual field that resolves itself, after a moment’s attention, into a human figure rather than the branch or shadow it first resembled. Two of the men were working the far rows, deep enough into the vineyard that Grace could see only their upper bodies above the vine canopy, moving with the slow, methodical progress of winter pruning. The other two were closer to the path, positioned at the intersection of two rows near a wooden equipment post driven into the ground, and they were not pruning.

They were talking — or rather, they had been talking. As Grace’s bicycle became audible on the gravel path, the conversation between the two nearer men stopped with a completeness that was itself a form of communication, the way that silence, when it arrives too suddenly and too thoroughly, tells you more than the words it has replaced. The stoppage was not the natural pause of two people who have finished a thought and are waiting for the next one to arrive. It had the specific, deliberate quality of a conversation that has been suspended in the middle of something because a third party has entered the proximity, and that quality was as legible to Grace as a spoken sentence.

She kept her pace exactly as it was, which required a small, conscious act of will, because the instinct in such a moment is either to slow down — drawn by curiosity toward the thing that has just declared itself worthy of attention — or to accelerate away from the discomfort of having apparently caused it. Grace did neither. She rode at the same moderate, unhurried speed at which she had been riding for the past forty minutes, her posture unchanged, her hands resting with the same light grip on the handlebars, her gaze directed along the path ahead with the forward-looking, mildly purposeful expression of someone whose only intention is to reach Pont-sur-Canal and its vin chaud before the morning gets much older.

The two men watched her. She was aware of this without looking directly at them, in the peripheral way that a person who has developed the habit of lateral attention learns to register what is happening beside and behind them while their eyes continue to point forward. The watching was not aggressive — there was nothing threatening in the quality of it, nothing that raised any immediate physical concern — but it was thorough, and it was sustained for longer than simple curiosity would require. It was the watching of men assessing a situation, trying to determine what category of thing they were dealing with, and this in itself was interesting, because the category of thing that Grace appeared to be — a middle-aged woman on a borrowed green bicycle on a public towpath on a December morning — should not, in the ordinary logic of a winter vineyard, require any assessment at all.

She had passed the midpoint of the plot and was approaching the far boundary wall when she heard, behind her, the low resumption of voices. Not the full conversation restored to its previous register, but something more guarded than that — two or three sentences exchanged in the compressed, careful tones of people who have reminded themselves to be more careful, and who are now conducting whatever business they were conducting in the modified mode of people aware they are not entirely alone. She could not make out words at this distance and would not have expected to. But the resumption itself told her that they had waited until they were satisfied she was far enough away, and that the distance they required before resuming was greater than ordinary privacy would demand.

The path curved slightly to the right ahead of her, following the canal around the foot of the hillside, and Grace allowed herself, at the apex of this curve, the entirely natural act of glancing back along the way she had come, the way any cyclist might glance back when a bend gives them a new angle on the landscape they have just passed through. The two men were still standing at the equipment post. One of them was looking after her. The other had turned away and was doing something with his hands that involved a folded set of papers — she could see the pale rectangle of them against the dark of his jacket, not clearly enough to determine their nature, only clearly enough to register that they existed and that they had apparently been set aside during her passage and were now being returned to active use.

She faced forward again and rode on, committing what she had observed to the careful, organized interior space where she kept such things, not yet interpreting, only recording — the fact of the stopped conversation, the quality of the watching, the papers, the deliberate waiting before resuming. Individually, none of these details amounted to anything that could be called significant. Collectively, they produced the faint but distinct impression of a situation in which people were operating with a level of caution that exceeded what the ordinary business of winter pruning would generate, and Grace had enough experience of the difference between ordinary caution and the caution that something specific and pressured produces to know that she was in the presence of the latter.

The path straightened again after the bend and the vineyard on her right gave way to a stretch of open ground, a field of winter-pale grass running up to a hedgerow of bare hawthorn and elder, and beyond the hedgerow the land rose in a long, gradual slope toward a tree line on the ridge above. Grace felt the opened space of it with a relief she had not been aware of needing until it arrived — not because the enclosed vineyard had been oppressive, but because open ground allows the mind a corresponding openness, a loosening of the concentrated attention that enclosed and socially complicated spaces require. She breathed more fully and let her pace settle into the natural rhythm of level ground and light pedaling, the canal running beside her with its customary equanimity, the herons she had passed earlier now visible again ahead, still stationed at the water’s edge with the absolute patience of creatures for whom time moves at an entirely different rate.

She thought about Madame Voclain’s careful observation at breakfast — that the atmosphere among the vineyard families had been somewhat tense in recent weeks, offered in the tone of practical local information rather than gossip, with the particular precision of a woman who chooses her words according to what they will and will not commit her to. It was, Grace reflected, a formulation that conveyed a great deal more than it stated directly. Tension among vineyard families in a region where a corporate acquisition campaign was reportedly underway was not surprising in itself, but the specific quality of the tension she had just observed — the interruption, the assessment, the waiting, the papers — suggested something more operational than the general anxiety of people under economic pressure. It suggested that specific things were being done, or discussed, or decided, in specific places, and that the people doing them had reason to be careful about who observed them doing it.

She passed a third plot without incident, its workers absorbed in their rows and either unaware of her passage or indifferent to it, and then a fourth where no workers were present at all, only the long empty rows of pruned vines receding up the slope in their precise geometry, each cut end showing the pale wound of fresh wood, the evidence of work recently completed. A robin sat on a fence post at the plot’s boundary and watched her pass with the focused, proprietorial interest that robins bring to the observation of human activity in their territories, cocking its head once as she drew level with it and then returning its attention to the ground below the post with the air of something that has assessed a situation and found it unworthy of further investment.

The village of Pont-sur-Canal appeared ahead as a modest cluster of buildings at a widening of the canal where a bridge carried the local road across the water, and beside the bridge a small café showed a lit window and a hand-written board propped outside its door advertising vin chaud and café crème and a plat du jour that had been partially obscured by the morning’s damp. Grace dismounted and leaned the bicycle against the café wall and stood for a moment looking back along the canal path in the direction she had come, the straight line of it disappearing between its avenue of plane trees into the middle distance where the bend concealed the vineyard plots from view. The morning had continued its gradual brightening, the sky now carrying a thin, watery suggestion of blue above the ridge line to the east, and the canal in this new light was the colour of old pewter set with silver, running straight and clear and unhurried toward whatever it was running toward, as it had been running for two centuries without particular concern for the human dramas unfolding along its banks.

She went inside and ordered a vin chaud and took a table by the window, and sat with her hands wrapped around the warm ceramic cup and thought about papers folded quickly against a dark jacket, and two men waiting in silence until they were certain she was far enough away to resume a conversation they had not wished her to hear.
     She did not stay long at the café in Pont-sur-Canal, though the vin chaud was excellent — properly made, with a cinnamon stick and two cloves and a thin curl of orange peel resting against the rim of the cup, the wine itself a local rouge that had been heated to exactly the temperature that preserves the flavor without cooking it into something flat and merely warm. The café’s interior was small and unassuming, with four tables and a zinc bar counter behind which a broad-shouldered man of perhaps sixty worked with the economical movements of someone who has been running the same establishment for long enough that every action in it has been reduced to its most efficient form. Two other customers occupied the table nearest the bar — older men, locals by every visible indicator, nursing small glasses of something clear and talking in the low, unhurried manner of people with nowhere particular to be and no urgency about getting there, their conversation drifting between the subjects that occupied such conversations in villages across rural France in December: the cold, the condition of the roads, something involving a neighbor’s tractor and a disputed right of way that had apparently been generating mild controversy for several months.

Grace listened to none of this with any particular attention. Her mind was occupied with what she had observed on the path, turning it over in the careful, methodical way she applied to things that had registered as significant without yet revealing their significance fully. She was not a person who rushed toward conclusions, which was one of the qualities that made her good at the kind of work she did — the historical research, the archival investigation, the slow assembly of evidence into coherent narrative. She had learned across many years that the premature conclusion is the most dangerous instrument available to an inquiring mind, because it does not feel like a mistake when you make it. It feels like understanding. It has the satisfying solidity of a thing that fits, and that sensation of fit is precisely what makes it so difficult to dislodge when subsequent evidence requires you to reconsider it. Grace preferred to hold observations loosely for as long as possible, to let them remain what they were — discrete, unconnected facts — until the connections between them became genuinely unavoidable rather than merely attractive.

What she had were these things: a stopped conversation. A sustained and assessing quality of attention directed at her person. A set of folded papers pressed against a jacket and then returned to use once she had passed. The broader context of corporate pressure on local vineyard owners, and the specific atmosphere of collective tension that she had felt in the dining room the previous evening. These were not nothing. But they were also not yet something she could assemble into a clear picture, and she was content to leave them in their current state of suggestive incompleteness while she finished her wine and watched the canal through the café window and allowed her mind to work on the problem at whatever depth and pace it chose to work on it, which was not always a conscious process and not always a quick one.

She paid, exchanged a brief pleasantry with the man behind the bar about the weather and the bicycle path conditions south of the village, which he confirmed were good for another several kilometers before the path became rougher near the second lock, and went back out into the cold. The morning had moved on while she sat inside, the thin suggestion of blue sky having consolidated slightly into something with more conviction, and the canal in this improved light was a different body of water than the one she had ridden beside on the way out — brighter, more animated, the occasional ripple on its surface catching and returning the light in brief, shifting patterns. She mounted the bicycle and turned back north toward Saint Rémy, riding now with the slight psychological difference that the return leg of any journey produces, the landscape reorganized by the reversal of direction into something simultaneously familiar and newly composed.

She was perhaps ten minutes into the return ride, approaching the long straight section of path that ran alongside the larger vineyard plots, when she became aware that the morning had changed in some quality beyond the merely meteorological. The path ahead was quiet — quieter, in fact, than it had been on the outward journey, when at least the distant sounds of the pruning teams had been audible at intervals. Now there was very little sound at all beyond the soft percussion of her tires on the gravel and the occasional movement of a bird in the plane trees above the water, and this quietness had a different character than the natural quiet of a winter morning. It was the quietness of a place from which activity has recently been withdrawn, and it had the particular quality, Grace thought, of a stage between scenes — the brief stillness after something has happened and before the next thing begins.

She passed the open field and the hawthorn hedgerow and came back into the section of path flanked by vineyard plots on the right, and it was here that she slowed her pace almost imperceptibly — not a deliberate decision exactly, more the physical expression of heightened attention, the body’s instinct to move more carefully through a space that has declared itself worthy of care. The first of the plots she had passed on the outward journey showed no workers at all now, its rows empty and undisturbed, the equipment and tools that had been visible earlier apparently removed or stored. This was not unusual — vineyard workers moved between plots according to schedules and priorities that Grace had no particular knowledge of — but the completeness of the absence felt slightly abrupt given the purposeful activity she had observed less than an hour before.

The plot with the low boundary wall came into view on her right, and Grace felt her attention consolidate in the way it did when she was approaching something that mattered, a subtle sharpening of perception that she had come to recognize as reliable, an internal instrument that she trusted more, in some respects, than her conscious reasoning because it operated on information her conscious mind had not yet fully processed. There were two men in the plot. Not the same configuration as before — these were positioned deeper in the vineyard, near the upper boundary where the rows ended against a stone retaining wall — but one of them was a man she recognized, or rather recognized as a man she had seen before on the outward ride, identified by his height and the particular dark green of his heavy canvas jacket and the way he stood with his weight on his left leg in the specific posture of someone who has an old injury in the right knee and has adjusted his habitual stance accordingly.

He was not pruning. He was standing with his back partially turned toward the path, leaning slightly toward the second man in the posture of close conversation, and the second man was holding something — Grace caught it in a single, brief, lateral glance as she rode past the opening of the nearest row — a sheaf of papers, unfolded now and held at reading distance, the pale pages catching the winter light. The first man’s hand was raised toward the papers, a pointing gesture, indicating something specific on one of the pages, and the quality of their mutual attention toward the document was the focused, serious attention of people examining something that has direct and significant bearing on their situation.

Grace rode past the row opening at her regular pace and did not look back. She was aware of the precise moment at which her passage registered with the two men — there was that quality again, that consecutive stillness traveling between them, the conversation suspending itself, the pointing hand withdrawing — and she was aware of the sustained attention that followed her down the path, tracking her progress with a watchfulness that was, she felt certain now, something other than the ordinary alertness of men who have been surprised by a passing cyclist. This was monitoring. It had the specific, purposeful quality of people assessing a potential problem and trying to determine its dimensions.

What happened next was small enough that Grace might have missed it had her attention not been precisely calibrated to the quality of this particular situation. She was perhaps thirty meters past the row opening, far enough that the men would have assessed her as safely beyond hearing range, when there was a sharp, brief exchange of words between them — low but emphatic, the tone of a quick mutual decision being reached — followed by a sound she identified after a moment’s consideration as the sound of papers being folded rapidly, the specific multiple-crease sound of a document being returned to a compact form with some urgency. And then footsteps on the dry clay soil of the vineyard, moving not toward the path but away from it, toward the upper boundary wall.

She did not look back for these things. She heard them, and filed them, and rode on with her pace unchanged and her expression undisturbed, past the rest of the vineyard plots and the equipment post and the low stone wall and back into the open section of path where the field ran up to the hawthorn hedgerow. Only when she had rounded the canal’s gentle curve and was certain she was entirely out of sight of the vineyard did she allow herself to slow to a near stop, resting one foot on the low stone edging of the path, and look out at the canal for a long, quiet moment.

The papers had been hidden. She was as certain of this as she was of anything she had observed that morning. The sound of them being folded, the direction in which the footsteps had moved — toward the upper retaining wall, away from the path, away from the easiest route back to the plot’s entrance — was entirely consistent with someone putting something out of sight rather than simply concluding their examination of it and returning it to an ordinary storage place. And the man who had done it had done it because she had ridden past a second time, and a second observation, however casual in its apparent character, had apparently exceeded whatever threshold of comfort they had established for the morning’s work.

Grace set her foot back on the pedal and rode the remaining distance to Saint Rémy at a steady pace, the village assembling itself gradually ahead of her out of the winter landscape — the slate rooftops, the church tower, the plane trees along the canal giving way to the more various planting of the village itself, and the first Christmas lights becoming visible as she approached the canal gate of Les Trois Saules, their warm colors muted in the daylight but present, cheerful and seasonal and entirely indifferent to the particular quality of the morning Grace Whitmore had just spent along the Burgundy Canal.

She returned the bicycle to the storage room, hung her scarf and gloves on the hook inside the door, and went upstairs to her room, where she sat at the writing desk and opened her notebook and wrote, in her small and very legible hand, a series of careful, specific observations about what she had seen and heard on the canal path that morning, noting times and locations as precisely as she could reconstruct them, describing the men and their positions and the quality of their behavior without interpretation, because interpretation could wait, and accurate observation could not. When she had written everything she was confident of, she capped the pen and sat looking at what she had written for a long moment, and then she looked out at the canal, where the afternoon light was already beginning its early December retreat, pulling the color and the detail from the landscape with the quiet, unhurried efficiency of a tide going out.

Whatever those papers contained, someone had thought it worth hiding them from a woman on a borrowed bicycle on a public towpath, and that thought — that small, specific, operational decision made in a Burgundian vineyard on a cold December morning — was, Grace felt, the first solid thread of something she had not yet begun to unravel.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  




Chapter Three


The café that Madame Voclain had mentioned in passing the previous evening — not recommended exactly, more acknowledged, in the way that a self-contained woman acknowledges the existence of a place where people gather to talk without particularly endorsing the talking — was called Le Pressoir, and it sat on the village’s main street at the point where the street widened briefly into something that aspired toward a small square without quite achieving it, the ambition defeated by the irregular placement of the buildings around it and the presence of a large plane tree at the center that had been growing there long enough to have established its own authority over the space. The café occupied the ground floor of a building whose upper stories showed the characteristic Burgundian combination of cream limestone and dark timber framing, its ground floor windows low and deep-set, their glass slightly uneven in the old way that catches and distorts the light passing through it so that the interior, viewed from outside, appears to shift and move in a manner disproportionate to the actual activity within.

Grace had walked into the village after a light lunch taken alone in her room with a book and a pot of tea that Sophie had brought up without being asked, which she took as evidence that Madame Voclain had formed an accurate assessment of her preferences and communicated them to her granddaughter with characteristic efficiency. The afternoon was cold and still, the sky having returned to its morning pewter after the brief, tentative brightening of midday, and the village street was quiet in the particular way of French villages on December weekday afternoons — not empty, but operating at a reduced register, the rhythm of the day having passed through its commercial peak and settled into the slower, more domestic tempo of the hours between lunch and the early evening reopening of shops and the return of people from wherever the middle part of the day had taken them. A few figures moved along the street at the unhurried pace of people with a single specific destination and no reason to hurry toward it. A tabby cat of impressive size and self-possession occupied the top step of a doorway three buildings down from Le Pressoir and watched Grace’s approach with the calibrated indifference that cats deploy when they wish to convey that they have noticed you completely but have not yet decided whether this constitutes news.

The interior of Le Pressoir was warm and low-ceilinged, with exposed beams darkened by years of wood smoke and the particular domestic accumulation of a place that has been a café for a long time and has absorbed into its fabric the evidence of everything that has happened in it. The bar ran along the left wall, its zinc surface worn bright at the points where elbows had rested for decades, and behind it a broad mirror in a dark wooden frame reflected the room back at itself with the slightly flattering distortion of old glass. The tables were small and close together in the French provincial manner that treats the proximity of strangers as unremarkable, each one covered in a cloth of deep burgundy red — appropriately enough — and set with the minimal but sincere equipment of a café that takes its coffee seriously and its wine more so: clean glasses, a small ceramic holder with paper napkins, a candle in a low holder that had been lit despite the afternoon hour, its flame steady in the still air.

Several tables were occupied. A pair of women Grace’s age or somewhat older sat nearest the window, their shopping bags arranged around their chairs in the comfortable configuration of people who have finished an errand and are rewarding themselves for it, their conversation conducted at the brisk, intimate pace of old friends who have long since dispensed with the need for full sentences. At the bar, a man in his fifties with the complexion of someone who spent the majority of his time outdoors sat with a small glass of red wine and a newspaper folded to the crossword, his pen moving with the occasional deliberate confidence of someone who knows most of the answers and is not troubled by the ones he doesn’t. Near the back of the room, partially obscured by the angle of a support beam, two men sat across from each other at a table with the posture of a meeting rather than a social occasion — straight-backed, leaning slightly forward, voices kept below the ambient level of the room in the conscious way of people who are aware of being in a public space and have adjusted their register accordingly.

Grace took a table toward the middle of the room, equidistant from the window and the bar, which gave her the natural, unforced ability to observe the room in its entirety without appearing to concentrate on any part of it. She ordered a café crème from the young man who appeared from the kitchen area with the slightly surprised expression of someone who had not heard the door open, and when it arrived she settled into the particular alert repose that she had developed over years of sitting in public places and paying attention — relaxed in posture, unhurried in manner, completely awake in every sense that mattered.

The two women by the window were discussing Christmas arrangements with the pleasurable anxiety that the subject reliably generates — a daughter arriving from Lyon with a new partner who had not previously been encountered, the question of whether the good tablecloth would survive another season, a debate about the relative merits of two local charcutiers for the réveillon preparations that had apparently been ongoing for several years without resolution. Grace found this conversation engaging in the way that the ordinary texture of other people’s lives is always engaging to someone who pays attention to it — not because it contained anything of particular significance but because it was genuine, specific, and full of the kind of detail that tells you something true about the way people actually live.

It was the conversation from the back table, however, that gradually imposed itself on her awareness, not through any effort on Grace’s part but through the simple fact that the voices conducting it had begun, as voices in café arguments tend to do, to exceed the volume at which they had begun. They were not shouting — they were a long way from shouting — but the compression of controlled feeling into a low but emphatic register carries, in a small room, with a particular clarity that normal conversational volume sometimes does not. Grace heard fragments first, isolated phrases surfacing above the ambient sound of the café: something about a date, a deadline, a figure that she did not catch precisely but that had the quality of a number being disputed rather than simply discussed. And then, more clearly, a phrase that she heard without ambiguity because the man saying it had leaned forward and increased his emphasis to the point where discretion had been briefly overridden by urgency: that they had no legal standing if the documents could not be authenticated.

Grace turned a page of the guidebook she had brought as her cover for exactly this kind of situation and allowed her eyes to move across its text without reading a word of it, while her attention remained completely fixed on the conversation at the back table. The reply to the comment about legal standing was lower, and she caught only its tone rather than its content — measured, firm, pushing back against something — and then the first voice again, saying the name Montclair with a flatness that contained a compressed and substantial anger, the way people say the name of something they have been fighting long enough to have moved past the phase of active emotion into something colder and more durable.

She knew the name from the previous evening’s dinner conversation. Had heard it in the same tone then — not shouted, not dramatized, but weighted with the specific gravity of a word that has accumulated meaning through repetition in unwelcome contexts. Montclair. It sat in the warm air of Le Pressoir with the same quality it had carried in Madame Voclain’s dining room, the name of something large and external and not particularly interested in the scale of what it was displacing.

The man at the bar with the crossword set down his pen and looked briefly toward the back table, then returned to his newspaper with the expression of someone who has heard this particular argument before and has arrived at the conclusion that hearing it again will not alter his own position on the matter, whatever that position was. The two women by the window did not appear to register the conversation at all, their attention fully absorbed by the question of the new partner from Lyon and whether he would expect a formal Christmas Eve dinner or something more relaxed, which was apparently a distinction of some significance.

Grace finished her café crème and considered ordering another, deciding against it on the grounds that a single coffee was an unremarkable occupation for a woman sitting alone in a village café on a December afternoon, while a second one extended the occupation into territory that attentive locals might begin to find slightly purposeful. She was preparing to settle her bill when the door of the café opened and a woman entered who changed the quality of the room immediately and completely, not through any dramatic action but simply through the particular combination of presence and purpose that certain people carry with them into spaces, the way a change in barometric pressure changes a room before the weather it predicts has arrived.

She was somewhere in her mid-fifties, sturdily built and straight-backed, with dark hair cut practically short and the kind of face that communicates, without hostility, that it has arrived at its opinions through experience rather than instruction and does not expect to be argued out of them quickly. She wore a dark wool coat and sensible boots and carried nothing in her hands, which gave her entry into the café the quality of someone who has come specifically to find something rather than to purchase it. Her eyes moved across the room with a swift, comprehensive intelligence that reminded Grace, with a start of recognition, of her own habitual assessment of a
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