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  Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a wise man who built his house upon the rock;  and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house, but it did not fall, because it had been founded on the rock.” 
Matthew 7:24-25 
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  Prologue


September 1984

Running, she braved the rain, welcoming the furious drops that splashed against her body and poured into her breaking heart. The pain was real, and so was the deluge, cleansing Claire from the web of fantasy she had spun around herself–- her dream that Andrew truly loved her, his “Clay-Babe,” as he called her. 
“Clay-Babe.” It hurt to remember the love she once felt at that affectionate nickname. The pain made her heart sink now, through the pit of her stomach and down to her feet, smashing into concrete as she ran on and on into the late September storm, pounding the earth beneath her with a rhythm as relentless as her sorrow. 
Funny, it was raining the day of their rehearsal dinner just one week ago. 
“Bad luck,” Wanda Freeman had said with a laugh. Claire shrugged it off at the time, but now the words cut like a knife. Wanda wasn’t joking that day; she was revealing a plan. It was Wanda’s laugh Claire heard in the dark with Andrew that stormy night. In the dark with Andrew! That’s where Claire had been during their long engagement. Running, only running felt right.  
What else could she do when she heard their voices in Andrew’s bedroom that night? How foolish she was to go to his house after the retreat. The little suitcase she had packed for the occasion was a hope chest full of the items she hoped to share with Andrew once they lived together. She had even had them blessed! Now that suitcase was sitting forlornly on a porch she hoped never to see again.
Why was she so surprised that Andrew would cheat? She should have known! Father Joe at St. Mary’s had asked them many times during their “discernment period” if they were truly ready for holy matrimony. But Claire was determined to push through to the altar. With all her heart, she wanted to marry Andrew at St. Mary’s and finally convinced the young priest to schedule the Mass despite his doubts. Claire had picked October 16–- Feast Day of Saint Marguerite Marie Alacoque, who promoted devotion to the Sacred Heart of Jesus. That was the theme of her old high school, Stoneridge. But it was not to be. What she thought was God’s will was her own. So now what? 
Soon the rain driving her onward turned gentler, bringing with it a measure of good sense. Claire couldn’t run forever–- although as a champion long-distance runner for Stoneridge, it was her second nature. Where should she go, though? Home? Where was home? Not with Andrew, as she once dreamed. During their long engagement, she believed they’d share his little house on Grandin Avenue someday. She even made curtains and a bed for his cat, Grady. But now, she would never hear the plump tomcat’s sweet purr again. 
As thunder rumbled and lightning flashed, Claire formed a plan. She would go back to face Andrew, then go home to her mother’s house. For both, she needed a taxi. Thankfully, the twenty-dollar bills she had withdrawn from the bank, just in case, before she went on the retreat were still tucked away in the purse slung over her shoulder. 
Claire now ran with a purpose. She checked to make sure her Saint Christopher medal hadn’t fallen off her chain; mercifully, it was still holding on. And so was Claire.
Ever since she could remember, Claire knew her vocation would be marriage, and she truly believed Andrew was the man for her.  They were the picture of contrast–-the vaping red-headed Andrew with scars and tattoos showing beneath his T-shirt and jeans versus the auburn-haired Claire with her banker’s attire and Cross pens. Ten years together–-from age 14 to now–-and he did this! As the surface of her low-stacked heels struck their way into suburban streets that September night, Claire felt each of those years, like the rings within an old tree, vanishing into her sorrow.  All those years together thrown out like trash into the street. 
Street smart. She always said that about Andrew, a private detective and security guard who had a gift for reading people, including Claire. And what does that make me, street stupid? Yes, she did feel stupid–-like the biggest fool in the world. Regret now welled up inside her along with a deep desire for her native Montreal. If only she could claim her full name again—Claire Estelle Maryse de la Fontaine. Back in Montreal, friends called her Claire Estelle, not “Clay.”  Suddenly, she realized she’d become like fragile kiln-baked clay while devoted to Andrew for a decade that passed like a day but now seemed to be distant past. 
Clay, clay, why did you have to break me that way? As Claire’s mind repeated this sing-songy lament, she realized Andrew had molded her too. She had known him ever since she moved to the outskirts of Rockville, Maryland to live with her widowed mother, Natasza, and near her cousin, Valère, who later passed away. Family lore said that Cousin Valère had picked it off a map because “Rockville” reminded him of “La Rochelle,” meaning little rock, the name of their little town in Quebec.  
But there was no comparison between Rockville and Sainte-Anne-de-la-Rochelle. Claire was an outcast in this suburban Maryland town. Between the Gallic baby talk her father, Armand de la Fontaine, spoke to her before his premature death from alcoholism, and her mother’s mix of Polish and Slavic Yiddish, Claire spoke with a heavy accent. And she never could match the fashionable “collegiate” styles surrounding her. Her clothes—hand-sewn by her mother with dime store cloth—prompted merciless teasing . But Andrew took her under his wing. She was his “girl” and that was that. His possessive (and sometimes explosive) jealousy against her friends was a small price to pay for a man who defended her against bullies, even if his language could be crude. 
Yes, that was Andrew–-her diamant cru-–diamond in the rough. The first time she called him that, he kissed her, embracing the metaphor. “Diamond in the rough. Cool. So polish me, my little Polski. Polish me.” Her tender arms embraced him lovingly with a laugh-–a bittersweet memory! His empty words had been her weakness. He didn’t truly want her gentle hand; her keen eye. But what did he want? It didn’t matter anymore.
The luminous grey night still poured out its waters, but now the rain came down in quieter sheets. Claire slowed her pace to a walk. The rivulets led her to the edge of a road she had traveled many times though it appeared unfamiliar that night. She felt no fear–-only a despair that robbed her of any urge for warmth, shelter, or safety. Her shocking discovery had taken these from her forever.  
She felt sick thinking about it but not too sick to say a prayer from childhood. “Angel of God, My Guardian Dear….” Saying it made her feel better. 
As a lone eighteen-wheeler rumbled by, the faint wail of its country music shared her heartbreak. “I fall to pieces…” Looking up, Claire saw only the drops of rain illuminated by distant lights. Not a star in sight. It was like looking for Andrew when he was a no-show after inviting her to come by to “cook your goulash” after work for dinner at his place. When she didn’t see his motorcycle she waited for him on his porch–-sometimes for hours–-and when he arrived, he was vague or would have a detailed saga. “The Great Pretender”—that’s what Sharmaine Gadsden, manager of the Maryland First branch bank, called him.  
In the years she dated Andrew, Claire cried on many shoulders, including Sharmaine’s. Even though Sharmaine was Claire’s boss, she had become a friend—especially since she had heard Sharmaine’s story at a local Al Anon meeting.  A survivor of childhood abuse who had experienced more than her share of romantic disappointments, Sharmaine seemed to know without being told about Andrew’s roving eye and jealous rages. “He wants it all and you get nothing,” she would say.  
Neon lights caught Claire’s eye. Gas 24 Hours. The bold blue letters before her directed her thoughts to the cool focal point ahead. She remembered reading somewhere that after a storm, ship masts have a blue light called “St. Elmo’s Fire”–-named after St. Erasmus, patron saint of sailors in storms and one of fourteen Holy Helpers who spoke to Joan of Arc. Claire invoked his help as she ran made her way to  the station. She suddenly felt cold, tired, and hungry, but at least she wasn’t lost. Bethesda signs were everywhere. Without planning it, Claire had arrived on the edges of a small urban area a few miles southeast from the small home where she had hoped to live with Andrew.   
Strangely, she was not afraid when she saw three men cajoling an old cigarette vending machine, their frowns of concentration reflected in its campy mirror. She felt a rough kind of safety in their presence as they laughed over their loss of quarters with a few mild swear words. They stepped aside as Claire approached, unable to avoid seeing herself–-transformed in the storm to someone she barely recognized. Her face had lost all its character, with her makeup washed off by the rain and her usual smile erased by shock.  Her long drenched auburn hair formed thick dark snakes coiling as if to strike. The charcoal gray of her simple Tahari-brand suit, soaking and heavy, was clinging to her body’s curves in a way that suddenly made her feel self-conscious. She was hardly some Venus de Milo arising from the waters, although the way the men were looking at her made her feel like one. The thought made her blush. And she was starting to shiver.  
The three men stood transfixed as she approached, planning to go inside to buy something so she would have quarters for the phone booth. But one of the men asked, “Can we help you, Miss?” “Thank you,” she replied. “I need a taxi.” Then one made a phone call from the payphone and, within minutes, a maroon sedan marked “Action Taxi” appeared. Action! Was it a sign that Claire needed to do something drastic? 
“Destination?” Claire read the driver’s name on a large plastic ID featuring a kind, woebegone face—Omid Abed.  
She provided Andrew’s address in Croydon Park. Now shaking with fear, she knew what she wanted to do. She checked her purse for the twenty-dollar bills she had provisioned. 
“That is fine,” said the driver. 
As the driver retraced her tearful journey along Rockville Pike, Claire felt the heavens open up with what seemed like wrath. It was as though the Lord himself was expressing anger on her behalf. So much the better.  She remembered a phrase from her father, who as a teenager had helped out the French Résistance against the Nazis: “La vengeance est un plat qui se mange froid.”  Cool–-even cold-–that’s how she would need to be when she went back to face the music. Her fast-beating heart would play the drums.   
“I can tell that you are not from Mary–land, Ma’am,” said her driver, pronouncing the state’s name with care, as if it were two words. Yes, like her driver, she was an immigrant with speech  too distinct to pass for local there, where sounds merged easily. Merlin–that meant “Maryland.” Prally–that meant “probably.” 
As the taxi rounded the roadway’s curves, Claire’s heart began to pound, harder, harder. She had to go back now and face Andrew. What time was it?  The glow from passing streetlights flashed over the face of her watch, where droplets had formed inside the casing. 1:25. It was just two hours ago that she had heard Andrew and Wanda. 
The cab was cruising along Rockville Pike with all its jumble of commercial buildings–-some tall, some short, some new, some old; none beautiful. The Québécoise within her missed the elegance of an older city, but Claire the Marylander had learned to love this place too. She used to believe that it would be her hometown forever. Now she wasn’t sure. Even if she did reconcile with Andrew, how could she live in the same town as Wanda? Even after the firing, there was no getting rid of that woman. Although Wanda vowed she would “never set foot” at the bank again, within weeks of leaving, she opened up a business account at the branch for “Wanda’s Gemstones.” And Wanda kept showing up at Andrew’s place, usually with her cute five-year old son, Chip, in tow. Wanda always made a big deal out of being a “single mom,” but it almost seemed that Andrew was the father, given the amount of time he spent helping her out. Then it dawned on her. Maybe Andrew was Chip’s father. Unthinkable. 
The cab passed through the heart of Rockville now. VACANCIES signs abounded. As the windshield wipers fought a losing battle against the rain, Claire herself felt vacant. 
As the driver cruised the remaining blocks to Andrew’s home, Claire looked out through tear-blurred eyes at the dozens of identical small houses, with their jacked-up pickup trucks, huge Harleys, and tiny battered tricycles. She felt a pang at the loss of her old dream of living there and raising children—little ketzeleh of her own, she reflected, thinking of her mother.  
The taxi stopped in front of her little home. The meter read $19.00.
“Thank you, sir,” said Claire, handing him two  twenty-dollar bills. “Could you please wait for me? Keep the meter going. I won’t be long. I’ll make it worth your while.” 
Claire’s mind was racing now as she knocked on Andrew’s door. What about the honeymoon they were planning for Costa Rica? Claire had been saving up. Last month she had given Andrew her $2,000 in savings to make arrangement with a “friend” he had in the travel business.  
Could they get the money back, she wondered? Then she realized there was no more “they.” Did he even buy the package?
The front porch was dark and still. The rain had stopped, but drops were still scattered along the sides of the small suitcase Claire had left behind on the door stoop, luminous in the reflection of a neighbor’s porch light. It had not budged since she had run away into the storm. Now a taxi had brought her back. Andrew and Wanda were probably still in there.
"Jesus, I trust in you…” Claire whispered as she approached the battered door of the old 1950s cape cod where she had spent so many hours with Andrew—cooking her “world-famous Canadian goulash”—their private joke. She felt a pang in her heart thinking about it.
The bell sounded louder than she had remembered.
After several minutes, Andrew came to the door. “Claire! Wow. You’re back. Wow. Hey, Babe.” He was weaving just a little, groggy from sleep or booze or drugs–-all three probably. He switched on the porch light and blinked furiously.
“How was it?”
“Just great. May I come in?”
“Can you come in?” Andrew laughed incredulously. “You’re my girl!”
“So I thought,” said Claire. “So who was it with the laugh?”
“The laugh? Oh, wow. Oh, yeah, the laugh. Sure. Yeah. The laugh.” His speech was at once sardonic and slurred. “Claire, get a grip.”
Claire marched over to the couch. “I heard her. I heard Wanda. Right here.” Claire’s fist pounded one of the sofa’s soft velour pillows, leaving a faint impression that began to disappear the moment she made it.
“Wanda? Man! Wanda?” Andrew shouted, followed by some obscenities. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Claire stood still, resolute.
“I mean I don’t believe what you’re saying. Wanda? I nailed Wanda? She’s your best friend!”
“She is not my best friend,” Claire protested, fighting back tears as she realized she didn’t have one, not really, unless you counted her boss Sharmaine.
“Well, your second best friend, then,” Andrew whined mockingly. “What is this, the friggin’ fifth grade?”
Andrew was raising his voice now. Claire knew that when he was in this state, there was no use arguing with him. “Andrew, we’ll talk about this tomorrow. I’m going to my mother’s now.” She spoke firmly, in a low, calm voice.
Claire could swear she heard someone laughing—even now.  
Andrew walked backwards, as if to bar the bedroom door. No doubt Wanda was behind that portal. Now he was screaming. Claire knew how to scream herself, but the shock of her discovery had taken the fight out of her.
“Good night, Andrew.” Claire took one final searching look at her fiancé’s face. He was returning her gaze, but his pale-blue eyes were vacant in a visage red with anger—or was it alcohol? No doubt. Andrew could be so sweet when he was sober…just like Claire’s father before he died. Claire tore herself away from the bittersweet memory, remembering the three Cs of the Al-Anon she and her mother attended: I didn’t cause it, I can’t control it, and I can’t cure it. It was time to let go. She wanted to say, “God bless you,” but knew it would enrage him. And he was already mad enough.
And, suddenly, Claire realized that she was too tired to care. Tired of looking for the good hidden in the heart of Andrew—in the boy who hunkered down to sweet-talk dogs, in the old man who warned her and her mother to lock all their doors, in the young beau who once upon a time would go to Midnight Mass with her; who told her that she was beautiful…So much had changed in him once he started drinking and drugging. His entire personality had transformed… The Andrew she had loved with all her heart was gone–-she sensed it-–and she knew he would never come back.
“You’re paranoid,” he shouted, followed by a few choice words. “And so what if I am Wanda’s lover? It’s only because you won’t put out. What do you expect, you…?”
He was still swearing at her as she walked to the door---closing it behind her gently but firmly. She prayed silently for him as she walked to the waiting taxi. It was over, except for the heartache.

When Claire came back out of the little house, the driver jumped out to help her, putting her suitcase in the back of the cab.
Claire’s voice was remarkably steady. “Palisades of Bethesda, please.” 
“That will be fine, ma’am.” 
Eight minutes of silence passed; each minute punctuated by the click of a new number on the cab’s meter. Claire stared numbly as she watched time pass. She was stunned by what had happened in Andrew’s house. She knew it would haunt her forever. Nothing else crossed her vision or thoughts. Arriving at her mother’s apartment complex, she handed the driver two more twenties and waved away the change. 
After helping her with her suitcase, the driver’s dark eyes peered at her deeply, sorrowfully. “All things pass away. Even anger,” he said. Then he drove away. 
Claire entered the lobby at her mother’s place and took the elevator up to the apartment. She felt a sense of dread. The last thing she wanted to do was tell her old-fashioned, conservative mother that she was leaving Andrew. For Natasza, a Jewish orphan raised by Polish Catholics, girls should sie zamkinif i usmechaj, shut up and smile. There was never, ever any reason to divorce or even to break up once you kissed a man. Claire had made the mistake of telling Natasza that Andrew and she were “les petits amis”–-boyfriend and girlfriend-–and that turned her mother into a machine with only five words to say: Why-aren’t-you-married-yet?
When Claire let herself into the apartment, her mother was gone. Probably out with her Polish-American group, looking for a husband. As Claire removed her rain-soaked clothing and put on a fluffy bathrobe, she felt immensely lonely. She looked at the small brass crucifix secured on a wall to her left and felt sudden compassion for her mother and sorrow for herself. After that terrible night with Andrew, Claire wondered if she could ever trust another man again. 






  
  Chapter 1 


As the Amtrak Tidewater left the small New Carrollton station heading north, Claire Fontaine savored her good fortune while a changing landscape flew by. She studied a colorful brochure about her new employer, Beneficial Bank. 
Only three months ago she left her unfaithful fiancé, Andrew, and now her life was taking a completely new turn. Her employer, First Maryland, had been acquired by Beneficial, a larger publicly owned bank, headquartered in Philadelphia. It was a friendly transaction approved by the First Maryland board. Claire could have kept working in Rockville since Beneficial planned to keep all the branches operating, but she needed a change. With the blessing of her boss Sharmaine, Claire had contacted the human resources director at Beneficial, offering to transfer to headquarters, and heard back within hours. As luck would have it, the bank planned to expand into Canada and wanted someone who spoke French. Claire was a natural for the job. On top of everything else, bankers were adapting to computers and Claire’s background in C++ language made her valuable. The company hired her sight unseen, and today, she was Philadelphia bound.  
As the train rattled along, Claire felt the need to move as well. She wanted to stretch her legs and check on her luggage. She left the brochure on her seat to save her place and headed out. There sat her suitcase on top of her steamer trunk, safe and sound, with stickers from her parents’ and grandparents’ past voyages. She returned to her seat, marveling at how perfectly all of her belongings fit. Sharing a small apartment with her mother gave her no room for storing earthly treasures. It was just as well. A few books, a few suits, her rosary, lingerie, a framed Modigliani print, some sentimental knickknacks, an electric kettle and some packs of instant coffee, and the packing was done—securely placed in a reliquary of her ancestors’ travels, now continuing through Claire.  
The ancient train rattled on the tracks as Claire resumed her study of the Beneficial brochure. 
“Our local depositors remain our primary commitment, but at Beneficial, the term ‘local’ has taken on new meaning. Recent acquisitions have enabled us to extend our services from Philadelphia to the broader Eastern seaboard, to nearby Delaware and the Baltimore-Washington corridor.”
So the merger Sharmaine had feared turned out well after all, especially for Claire, who was more than ready to take on her new duties as Manager, Corporate Development Research, at Beneficial headquarters. The title certainly had a ring to it. And it fit the master’s degree in financial economics she had pursued in a night school in downtown Baltimore after getting her certification in computer programming. Her earlier climb from teller to head teller to assistant branch manager seemed slow, but finally, everything was coming together.
Global banking was a new world for Claire, who had much to learn. As she mused, darkness came, then tiny lights, as the train passed through a long tunnel into Baltimore Station and stopped for a new set of passengers. “All Aboo-oard!” 
So it wasn’t just in the movies that conductors called out that way, Claire mused, as a flood of humanity poured in. No one took the seat next to her, although she certainly looked like a safe seatmate in her little black suit and St. Christopher medallion, but she was happy to be alone to daydream undisturbed.
The train moved forward, advancing Claire’s journey to her new destiny. As she peered out the window of the dining car, she saw oceanic bodies of water and glorious clouds, alternating with abandoned factories and buildings with broken windowpanes and graffiti. How sheltered her life had been! And how great it was to break free of her old Rockville chains. 
She returned to studying the Beneficial brochure, which had a conservative look and feel with grainy black and white photos harkening to the Great Depression, the Roaring Twenties, and even daguerreotypes from the Reconstruction rea. It also pictured current bankers on site with clients in various settings—in front of dams, factories, and skyscrapers. I could get used to this, Claire thought joyfully.
At Aberdeen, Maryland, a young family boarded the train, led by a tall sandy-haired man in a dark-blue business suit. As he passed by Claire’s seat, accompanied by a woman and a girl, he gave her a slight nod, and she felt a stirring, even though he was clearly married, the type of man she usually viewed in a neutral way. She made it a point to look at the man’s regal wife and the youth who trailed behind. The girl, about twelve years old, appeared ethereal with her golden skin tone and cloud of copper hair. 
Claire focused on the woman but assiduously avoided the man. When she dated Andrew, she never liked it when women talked to him as if she weren’t there. The woman smiled back at her. It was a nice little interaction between strangers. The young girl was in her own world, holding a transistor radio with headphones that barely muffled a song, Cindi Lauper’s “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” The man spoke with a slight European accent, “The café car is just two cars down; c’mon Aimee, c’mon Veronica.” They followed close behind him in the crammed, narrow aisle as others pushed through the gently swaying car.
Claire imagined the man wanted to get to the café car so he could sit across from his daughter and distract her from her headphones. He and the girl’s mother were no doubt working together to encourage her to talk with them instead of escaping into a world of rock music 24/7. Claire was not a mother, but she loved to read books about raising children. 
After a few minutes, the man returned. “Is this seat taken, Mademoiselle?” he asked in a full, warm voice, his warm golden eyes looking at her intently. “Or should I say ‘Madame?’”  What was this, thought Claire, a pickup line? She found it curious, especially considering the fact that he was apparently married. But hers was the only empty seat in the car, and she couldn’t say no.  She ignored his question about her marital status. “The seat is open,” she said in a pleasant but businesslike tone. She gestured to the aisle seat, grateful for her French manicure the day before. 
“This may be the last seat on the train,” he said with a laugh, adding “Just another typical Friday afternoon,” with a seasoned shrug, settling into his seat with a glass of what looked like champagne, which almost spilled as the train swayed. The train was indeed crowded. There must not have been seats with his family. She made an affirming sound, pretending to know about such things, although this was her first trip outside Rockville, Maryland, since moving there at age ten. 
“It’s a madhouse,” her seatmate added, chatting on. “Nice suit, by the way. Heading to a meeting? You will be the best dressed in the place.” He clearly wanted to engage Claire in conversation and was being somewhat flirtatious, which was rather bold of him, considering the current climate in America. The rise of the National Organization for Women and the publication of Gloria Steinem’s Ms. Magazine had ushered in a “feminist” movement that effectively killed any kind of cross-gender flirtation, especially if initiated by a man with a woman. Equality was the
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