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Chapter One
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             Midway upon the journey of our life

I found myself within a forest dark,

For the straightforward pathway had been lost.

 

Ah me! How hard a thing it is to say

What was this forest savage, rough, and stern,

Which in the very thought renews the fear.

 

So bitter is it, death is little more;

But of the good to treat, which there I found,

Speak will I of the other things I saw there.

Inferno, Dante Alighieri
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MONTMARTE rises over the city of Paris like the circles of hell in Dante’s Inferno. The white travertine Sacré-Cœur Basilica claims the highest point, while the lowest circle at the base of the butte is home to the Place Pigalle and the Moulin Rouge.

My temporary home was on the Place du Tertre, somewhere between the hypocrites and the heretics in Dante’s vision. A cobbled square ringed by trees and surrounded by three-story buildings, this was the traditional haunt of the city’s artists.

Finding one such artist was my sole purpose.

The May sun was drifting towards the west side of the butte. Fortified with a swallow from the flask from my blazer’s inner pocket, I picked up my bowler and left my small apartment on the Rue Norvins.

A popular café, L’Oiseau Bleu, operated next door, their dozen or so small indoor tables matched by an equal number along the sidewalk. Choosing a seat at random, I settled myself with the sun on my face, the chair’s wrought iron bar digging into my shoulder blades. Many tables were occupied by the kind of café philosophers I’d once dreamed of becoming, but instead of philosophy, I’d studied medicine. Instead of healing, I’d gone to war.

Instead of traveling the world with my friend, I’d come to Montmartre to find him.

Needing reassurance, I pulled the picture from the pocket with the flask and laid it flat on the table. The photo showed us standing side by side in front of a worn army tent, with Benjamin & Elias, June 1917 scrawled in pencil on the back.

Elias, where are you? He was my oldest friend, my best friend. He was gone, and I did not know why. Did I?

There were days when remembering my own name took all my faculties.

I swiped my hand along my brow, where the brim of my hat rested on a sheen of sweat. I’d been in Paris, what? Seven days? Ten? I tapped my fingers on the table for each night of sleep since I’d taken the train from Le Havre. Maybe eight, in fact. I wanted more whiskey. If I got drunk enough, maybe I’d remember.

At my signal, a waiter sidled up to my table. An arch whip of a man, he’d waited on me every afternoon, but he remained distant, reserved. My accented French was passable, honed by nearly three years in a battlefield hospital, yet he sighed with the weary toil of deciphering my request. He returned with a cup of coffee quickly enough and disappeared even faster.

I floated, unmoored, trapped in this purgatory until I learned Eli’s fate. The rich scent of coffee enfolded me, and the strong brew burned my tongue, bringing me back to my body, for the moment, anyway.

A man approached, clattering across the cobbles, his uneven steps aided by a cane clutched in his right hand, the grip so tight, it turned his knuckles white. He kept rooms in the same building as mine, and on several evenings, we’d shared the same café. He kept to his table, and I kept to mine, neither paying the other any attention.

Lean, dark hair, his handsome profile carved from granite, he had the stern gaze of the Archangel Michael, viewing all with scales in hand. On this day, he chose a table in my line of sight. He waved for the waiter, the liquid grace in that one gesture a stark contrast to his otherwise angular features. He glanced my way, and I smiled, a reflex I quickly smothered. His expression did not alter except to shift his attention to the other side of the plaza.

I almost smiled again. I’d forgotten. The French were…French. During my previous stay in their country, battlefield camaraderie had fostered transient friendships, made all the more intense by their ephemeral nature. If my neighbor, now chatting easily with the waiter, did not care to make the acquaintance of a foreigner, I would likely overcome the loss.

Placing the picture of Elias back in my pocket, I took a final swallow of my cooling coffee. Time to explore, to look for new faces, either Elias or someone who might know of him. Despite my lack of success so far, I could not shake the feeling that he would be here, on the butte. Somewhere.

Montmartre, its neat apartment buildings alternating with gardens and parks and shabby wooden structures, held traces of the village that had been swallowed by the great city of Paris. The dome of Sacré Cœur hovered over my shoulder, too close to be seen, but always there, a weight, a presence.

With the coming of dusk, streetlights brightened, along with the open warmth of numerous cafés. Shop windows dimmed, but above them, apartments lit up, many windows open to the mild evening.

And so I wandered, drawing encouragement from glimpses of normal life and from the steadying company of my flask. Traffic rattled over the cobbled streets, cars and trucks and the rare horse-drawn wagon. A large van pulled to a stop, blocking my view of the square. I changed directions, since my route mattered less than my goal.

Nearby, a young man capped tubes of oil paint, wrapping up his work for the night. His easel still held a half-finished painting, splashes of color in the shape of a nearby market, fine black lines shaping the door, the window, the letters m-a-r-c-h-é stenciled on the glass.

I made a show of examining his work, then caught his eye. “Pardon.”

“Oui?”

I held out the photograph and drew a trembling breath, steeling myself for disappointment. “I’m looking for a friend.”

His eyes narrowed, though he did not otherwise respond.

“He’s a painter. I’m wondering if you’ve ever seen him.”

Still, he gave me little response. My task couldn’t be so unusual. The war had disrupted lives across the globe. Surely there were others searching for someone who’d been lost.

Turning away, he packed his supplies in a leather bag. His trousers were held in place with a length of rope, the fabric at his knees dirty and patched.

“Here.” I laid a few francs over the picture. He glanced over, then glanced again.

Stepping closer, he examined the photo, and I slipped him the money.

“Non.”

His shrug made me weary. “His name is Elias Simmons. I think he came here some months ago.”

“Did you try Montparnasse?” He named the quartier on La Rive Gauche that, since the end of the war, had attracted many of the artists and writers who’d once called Montmartre home.

“I believe he’s here.”

Another shrug. “I don’t know him.”

A loud blast rocked the Place. My heart seized. Bombs! I lurched, out of control, and clipped the easel with my knee.

“Merde.” The young man caught the painting before it hit the ground, but only just.

“That noise!”

“What’s your problem? It was those two”—he pointed at a pair of men standing behind the van—“unloading pallets.”

“Oh.” Panic gave way to shame. “I’m sorry.”

Shaking his head, he turned away.

“If you see him, my friend Elias, tell him Benjamin is looking for him.” He ignored me, so I thanked his back and took my leave.

Finding a darkened alley, I returned the picture to my pocket and drew out my flask. My heart still raced after my brief return to the battlefields. Hands shaking, I took a deep swallow of whiskey, and then another. Time to leave purgatory and head out into the lower levels of hell.

Before I made an even bigger fool of myself.

Traversing Montmartre required fortitude. The butte was steep, the streets narrow, twisting, and busy. In places, stone stairs climbed straight up the side of the hill, connecting one block to another.

Farther downhill, along the Rue des Abbesses, the smell of fried fish brought a rumble from my belly. The source was a café on the corner near a small park, one of numerous places where the food was plentiful and cheap. I took a table and, despite my imperfect accent, managed to place an order without eliciting a frown from my waiter.

The place was crowded, men in loose suits, women with hard eyes and glossy lips, everyone talking at once in a boisterous chorus. The waiter brought me wine, a crisp Chablis. Back home, Prohibition would have made it impossible for me to enjoy a glass of wine in a crowded restaurant. I sipped, and savored, and at the table nearest me, a couple argued.

Not an argument, exactly. Using pretty shrugs and pouting lips, the young lady was attempting to persuade her young man of…I couldn’t tell what. The whiskey must have dulled my senses. She would not have convinced me of anything with her display, but judging by the avid gaze the man kept fastened on her décolletage, she was winning.

The table on the other side of me was empty, at least until I’d poured myself a second glass of wine. Then, crossing the room in a familiar halting rhythm, my neighbor, the man from the café on the Place du Tertre, took a seat.

I raised my glass in a toast of alcohol-fueled enthusiasm. “It’s nice to see you.”

He blinked as if surprised by my words. “I’m not sure I know you.”

His gaze suggested otherwise. “A while ago, you were at L’Oiseau Bleu.” I swirled the wine in my cup. “Are you following me?”

“I had a taste for fish.” Hooking his cane over the edge of his table, he shrugged again. “And I have better things to do than observe the habits of a drunk American.”

We were interrupted by the arrival of my dinner. There might have been humor in his tone, but still, the sting of his words quashed the impulse to invite him to join me.

Turning to the waiter, slick black hair gleaming, he placed his own order. When the waiter brought his wine, I took the opportunity to raise my glass a second time. “Cheers.” I deliberately did not smile. “Comment allez-vous?” How are you, using the formal “vous,” not the more intimate “tu.”

Tu. In all my time in France, I’d never regularly used the personal form of address. To be honest, if English had an equivalent construction, I could have said the same about my friends and family at home.

“Bien. I am well.”

His tone, and the slight tremor of his fingers on his glass of wine, hinted otherwise. He turned as if to shield himself from my appraisal. I couldn’t help myself. It was my nature to observe. Assess. Diagnose. “I’m Benjamin Holm.” The distance between us was too great to bridge with a handshake.

He raised his glass. “Louis Donadieu.”

I forced my fork through the crisp crust of fish. Juices ran free, and my mouth watered. I ate, hunger keeping my attention fixed on the food on my plate. Though it had been almost two years since I’d last sat at an army canteen, I still attacked each meal as if someone might steal it away.

At my last bite, I glanced at Louis. He watched me, a pool of stillness amidst the confusion around us. “Did you even taste it?”

“Yes.” Swirling my fork through the drippings on my plate, I fought the urge to smile, unsure of the rules for the game he played.

He sniffed. “Bien.” Shifting in his seat, he poured himself more wine. As long as he wasn’t looking, I continued my assessment. He held his right leg extended, as if he was unable to bend it at the knee, but was otherwise quite vigorous, virile even.

I finished my peas and potatoes, bemused by my strange dinner companion. After a week in Paris, I’d had no luck with my main goal, and this conversation, though tentative, intrigued me.

“Were you injured?” I gestured at his feet with my wine.

“What?”

“In the war. Your leg.” His narrowed gaze suggested I’d transgressed. So, no questions about his health. “Pardon. I did not mean to—”

“No, I was unable to participate in the grand conflict.”

He turned his attention away, leaving me confused. This was less a game than a jousting contest. Rather than bring another helping of rudeness on my head, I swallowed the rest of my wine and prepared to leave.

“What are you doing?”

I paused in the act of reaching for my wallet. “I’m finished. I need to be going.” Though I had no real destination beyond the poor comfort of my solitary rooms. Instead of my wallet, I fished out the photograph. “Here.” I stood, leaning over his table and offering him the picture of Elias. “I’m looking for my friend Elias. Have you seen him?”

Always the same words, bringing the same blank response.

“Maybe he doesn’t want to be found.” He tapped the white edge of the photograph, and I snatched it away.

“He’s my friend.”

“So?”

His acid tone burned through my good humor. Who is this man to follow and then abuse me? “Have a good evening.”

“Good evening, though if you give up so easily, you must not really want to find him.”

Surprise kept me planted by his table. “Do you know where he is?”

He tipped his glass in my direction, the corner of his lips curling in what could not truly be called a smile. Though it wasn’t a scowl either. “No, but if I do see him, I will send him to the heavy-footed American man who lives on the floor above me.”

Tired of being the target of his sport, I straightened, falling into the habitual pose of a military officer. “Again, good evening.” Annoyed beyond what the situation called for, I departed.


Chapter Two
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THE NEXT DAY, I learned that my landlady, Mme. Celeste Beatrice, had an unconventional system for collecting the rent. I had arrived on the twentieth of May and owed her weekly. When I knocked on her doorjamb—the door was open—she insisted I sit down for a café au lait.

She produced a small bowl with cream-colored coffee, identical to the one on her side of the table. She used both hands to lift her bowl, so I did the same, taking a sip of what had to be the finest café au lait ever made.

Mme. Beatrice had faded red hair falling in loose curls. I judged her to be in her early forties, though the deprivation she’d likely experienced during the war could have added years to her face. We got along well enough, and she was patient with my imperfect French.

“Do you like it here?”

Her question puzzled me because it had been some years since I’d liked anything. One didn’t like the battlefield or anything to do with it. Before my pause reached an uncomfortable length, I answered as honestly as possible. “My rooms are very comfortable.”

Her blue eyes sparkled, and she patted my hand. “It’s good to take things slow at first.”

Uncertain as to her meaning, I gazed around at the only real kitchen in the building. The other apartments had running water in the hall and a fireplace to heat food, but this space was warm, brimming with life.

Mme. Beatrice rose from the table, returning with a basket of buns. Setting them between us, she nodded at me to take one. I had reservations about the intimacy of this moment, breaking bread in the home of a strange woman, with no husband present to chaperone us. All I’d intended was to pay rent.

In the end, the scent of yeast and honey rising from the basket persuaded me. After all, I’d never had trouble controlling myself around a woman.

I’d never had trouble controlling myself at all.

The dark-eyed gaze of my new acquaintance, Louis, flashed through my memory. I brushed it aside. “How many tenants do you have here?”

Mme. Beatrice counted off on her fingers, orange-tipped nails clicking. “Right now, fourteen.” She spoke with certainty. “Why? Do you want to share your rooms with a friend?”

“I suppose, if I find Elias.”

Her shrug reminded me of Louis’s casual nonchalance. “It’s okay if you do.”

The task of cutting open a bun and smearing it with butter and jam kept my hands busy while my mind worked through the possibilities. All along, I’d planned to find Eli and bring him home.

Home.

Where we’d be surrounded by maples and alders and beech trees, instead of rows of apartments and palatial old homes and the ubiquitous Catholic churches. This city, its narrow roads packed with buildings, could not be farther from the hills and valleys of Vermont.

Yet it was the hills and valleys that felt foreign.

If Mme. Beatrice had other tasks, they must not have been pressing, for she seemed content enough to share her table with me.

“This is very good.” I lifted half the bun, still warm from the oven.

“Merci.” Her gaze turned assessing. “My door is always open…for my tenants.”

I choked on my bite of bun. The invitation was obvious, even to someone as obtuse as I could be. Scrambling to redirect the conversation, I brought up the first thing that came to mind. “Last night, I met a man named Louis. He said he lives downstairs from me.”

“Louis Donadieu. He knows everyone around here.” Apparently amused by my tactic, she tapped her coffee bowl with a single sharp nail. “He might be able to help find your friend.”

Days ago, I’d asked Mme. Beatrice if she’d ever seen Elias, and while she had not, she’d promised to help me. “No luck.”

“Too bad.”

“Well, I seem to run into Louis frequently, so…” Energy depleted, my voice ground to a halt.

Dimples carved deeply in both her cheeks, and there was a gap between her two front teeth. The effect was charming, and I found myself smiling back.

She broke the spell with a friendly nod. “Stick with us, and you’ll be okay.”

Stick with us? That came close to an offer of help, but one I could not accept. I blinked, distracted by some sound or other. A gunshot? My heart skipped. Not here, on these busy, peaceful streets.

Mme. Beatrice patted the table in front of me. She must have said something. To cover my confusion, I brought out my wallet and laid a small stack of francs on the table.

“You are a lost soul.” Mme. Beatrice brushed off the money. “Finish your breakfast. There’s time enough to take care of business.”

And so I did, trying to match the leisurely pace with which she picked at a bun of her own. We sipped and ate, and she asked me questions about my home, my family. After my embarrassment faded, I told her quite a bit about Brattleboro, where I’d grown up, and the series of events that led me to Harvard. As the youngest son, I’d had to forge my own future. My father’s farm was already claimed by my older brothers. The study of medicine had seemed a pie-in-the-sky idea when I was fourteen, but I’d managed to bring it to fruition.

“A doctor? Really? That’s good, because Mme. Fortier in room two hundred and four sometimes has the gout, but her husband didn’t leave her much, so…”

I blinked at the implication. I’d come in to pay rent, and now she threatened me with the role of community physician. “I…” My mouth closed around my instinctive protest. The last time I’d had my hands on a patient had been…

Swallowing bile, I rose abruptly. “Merci,” was all I could choke out before striding from the room. I jogged up the stairs, and thank the Lord, the toilet on my floor was open. I didn’t vomit, but it was a near thing. I sat on the hard tile floor in that narrow room, the closed door at my back, drawing air in large gulps.

I was a doctor, but the thought of practicing medicine filled me with terror.

Some fifteen minutes later, I crawled upright, clutching the edge of the sink. Water. I turned on the cold tap and splashed my face. After drying my hands on the thin cotton towel hanging from a loop on the wall, I patted my pocket. Wallet. Good. I’d left the bills on the table, so theoretically, I could avoid Mme. Beatrice for a week, until the rent was due again.

That was if Mme. Fortier didn’t need my services before then. Or—God forbid—would she send Louis to me? And what would I do if he came to me for help with his injured leg? I returned to my room for my coat and hat. Cool air blew through the open window, carrying the hint of rain. No matter. Spring showers came and left with equal rapidity, and I needed fresh air.

On the street, I regretted my rash departure. The day had turned cold and bleak, and I had no place to go. I turned my collar against the damp and strode off, heading generally downhill.

This time, I didn’t stop at every likely character, asking if they’d run across my oldest friend. I simply walked, on the lookout for broken pavement, shopkeepers who stacked their wares almost to the street, and slower-moving pedestrians.

On that morning, everyone moved more slowly than me. I did best if I walked close to the curb, and my mood calmed, whether because of the distance or the distraction provided by the occasional errant cyclist. I was a trained physician, for goodness’ sake, and while I had little experience with older women and gout, I would do my best to help.

Though I hoped she would not ask.

Once off Montmartre, I headed in the general direction of the Seine. Close to the 1st arrondissement, the buildings grew finer, more formal, the citizens more sober. The stately streets had been laid out when traffic had meant horse and carriage. Automobiles rolled awkwardly through the elegant design. Their presence increased the city’s tempo and made distances shorter.

Yet here I was on foot, sweat beading under the brim of my hat, surrounded by the scent of exhaust and warm stone. I did not slow my pace until I reached the Louvre, its symmetrical exterior both ornate and understated. I’d visited once, on my first trip to Paris; now it was simply one of the many wonders that served as a backdrop for the modern city.

My steps slowed further, if only to acknowledge my own futility. I had not found Elias because simply searching from one street corner to the next was a fool’s errand.

And I was a fool.

Crossing the street, I jogged down the broad ramp leading to the riverbank. A handful of wizened, black-clad elders manned poles, drawing God knows what kind of fish from the water of the Seine. Finding an empty stretch, I crouched down, allowing the steady flow of water to soothe me.

In honest moments, I could admit that there were gaps, places in my memory that faded to gray. To combat the resulting fear, I clutched at those facts I could recall. I’d studied medicine at Harvard, volunteered to serve before the US even entered the war, and learned French, Spanish, and a smattering of German from my patients.

I’d also become fluent in the language of pain, something all dialects share.

The photograph, my one physical reminder of Eli’s existence, showed youthful, carefree versions of the men we would become. Our country might have gone to war, but we were on a grand adventure. An adventure that ended far too soon. My fingers flexed, fisted, and I dragged my thoughts out of that morass.

I had until July fourth to find him. Independence Day. I hadn’t given much thought to the date until after I’d bought the ticket, though it seemed appropriate that an army veteran should head for home on that day. 

A scud of clouds blocked the sun, turning the river a deep aqua. The scent of roasting meat floated from some nearby restaurant, and though my belly was full of my landlady’s buns, still it grumbled. I dipped a finger in the water. Cold, but not frigid. Oily. Bracing. I sat back, ready to face my problem.

Yes, I had traveled from Brattleboro, Vermont to Paris, France in the hope of finding one man in a city of millions. Then I’d spent my first week meandering in a daze. Somewhere near, a church bell sounded the hour. Noon. I would find a library and begin a more serious search. Maybe finding Elias would be as simple as opening a telephone directory.

Doubtful, but I needed a more common-sense approach. There were any number of Americans living here. Somewhere I’d find him. Somewhere.

Near the Louvre, I found the Bibliothèque Nationale, but made no further progress on my task. The large, hushed rooms didn’t intimidate me—I’d been to Harvard, after all—but whenever I attempted to home in on a fact, my mind skittered in the other direction. There was something missing, some key that would organize my wandering thoughts. A general sense of discouragement drew me up the hill to the Place du Tertre and back to L’Oiseau Bleu.

The need for privacy, however, led me to choose a table inside, in a corner. From there, I could watch the people come and go and track the sun’s evening fade. I was well into a bottle of Chablis when Louis’s familiar silhouette passed in front of the window.

His uneven gait first drew my attention, then the confident angle of his fedora. After he passed, I continued to ponder his ailment. He said he had not been injured in the war. Perhaps he’d been born with a misshapen limb, though his carriage and grace spoke of athleticism. I guessed his age to be near my own. Curiosity, that forgotten emotion, prickled my mind. Who was this man, and why did I care?

I drank until my eyelids grew heavy. I was ready to pay my bill and crawl up to my rooms, but Louis came inside. He was not alone. His friend, a man, was formally dressed, his suit a display of quality. I could have stood, approached them, and forced an introduction. Instead, I wrapped myself in the blur of wine and twilight and waited.

Tucked as I was in a shadowy nook, they did not notice me. I waved for another bottle and settled in. The stranger had his back to me, and Louis sat in profile. The dim bulbs overhead cast shadows in the hollow of his cheek, and he rested on his elbows, conversing and, after only a few minutes, laughing.

Laughing.

His smile, when it appeared, was surprising for its sheer joy. I would not have expected it from someone so dour. Again, I debated whether to greet them, for, after all, Louis was as close to a friend as I had in this city.

Yet I kept to my seat.

The two men shared a bottle of wine. They ate, they talked, and they laughed. The stiffness faded from Louis’s form. The first time he touched his friend’s hand, I paid it no mind. He must have been making a point.

The second time, Louis’s fingers rested on his friend’s hand for a moment longer than necessary. Still later, another touch, this time outside my line of sight. Something about their casual familiarity spoiled my mood. I drank faster, as if the wine could calm my overheated gut.

I must be drunk.

Outside, night had fallen. The two men continued their conversation though their glasses were empty and the food was gone. Louis’s smile held a secret promise, a hint of flirtation, though I’d never seen one man flirt with another.

My waiter returned, but instead of ordering another bottle, I paid him with all the francs I had left in my wallet. Louis’s smile had become unbearable. I rose and stalked to the door, refusing to glance his way. That determination didn’t last, and when I reached home, I perched at my small dining table by the window overlooking the Place. Nearly an hour later, Louis and his friend left the café. They stood under a streetlight, Louis smiling at something his friend had said.

Then they crossed the Place and entered our building together.

I tipped my chair so it stood on two legs. My head dropped back. I wasn’t upset. I had no reason to want to interrupt them and demand they stop doing…what? None of this was my business. For all I knew, they were brothers. Cousins. Friends, the same as me and Elias.

However, the focus with which they gazed at each other disquieted me. Anyone who’d been in the military knew some men took comfort from other men. Some even preferred it that way.

And some landed in jail or in front of a firing squad as a reward for their preferences.

If Louis was one of those men, it was no business of mine. Still, a wave of emotion swept over me, one disturbingly close to jealousy. I did not examine the source.

 


Chapter Three
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THE NEXT MORNING’S overcast suited my mood. My head ached, my mouth was dry, and without coffee, I would not be able to think, let alone speak. I managed to find a clean collar, brush yesterday’s dust from my blazer, and put on a pair of freshly pressed trousers. My shoes needed a polish, but that could wait.

Heating water for tea was beyond my capabilities, and little else could be accomplished in my rooms. After a fortifying sip from my flask, I set out in hopes the fresh air would clear my head.

The café was quiet, with only a handful of people inside. The waiter was the same slender man who’d waited on me on many of my other visits.

“Bonjour, M. Holm.”

I was so surprised by his use of my name that I couldn’t manage a response.

“You look ill.”

My head ached too much for me to smile. “I brought it on myself.” I asked for coffee and a baguette, and with an expression of sympathy, he went to collect my order.

I’d brought along a notebook and a pencil. While I waited, I jotted down all my ideas regarding how to find Elias. The list was pitiably short.

The United States must have a consulate here in Paris. I could make enquiries there. No sooner had I written the words than I scratched them out. Elias would not be found by following official channels. I should search for expatriate Americans, to see if any of them knew him.

I scratched out that idea as well. Men like Eli stayed out of the way. His family had been known mostly for shadiness of character, the kind of men who made their living off the books. Though he was a better man than his father and uncles, and to my knowledge he’d never deviated from the law, he’d been raised to keep to the shadows. My parents had allowed him to visit our home, but if my father had seen him on the street, he would have passed by without a word.

I could visit the American Hospital, where I’d been a patient at the end of the war. The idea settled over me like a pitch-black cloud, and I drew a heavy black line through the words as soon as I wrote them.

That would be my very last resort.

The waiter brought my café au lait. “Merci, M. Richard.”

If he was surprised that I remembered his name, he did not show it. “Late evening?”

Oh. So today we’ll have a conversation. “Yes.” I allowed myself a rueful smile. “With too many bottles of wine.”

He didn’t smile, exactly, but his expression warmed. “It’s good for a man to indulge every so often.” His shrug was easy. “Or even every day.”

“It has not been my”—I paused, searching for the French word for habit—“everyday thing.”

“Bacchus a noyé plus de gens que Neptune.”

Bacchus has drowned more people than Neptune. “I will keep that in mind.” My smile broadened, and so did his. Another customer called, and M. Richard melted away. I was left with my scratched-out list of bad ideas and a confused feeling of good will.

I was still jotting things down and crossing them out when Louis entered the café. If he was any worse for wear from his debauched night, he did not show it. To my surprise, he limped over to my table and took the empty chair.

“Bonjour.” I endeavored to quash my look of surprise.

He nodded, muttering a greeting. His injured leg stretched out in my direction, and for the first time, I noticed the silhouette of a brace through the fabric of his trousers. More curious than ever, I pondered how to phrase the question that would get me what I wanted to know.

“Mme. Beatrice said I would find you here.” He scowled, for all the world like a truant schoolboy. “She said you needed help.”

“Help me? With what?”

He waved a hand in the direction of my notebook. “To find your friend.” He leaned closer, as if we were conspiring. “I think she’s trying to be nice.”

“Nice?” I blinked in confusion.

He snorted, something close to a laugh. “I’ll let her explain herself later. Meanwhile, where have you already looked?”

His long, tapered fingers rested on the table with the same precision as the incline of his head. Again, I was struck by the contrast between the elegance of his bearing and his gawky stride. “I’m not sure how to find him, so I don’t know how you can help.”

He gave me a quizzical glance. “You came all the way here with no plan?” His disbelief was tinged with scorn.

The question echoed the thing I’d been beating myself up with since yesterday. Straightening in my seat, I gave him an answering glare. “Yes, but—”

A wave interrupted me. “I see what she means.” He tipped his chin at M. Richard, who turned on his heel and left us alone. “So, Don Quixote, tell me this. You have no reason to think your friend is avoiding you deliberately, do you?”

Anger curled in my chest, stiffening my spine. “No.”

“And you chose Montmartre because…” A skeptical gesture invited me to continue the sentence.

“Because when we were young, this is where we planned to go.” I swallowed down the rest of the story, how we lay on our backs in a field under the August night, picking out constellations and sharing our deepest yearnings. The intimacy of those moments made me blush.

“You just woke up one morning and said, ‘I think I will go to France and find’—what was his name—‘Elias’?”

Anger had me fisting my hands in my lap hard enough to crack my knuckles. I did not like his tone, though I could not deny the germ of truth in his comment. I’d been in Paris a week, and before that, I’d spent some six days on an ocean liner. And before that? I pressed my fingers against my temple where a headache was growing. “I don’t know.”

“And he is not here, si?” His voice gentled, as if he’d heard the truth of what I could not say out loud.

“I said I don’t know.” His lips thinned, his expression turning inward. Having seen his smile, though directed at someone else, I now couldn’t help but notice the mobility of his mouth, the lush curve of his lips. What am I thinking? I crossed my arms, bolstering myself with the heat of fury.

“Look, as much as I appreciate your concern, I think I need to be going.” I pushed back my chair hard and came close to knocking M. Richard into the next room.

“Attention!” Lifting the plate overhead, he kept from dumping my baguette on the floor. “Sit down, s’il vous plait. This is not a gymnasium.”

Red in the face, I did as he instructed. If Louis noticed my discomposure, he did not mention it.

In a moment, M. Richard returned with a café au lait for my guest. To avoid meeting Louis’s gaze, I watched Richard saunter away, noting in particular the curve of his ass. It was a nice ass, as those things went. Louis silently sipped, his presence an issue I’d soon have to address.

I tore off a piece of bread. Tiny strawberries nestled against the edge of my plate, the earliest berries I’d ever seen. Back home, they wouldn’t ripen until later in June, a thought that made me surprisingly sad. “Well.”

Another memory flooded me. In my mind’s eye, I sat alone at a table, staring at nothing, my thoughts wrapped in a thick gray cloud. I could not pin down the table’s location, though I could still sense an echo of the emptiness surrounding me. 

Pulling facts from my memory was like fishing for treasure in a bowl of soup. I’d been in a hospital, the war had ended, and I’d returned home. My recovery had taken weeks, months even. The only constant the knowledge that Elias was missing. I had asked for him, I was sure, but no one had given me an answer.

Louis pulled a pocket watch from his vest, glanced at it, and stuffed it back. “Time for work.”

Curiosity silenced my mental chorus of loneliness and memories. I blinked, aware that I’d done little more than crush berries with my fork. “What kind of work do you do?”

“The only thing I can.” He put on a black felt fedora. “I must go. We will discuss things further”—he waved his hand again—“this evening.”

“Merci.” Though I had no earthly idea what I was thanking him for.

He strode off, imbuing his off-kilter walk with an unerring grace. Alone, I fought to reorder my emotions. Difficult man. Would it have killed him to admit to his profession? In that fedora, he’d looked so sophisticated; I could not decide whether I was more frustrated by his reticence, or by my persistent fascination with him.

I finished my breakfast in record time and returned to my rooms. The square was not yet crowded, though the clouds were breaking up and soon the fruit seller and the bakery would see a steady business.

Notebook in hand, I sat at my small dining table. Rather than berate myself for my own aimlessness, I determined that what I needed was a map of Paris so I could mark off the neighborhoods as I searched them. When a light breeze made the gauze curtain flutter, I glanced up just in time to see Louis leave our building. Making quick progress considering his gait, he headed in the direction of Sacré Cœur.

If it was fair for Louis to follow me to the fish house, I could return the favor. Besides, he might lead me to a shop where I could purchase a map. Tossing my notebook aside, I jogged downstairs and crossed the square. He’d had a head start, but fortune smiled at me and I managed to choose the correct route.

Soon, he was within sight. I slowed, maintaining the distance between us. I probably could have asked where he was going, but sneaking behind him







































cover.jpeg














images/image-2.png





images/image-1.png





images/image.png
OST,
< &EOUND





images/image-3.png






