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            Dedication

         
         
            For Ziggy and Beulah, and all that they imagine

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            A stained glass window represents the transparent partition between my heart and the world’s heart. The stained glass window
               is thrilling, it needs to be serious and fascinating. It has to live by the light which passes through it.
            

            —Marc Chagall

            What is art for, if not precisely this moment?

            —Lacy Johnson
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            Chapter 1

         
         After the end of a slaughter that nearly devoured a continent, the last thing anyone expected to hear was laughter.

         
         Yet that was what reached Asher’s ears, echoing up the narrow street as he navigated toward what remained of the town square:
            the sinister snickering of Levi, a conniving thief allergic to guilt, and the lusty guffaw of Eli, a cow of a man even in
            days of want. Something had made them laugh together.
         

         
         It was a reassuring sound. Both men had been Asher’s schoolmates and, for the past four years, members of the same Resistance
            cell. Sabotage and espionage, communication and assassination, they’d fought a covert war. As locals, they were experts in
            rivers and roads, hedgerow shortcuts and abandoned buildings. They’d shivered together in haylofts and forests, hidden in
            cellars and cisterns, slept in belfries and basements and under the thinnest blankets of leaves. And on this unseasonably
            hot day in June, Germany’s surrender only one month past, Asher rounded the corner to where the town fountain had gushed for
            a century until a bomb destroyed it, to see his friends allowing themselves to be seen in full public view.
         

         
         “Hello, hello,” Eli hailed from the entryway of St. Anne’s Church, its façade concussed, its heavy wooden doors splayed wide. The iron hinges were bent much as a torturer might ruin the fingers of a spy. Eli patted the stone step beside him. “You’re just in time for the show.” 

         
         He pointed at Levi, who stood to one side shifting his weight from foot to foot, pretending not to know them. He’d pilfered
            a yardstick from somewhere, but it was several times thicker than the kind a schoolmaster might use to discipline wayward
            boys. Perhaps it had belonged to a draftsman or architect. Now it rested on his shoulder like a rifle, while Levi scanned
            the square, eager to find a use for it.
         

         
         “His eyes are deeper set now,” Eli observed. “Don’t you think? His cheekbones are more prominent too. Starvation has made
            our friend beautiful.”
         

         
         Asher did not answer. Friends before, during, and now after the war, these men were his only remaining links to the past.
            Asher surveyed the remains of the fountain—in which they had frolicked as children, and eventually in whose waters his toddler
            daughter had played. Now, where the carved statue of a seal had spouted water from its mouth, a bare tin pipe pointed skyward.
            Where a low wall of marble had contained the water, a circle of broken stone memorialized the basin’s shape. Everywhere Asher
            looked, everything was gone.
         

         
         As if scheduled for their entertainment, an Allied guard unit arrived, armed men shepherding a flock of weary enemy soldiers
            in brown uniforms into that marble circle, to await the trucks for the next leg of their journey home. The guards were smiling,
            jawboning while they shared cigarettes and clustered around the one with a lighter. Well fed, equipped thoroughly from the
            bandoliers draped over their shoulders to the grenades clipped on their chests, they moved with an ease that was nearly athletic.
         

         
         The prisoners of war displayed no such swagger. Stripped of rank, insignia, and swastikas, they found seats on the ground beneath a blazing sun, having marched under armed escort all the way from Dieppe, an exertion of three days. Part of Asher’s job was to know information of that kind. The guards corralled them inside the marble circle—beside a stack of tires that had been smoldering for a week, defying all efforts at extinguishment, and producing an oily stink that had persuaded Eli, hardly the churchgoing kind, to make his seat upwind at the feet of Saint Anne. Again he patted the stone steps, again Asher hesitated. 

         
         After fifty months of concealment, it was terrifying to appear in broad day. Also, Asher was unarmed, an uncomfortable situation
            for a man who still considered himself a soldier. Yet he knew that his circumstances—despite the rags he wore, despite uncertainty
            about where or when he might next eat a meal—remained stratospherically superior to those of the men sitting before him.
         

         
         In a stupor of thirst, they awaited a convoy to remove them from the place of capitulation, survivors of combat but bearing
            the wounds of disgrace. Iron-fisted warriors only weeks ago, now they were being trucked home like so much cargo. Mothers
            would seek to console them, as would the sweethearts they’d left in tears. Could anything be more humiliating than pity?
         

         
         They were young too, none older than twenty-one, the blank page of their futures already inked with mortification. No wonder
            they did not care that they were thirsty. Compared with the depths of their shame, a dry throat was beneath notice.
         

         
         Cautious as a cat, Asher wove through the stones to sit. Eli was already talking.

         
         “Of all the fabrications propagated during this masterpiece of savagery,” he said, “none is worse than the lie that victory
            is the same thing as peace.”
         

         
         This was classic Eli. The man was his own sort of fountain. “Tell me more,” Asher said.

         
         “We know victory when we see it.” He gestured at the prisoners, who, to keep the square clear for traffic, were squeezed into
            the former fountain’s shape. Cars and trucks could maneuver easily in the available space, but the region hadn’t possessed
            petrol for household use in years. Villagers relied on wagons pulled by horses, which required wider lanes of travel.
         

         
         As a hayrick entered the square, Levi saw his opportunity. Instead of rushing over, though, he savored it like an amuse bouche: approaching the guards, smiling, tapping fingers to his lips. They gave him a cigarette. He stood smoking with them, yardstick on his shoulder, assessing the situation. 

         
         “Victory was a distant notion in the minds of French men and women,” Eli continued. He fancied himself a future mayor of Bonheur,
            their seaside hometown halfway between Bayeux and Le Havre, and considered oratory his greatest asset. This was a man who
            savored rolling his r’s. “Recently we dared to imagine it, and now the impossible has arrived.”
         

         
         Levi idled over to the prisoners, most of whom hung their heads in silence, their misery sharpened by the intensity of the
            sun. One soldier’s legs stuck out into the roadway. Levi lowered the yardstick to tap the bottom of his boots.
         

         
         “Yet there is no evidence of what you or I would recognize as peace,” Eli said. As if to prove his point, a noxious gust of
            tire smoke passed over, causing them both to hold their breath a moment. “Every bridge in this nation,” he continued eventually,
            “every major road, rail line, gas line, and power line, every church, school, factory, or hospital, lies flattened. In a nation
            so thoroughly shattered, peace is a cruel fantasy.”
         

         
         The prisoner raised his eyes, and although Levi wore no uniform and carried no weapon, the boy curled his boots in close,
            out of the way. Levi gave his friends on the church steps a wink. Then, proceeding around the perimeter, he tapped the yardstick
            against any boot that strayed out of the circle.
         

         
         “He wants to start something,” Asher observed to Eli. “Isn’t the war over?”

         
         “Why end a good thing before its time?”

         
         “A good thing? What kind of idiot—”

         
         “Don’t you miss your mission and purpose?” Eli replied, unruffled. “Your former reason for being?”

         
         Asher was caught by the questions. No doubt the intensity of wartime, the responsibilities and dangers, made ordinary life seem pale. He could not imagine sitting in a quiet shop, sewing a shank to a sole, and considering it meaningful. Oh look, here’s a customer. “I’m not thrilled about making boots again, if that’s what you mean.” 

         
         “The people of France,” Eli continued, shifting his rump on the stones, “are as damaged as their bridges. On the right are
            the appeasers, who signed an armistice with the Nazis, and now congratulate themselves on having prevented millions of deaths.
            They forget the tens of thousands they sent to the enemy, to their deaths. On the left are the rabble-rousers and the Resistance,
            who praise themselves for weakening enemy forces, making them easier for the Allies to defeat. They forget how their deeds
            often brought far greater retaliation.” He laughed. “Anyone not of these extremes is a Communist, and they forget everything.”
         

         
         Levi reversed direction, and one prisoner whose boot he’d tapped inward had stuck it out again. Like an affronted schoolmaster,
            Levi paused, resting the yardstick on the offender’s shoulder. As the soldier squinted up, Levi brought the stick to hover
            over the boy’s knuckles. His eyes narrowed. The boy still had some fight in him.
         

         
         “This,” Asher predicted, “will not end well.”

         
         The boy glanced toward his captors, but they’d left for a meal. One guard alone remained on duty, and he was fully occupied
            with cooling off: guzzling from a canteen, splashing water on his back, rubbing it around his neck much as a dog might position
            itself under a caress. The guard’s rifle leaned unattended against a wall, a temptation no combat veteran, regardless of age,
            would miss. The prisoner calculated how many steps it would take to reach that gun, until Levi circled the yardstick before
            his eyes. It was clear: if this were a race, he would lose. Lowering his gaze, he drew his boots inside the circle. Levi recommenced
            his patrol, crowding the soldiers in the heat.
         

         
         “Each side,” Eli continued, “has erred. Each believes the other side is not only wrong, but also immoral. And these are the
            people who are supposed to rebuild our nation?” He slapped his leg and laughed. “They cannot agree about the time of day.”
         

         
         Levi, having reached the point in his circuit where the guard stood, spun on his heel as though he were an actual soldier, not a carpenter who had never worn a uniform, and who’d avoided conscription into the enemy’s factory labor system by hiding in the woods. Already he could see that the bold youth had straightened his legs again. Levi all but skipped in his direction. 

         
         “He’s spoiling for a fight,” Asher said.

         
         “Yes,” Eli replied. “And that fool might just oblige him.”

         
         Levi did not use his yardstick this time. He kicked the prisoner’s boot—hard. “Move back,” he barked, unconcerned about whether
            the soldier understood French.
         

         
         The boy did not budge, if anything stiffening his legs. Prisoners around him were showing agitation too, shifting positions,
            freeing their hands as if they might need them. Levi’s game was becoming a test of authority.
         

         
         “I said move back.” He kicked the boy’s boot again.

         
         At that the soldier burst into motion, raising an arm, trying to stand. But he held the lowest of low ground, and in a flash
            he was on his back, the yardstick hard against his throat. Levi was pressing down, not strangling the boy but definitely compromising
            his airway. The prisoner flailed his arms, his eyes a mix of determination and fear.
         

         
         “Should we intervene?” Asher said.

         
         “When he’s like this?” Eli shook his head. “He would kill us both.”

         
         Yet to Asher, the situation was darkly familiar: the heightened tension, the ritual of antagonism, the sudden turbulence of
            uneven power. Each time he had stepped out of the shadows before one of his nineteen victims, they instantly knew why he had
            come, and waited only to learn how much it would hurt.
         

         
         “What’s your opinion of what I said?” Eli asked. “About two sides incapable of rebuilding?”

         
         “Let me mull it a minute,” Asher replied, looking away from Levi, focusing on the ground between his knees. Sometimes the
            sturdy earth was the only effective solace.
         

         
         But he could not ignore the moment in the balance, a tension, as if a violinist stood on a nearby roof, playing a long high note. He raised his head again. 

         
         “You choose.” Levi snarled at the boy. “Boots back, or die.”

         
          

         At first Asher had thought the rumors of surrender were an enemy trick, to draw the Resistance out of hiding and into the
            crosshairs. He was not alone in his skepticism. The people of the woods continued to hide as they had for years, waiting for
            assignments, except that the orders did not come. No commands from the leadership of Asher’s cell, no word from the regional
            team in Colmar, total silence from Lyon, the hub of Resistance organization for half of the country.
         

         
         Days accumulated, then weeks, during which the war had reportedly been over. Yet having a chest constantly clenched with anxiety
            remained as familiar as breathing, jerking upright was the usual way of waking, and Asher remained familiar with the acidic
            cough caused by an empty stomach. He mistrusted the word victory because he did not believe it was possible. This war could
            never end.
         

         
         Yet somehow it had. They heard reports of enemy soldiers rounded up like herds, their supplies distributed among the starving,
            their artifacts seized and shared. One by one, resisters emerged, the human mice of Bonheur’s attics, abandoning their platforms
            in the trees, crawling out of caves to wash dirt from their faces. Last of all came Asher, shy as a fox, poking his nose out
            of the woods for a long slow sniff.
         

         
         The stench was worse than smoldering tires. Bodies unburied, crops abandoned, fields that a passing battalion had used as
            an impromptu latrine. So he sought the places where he’d felt safest before the war.
         

         
         First, the synagogue his family had attended. He came up the lane and found it burned to the ground. Only one corner remained
            upright, a few boards waist-high. Perhaps during the blaze the wind had come from that direction. Asher touched the charred
            wood and it crumbled inward, blackening his fingers. Was this victory? Everything fragile and torched?
         

         
         He peered at the wreckage. In this building he had whiled away his childhood boredom by watching the colors of stained glass make their way across the floor, dust motes in the beams. Here he studied and recited for his bar mitzvah. Here, on the night of the puppet show, he did not want to go. 

         
         Asher’s mother had insisted, so he could help with nieces and nephews. For him, age seventeen, an evening performance on the
            grass outside the synagogue would be unspeakably dull, but for the little ones? A treat. Sullen, foot-dragging, he obeyed.
         

         
         The show turned out to be not puppets, but marionettes, and they were larger than he’d expected—as tall as his leg, which
            made them oddly realistic. Not wood and wire, but people, with motives and emotions. Asher forgot the manipulators existed,
            despite their hands visibly working above the miniature stage.
         

         
         It was the story of Noah and the ark, told with imagination and ingenuity. God’s voice through a long echoing tube. Keen imitations
            of animals: bleating goat, grunting pig, whinnying horse. The children were entranced, while Asher discovered the pleasure
            of invention. Dried peas rolled in a pan to make the sound of rain. For God’s promise never to bring another flood, they aimed
            a flashlight through a prism, casting a rainbow on the backdrop.
         

         
         Asher’s older brothers and their wives carried sleepy toddlers home, but he stayed to watch the puppeteers collapse their
            little stage. Each marionette went into a box, lifeless like it was a coffin. Only when the company started up their grumbling
            trucks did he notice that someone else had been similarly captivated. A young woman, Asher remembered her vaguely from school,
            stood on the opposite side of the lawn.
         

         
         “Wasn’t that magical?” she asked. Her eyes were bright despite the hour, her jaw set as though she had just won an argument.

         
         “Pardon me,” Asher answered, approaching. “What is your name?”

         
         So long ago, and it happened here. It was fitting that the synagogue had burned. With all he had witnessed, all he had done, all he had lost, what case could there be for the existence of God? He kicked over the remaining bit of wall—it did not resist—and rushed away across the grass. The scent of charcoal trailed him. 

         
         Next he set out for home, where he and Aube had lived. Rubble and destruction made the roads confusing. He reached what he
            thought was his street, but all of the buildings had been bulldozed, all the houses flattened. When Asher found a pile of
            red bricks, he remembered the Schwartz family, friendly, talkative day and night, who’d lived in a red-brick house. That meant
            his former home was just across the way.
         

         
         Asher crept closer. The walls were gone, the roof caved in. A sink stood free on its pedestal, pipes connecting to nothing.
            He stood at the lintel, over which he had carried Aube on the day they were married. At the back there had been stairs to
            a loft, where that night they gave one another their virginities. There too, some years later, she parted her knees and seemingly
            tore herself in half, delivering into the world a perfect girl with her father’s wide-set eyes and her mother’s determined
            jaw. Rachel.
         

         
         There was no way around the rubble, no path to the back, where Aube’s garden had grown until he made it the resting place
            for her and Rachel—buried together as they were killed together, a Nazi soldier firing a single bullet, passing through mother
            into daughter, while Asher stood exactly where he stood now, calling them to hurry in, then watching his world vanish.
         

         
         Someone had bulldozed the house over their graves. How could there be a God?

         
         Wind rattled something down the way, a curtain rod tapping against stone, and he changed direction. There was one more place
            to which he might yet return.
         

         
         His shop. In an era of machine-made footwear, the farmer wanted better gear that could withstand fieldwork in all weathers. The hunter sought to keep his feet dry. The horseman desired boots that held a polish and made stirrups comfortable. The gentleman ordered boots of taste and class, with a hard oak heel to give his stride an authoritative sound. Given a decent oiling each spring, Asher’s boots would outlive their wearer. People drove from as far as Brittany to do business with the cobbler of Bonheur. 

         
         He could live in his shop till demand returned. It had smelled heavenly, rich leathers stored in the workroom. After the way
            Asher had lived for the past four years, sleeping on an even floor, with a roof overhead, would be a huge improvement.
         

         
         As soon as he reached that block, though, he knew his hope was foolish. A bomb had struck halfway down, exploding buildings
            outward, collapsing the ones alongside. His shop was filled with debris like sand in a child’s beach bucket. Leaning in his
            workshop’s window, he saw the empty tool rack, the forms and nails gone. Even the door was swollen and warped, and with its
            glass shattered, his name was therefore erased.
         

         
         He tried the door anyway. It barely moved, yet his tug was enough to ring a bell, which he had forgotten, the tin bell on
            the door that called him out from the workroom because a customer had entered. The chime of that bell took Asher back: how
            ordinary it was, how exquisite the ordinary had been.
         

         
         Asher hoped that whoever stole his tools had melted them down into bullets, his hammers and tongs and awls now lodged in enemy
            bodies. When those corpses decayed into dust, the lumps of metal would float in the soil, perpetual evidence of the evil that
            had been conquered, and the evil required to accomplish the conquering.
         

         
         He grabbed the doorknob with both hands, pulling and lifting and shaking with all his strength. The bell rang like insanity,
            and nothing else moved.
         

         
         In a moment his passion had passed, and he marched dully away. Nothing remained there for him to open. No place from his past
            existed anymore.
         

         
          

         Finally, one of the other prisoners of war barked something in German. Those near him murmured agreement. The young soldier
            tucked his feet back inside the circle.
         

         
         “Good decision,” Levi said, standing straight again, lifting the yardstick, while the boy gasped and gagged and clutched his throat. “I respect you as a warrior.” 

         
         Asher exhaled, the whole square deflating. He had no interest in witnessing one more death. He’d seen enough of them.

         
         “That was an interesting little drama,” Eli said.

         
         With a hubbub like a team returning from the halftime break, the Allied troops reappeared, bearing tins of rations for the
            guard who’d stayed to keep watch.
         

         
         Levi swaggered over, swinging the yardstick like a conductor’s baton. “Mes amis,” he said, grinning. “Vive l’Amerique. Vive l’Angleterre. Vive Canada.”
         

         
         “Oui, oui,” one soldier said. “Merci beaucoup.”
         

         
         “Vive la France aussi,” Levi added.
         

         
         “Hell, yes, bub, vive la France,” the group’s commander answered. “That’s what the hell we’re here for.”
         

         
         “Maybe I could try again,” Asher told Eli. “Nothing extravagant. Ordinary life. Let me make and sell good boots. It would
            be a start.”
         

         
         Eli burst out laughing, so loudly that everyone looked, guards and prisoners alike, though there was nothing to see but two
            ragged men on the church steps, one quite still while the other jiggled with mirth.
         

         
         “Not in this lifetime, friend.” Eli shook his head. “Those political factions I described are every bit as entrenched as the
            enemies’ armies were. Attaining ordinary life will take a generation, maybe two. Care to hear my prediction?“
         

         
         Asher squinted at him. “Probably not.”

         
         He waved three fingers aloft. “Levi, first, will go the cynical route. Scorn everyone, take what he can get, a bit more if
            he can get away with it. I love him, but the man will be a conniving loner all of his days.”
         

         
         “Not a very sunny forecast,” Asher observed.

         
         “Secondly, you, my sensitive friend? You will grieve. You’ve lost everything. Even the war, an ideal mechanism for your revenge.”

         
         “That’s not what motivated me,” Asher said.

         
         “But it is what made you deadly. Now you’ll stay in Bonheur forever, lamenting the town it once was. You, poor fellow, will grieve for all of France.” 

         
         “I sincerely hope not.”

         
         “Otherwise, you’ll wander the country ’round, looking for a reason to live.”

         
         “That’s no better.” Asher noticed Levi slinking out of the square, apparently tired of his game, hiding something under his
            coat. The yardstick lay abandoned in the road, as feckless as a pebble. “What about you?”
         

         
         “The realist?” He wiggled the third finger. “I shall ride.”

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         Eli heaved himself to his feet. “Like you, I have lost everything . . . except my pluck.” He ambled toward one of the broken
            chapel doors. “I intend to live by it, and honestly, but with all the hedonism a man can attain.”
         

         
         “What in the world does that mean?”

         
         From behind the door Eli produced a bicycle, its frame as upright as a pious spinster, with a wicker basket on the front.
            Asher stood. “Where did you find that?”
         

         
         “Someone didn’t need it anymore.” Eli wheeled it forward. “Now it’s mine.”

         
         “For all of us without a car or horse, it’s a treasure. You know that?”

         
         “I do.” Eli’s grin seemed as wide as the handlebars. “I intend to travel, dooryard to churchyard to barnyard, from here to
            Marseille if need be, on a mission to convince the widows of France—there must be hundreds of thousands of them, the poor
            sorrowing dears—that virtue is a luxury beyond our means, and that there is no comfort better than contact with another human
            being.”
         

         
         Asher chuckled, as soft as a shoe shuffle. Already he had seen evidence that Eli was right: In the afternoons, couples kissed in the streets, against walls, under bridges. At dusk in the doorways, they groped themselves disheveled. At night in the alleys, they strove like horses, all buckles and flanks, as if reclaiming territory from the vast dominion over which death had for a time been sovereign. But an opposite image surfaced too: an enemy soldier dead at the roadside, his skin pale and body stiff like a statue, as Eli—strolling past, lecturing about how to forecast weather by the clouds, and without pausing his speech—spat on the corpse. 

         
         Eli remained his friend, but the spitting, and the plan to play predator on the widows, called the man’s character into question.
            “Which are you, Eli? A pig or a dog?”
         

         
         “Neither one, my friend. I am solace personified.” Eli threw a ham-thighed leg over the bicycle’s frame. “Sincere as sugar,
            and twice as sweet.”
         

         
         He pushed on the pedals, bounced down the three church steps with surprising grace given his girth, and pedaled away.

         
         From childhood friend to fellow warrior, and one of the few remaining people who could connect Asher’s prewar life to the
            future, yet this was how he last saw Eli, without so much as a farewell, riding out of the square and around the corner, into
            the unknown. The last few threads to Asher’s past were unraveling. Soon he might become completely untethered.
         

         
         At least there was one link left. He still had Levi. Allied soldiers shouted at the prisoners—get up, move out. They rose
            wearily and proceeded toward where the highway used to be. Their backsides were all white, from polishing dust off the marble
            circle. As they shuffled out of sight, one laggard was wincing and rubbing his throat.
         

         
         Asher stood alone in a flattened world. No mission, no assignments, no occupation, no money, no food, no family, no home.
            He searched his soul for a sliver of faith, any remnant, and found none.
         

         
         A cold thought occurred to him, there on the steps of a church of a different religion: Maybe he wasn’t meant to survive the
            war. Maybe it was time for him to die.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Levi was sitting in the harbor, leaning against a pier. Beside him lay two empty tins of rations, and he was digging his fingers
            into a third. Here was one person who knew Asher past and present. Gruff, yes, but Levi was a living link.
         

         
         Out of habit Asher checked left and right—spying no suspicious people, seeing no potential weapons, identifying two potential
            escape routes—before drawing closer. “I don’t suppose you have any extra.”
         

         
         “Nope.” Levi continued eating, licking into the tin’s corners, grease on his stubbled chin. Gulls hung back a cagey distance,
            eyes on the food.
         

         
         Asher felt like those birds, hoping for a morsel however low the odds. He inhaled the waterfront’s salty air, the stink of
            fish rot, the oily smell of diesel boats. “You are a skillful thief.” He sat, checking the discarded tins. They too were licked
            clean. “I didn’t even see you snatch them.”
         

         
         “Hunger makes opportunists of us all.”

         
         A modest fishing boat was motoring up to its slip, and Levi bobbed his head in its direction. “Wonder where he found the fuel.”

         
         “Another opportunist.”

         
         Levi settled against the post. “Do you ever think about your . . . what, sixteen?”

         
         “Nineteen. And yes, many times a day.”

         
         “You enjoyed them that much?”

         
         “Enjoyed?” Asher’s eyes bulged. “I was a murderer.”

         
         “Who volunteered for that role, as I recall.” Levi licked his fingers. “I only had nine, but I’m proud of them. Each one persuades
            me that I will do what is necessary to secure my survival. Everyone else can take a horse’s hind leg.”
         

         
         “I witnessed one of yours, and I’ll never forget it.”

         
         “The major.” Levi sniggered. “That knife went in dirty and came out clean.”

         
         “I still don’t understand why you didn’t finish him.”

         
         “A day, a week, a month of suffering, who cares? An infected kidney will always kill you eventually. Besides, the women he
            raped did their share of suffering too.”
         

         
         “I know.” Asher hugged a knee to his chest. “I can still hear him gurgling.”

         
         “Maybe that sound will appear in one of your stories.” Levi dug a dirty fingernail between his front teeth. “Your endless
            supply. How about telling one now? I have eaten too much, and your tales keep me from getting sick.”
         

         
         Asher tossed a splinter of decking wood into the water, where it floated. “You want something medicinal?”

         
         “The opposite. Something dire and dark.”

         
         “That makes it easier.” Asher shoved the empty tins away. “This isn’t mine, but one I heard. You remember how the surrenders
            came one by one, starting in April?”
         

         
         “An encouraging trickle that became a wonderful cascade.”

         
         “Yes. Finland, Denmark, Italy, and finally Berlin. For Allied troops, May eighth was the official day. War over, V-E, all
            the front pages. That afternoon, one infantry unit in Caen found alcohol of some kind. A drunk soldier celebrated the victory
            by firing his rifle into the air. But the bullet struck a member of his troop, and killed him.”
         

         
         Levi laughed. “That will teach me to ask for dire and dark.”

         
         “Terrible story.” Asher blinked several times. “I don’t know why I told you.”

         
         “Because.” Levi wiped his chin on a sleeve. “You don’t believe it.”

         
         “Do you think the war is not capable of this degree of irony?”

         
         “Are you kidding? This war’s ironies have been positively spiteful.”

         
         “Because it’s too easy to picture, then, so it must be contrived?”

         
         “No.” Levi examined the last tin, making sure it was empty. “I could easily see myself in that situation. Either the idiot
            shooting or the idiot who gets shot.”
         

         
         “Then what’s the problem?”

         
         He tossed the tin on the others, a little metallic clank. “The soldier wasn’t drunk. You and I have hidden in enough cellars,
            and have had enough occasions of wanting a good stupor, to be experts on this topic. We know that the enemy found, confiscated,
            and guzzled every drop of alcohol anywhere around here a long time ago. History may enshrine it as their most thorough accomplishment.”
         

         
         “Now that you say it, I know you’re right. The man was careless and stupid. Drink was just his excuse.”

         
         “We all must find a way to live with ourselves.” Levi chuckled. “I would surely enjoy a decent intoxication right now. For
            two years.”
         

         
         “You’ve already identified the main obstacle. No booze.” Asher shifted in his seat, hugging his knee. “What will you do now?
            Back to carpentry? There’s plenty of rebuilding to be done.”
         

         
         Levi took out a pack of cigarettes, shaking one loose. In another time, it would have been the equivalent of flashing a wad
            of hundred-franc notes.
         

         
         “Where did you find those?” Asher said.

         
         “Same place as lunch. Carpentry? No, no.” He lit the cigarette, using a lighter Asher hadn’t seen before. “I’ll steal. Squat.
            Whatever’s necessary.”
         

         
         “Doesn’t sound like you have much regard for your fellow man.”

         
         “My fellow man has been trying to kill me for several years now. And kill you.”

         
         “Sometimes I wish he had succeeded.” Asher muttered it while looking away, but Levi snickered again.

         
         “Everyone does, Asher. Who wants the job of cleaning up this mess? Basic things, like an honest day’s work, a dry place to
            sleep, reliable meals.” He scowled at the tins. “They’re all years away. Ages. Till then we fight and scrape.”
         

         
         “Eli was saying the same thing. Victory does not equal peace.”

         
         “Victory?” Levi stood, brushing off his pants. He drew on his cigarette and stared across the harbor. “Victory is a lie.”

         
         Asher rested his chin on his knee. “I hope not.”

         
         Levi shrugged and strolled away. Childhood friend and Resistance comrade, connection between Asher’s past and present, this
            was the last he saw of him: bumping into an older man, snarling, “Watch where you’re going,” and continuing on his course
            as straight as a tank.
         

         
         Another thread, gone. Maybe Asher’s last.

         
         He had visited these piers countless times, when he was ten and had an endless supply of questions for the fishermen, early
            teen years when he wondered what it might be like to work on a boat, the summer he was seventeen and did so, and while he
            was proud of his biceps growing from hauling the nets and his legs becoming steady on a heaving deck, all he did besides work
            was eat and sleep to recover so he could work again. There was no income to be had from his favorite pastime of drawing, despite
            his grandmother’s fervent encouragement, and one morning Asher’s grandfather took him to meet a cobbler. The shop smelled
            splendidly of leather, each tool had an artfully specific purpose, and the cobbler himself seemed comfortable living somewhere
            between peasant and artisan. He had a small but well-kept home and was ready to retire. As if the economy were a century in
            the past, he was also willing to take an apprentice.
         

         
         That put an end to Asher’s days on the docks. Marriage and fatherhood and a mortgage followed, a modest domestic comfort until
            the war disrupted everything, ruining life’s pleasures with a cruelty so thorough you sometimes had to admire it.
         

         
         At that moment, however, Asher remembered one of his favorite childhood things to do in the harbor. Lying on his belly, he tilted his body over the side of the pier and looked under, his head upside down, so that the dock was the ground, and the waves were the sky. The confusion had a unique pleasure, defying gravity and sense. 

         
         The sea was dark blue, as always in spring. Under the dock it had peaks and valleys of a thousand different shades, a different
            color for every shape the water made.
         

         
         He jerked upright, scampering back on hands and knees.

         
         “Are you all right?” a passing woman bent to ask.

         
         “Beauty,” Asher told her, shielding his eyes. “I’m not ready to see it yet.”

         
         The woman gave him a wide berth, hurrying down the dock with a basket she brought to a fisherman on his boat. She must have
            said something, because the man climbed onto the pier with a long wrench in his hand and gave Asher a severe look.
         

         
         He waved in reply, feeble as grass in the wind, before staggering away.

         
          

         Asher was exhausted, a canyon of fatigue that would take years of sleep to refill. He had performed his duty, and now that
            duty was done. It had shaped his days, formed his attitudes, and vanished with the swiftness of lightning. Nothing remained
            except—with a determination to persist that baffled him—his breath.
         

         
         He followed it down a path, inhale and exhale, in with sorrow over what he’d lost, out with guilt over what he’d done. He
            knew where escape might be found, not a thousand steps away. Weaving through shore grass, the path left harbor and village
            behind, descending, opening, delivering Asher to the beach.
         

         
         White, wind-whipped, and the tide gone out, the beach was deserted. Warm but not as oppressively as by the fountain. Ideal
            for his purposes.
         

         
         What mattered, now that the war was done? His wife, Aube, named for the rising of the sun. Gardener, lover, stern spur to better himself. And she was gone. His daughter, Rachel, named after Asher’s grandmother, a determined girl who, if she was awake, was running. Chasing her had been the joy of his days. She was gone too. His home, his work, his friends, his role in the Resistance. Meanwhile, before him, sunlight glinted off the sea in invitation. 

         
         Oddly, the idea that his time had come did not feel at all dramatic. For a man disconnected from everything he had been before
            the war, and now from the war as well, to end his life was to dispense of an empty rations tin. Afterward there would be no
            one to notify. He crossed the wet sand with a purposeful stride.
         

         
         Yet as the first wave spilled over the toes of his boots, Asher backpedaled. He’d called them his babies, these wonders in
            calfskin he made by hand eight years ago, preserving them through the war while friends wore all sorts of disasters on their
            feet, and suffered for it. These boots were still sound, and he was not going to waste them.
         

         
         He reversed direction, planning to leave the boots above the high tide mark. But someone was there. He was no longer alone.

         
         A woman with a dog. That was exceptional, because the enemy had confiscated and killed all dogs years before. This one was
            gray-muzzled, white-chested as though he wore a tuxedo shirt, which meant he was born before the war and had survived it.
         

         
         Walking in soft sand was tiring, so he saved his breath till the distance was shorter. As a result, the woman greeted him
            first.
         

         
         “Are you thirsty, man about to swim fully clothed?” She held up a large canteen.

         
         “Pardon me?”

         
         “I’m not accustomed to this heat,” the woman said, arranging layers of clothes around herself. She had brought a folding stool
            of some sort, on which she seemed entirely comfortable. Beside her, the dog sat at perfect attention, pink tongue hanging.
            “Here.” She reached the canteen toward Asher. “Be kind to yourself.”
         

         
         He gave her a sidelong assessment. Her hair was a white bird’s nest, her clothes as ragged as his. She was not smiling, but there was humor in her expression. 

         
         “Actually, I’m dying of thirst,” he said. He accepted the canteen, but hesitated. What if it was poison? Wouldn’t that be
            ironic? He poured water into his mouth.
         

         
         “Take all you like,” she said. “Thirst is not a thing worth dying of.”

         
         Asher felt his mouth soften, his whole throat relax. It felt as if water had just been invented, the sensations were so strong,
            his relief so profound. When he lowered the canteen, he saw she had produced a loaf of bread from somewhere, round and high.
         

         
         “You have yeast?” he marveled.

         
         “Shhh.” She broke an end off the loaf. “My secret.”

         
         He took the piece she offered, dark brown, and the crust required hard chewing.

         
         “Excuse my forwardness,” the woman said. “But you appear to be in distress.”

         
         Asher stopped to consider her straight-on. “I don’t want to spend the rest of my life grieving for France.”

         
         “But we will,” she answered without hesitation.

         
         “I don’t want to grieve at all.”

         
         “Why would you feel that way?” The woman tossed a bit of bread toward her dog, who snatched it from the air expertly. “Grief
            is the most involuntary form of love.”
         

         
         He looked down the beach, jaw working, and did not answer.

         
         “Where are you headed?”

         
         Asher took another bite of bread. “I thought I knew a minute ago.”

         
         “I have heard that good things are happening in Clovide.”

         
         “Clovide? Where is that?”

         
         She pointed a thumb over her shoulder. “South of here. Southeast. Good things.”

         
         Asher paused his chewing to gulp from the canteen again. His stomach growled at its sudden satisfaction. “What is your definition
            of good things?”
         

         
         “It doesn’t feel right to say, since I haven’t seen for myself.” Now she was smiling. “Too far for these old knees.”

         
         Asher looked out at the waves, as if he’d forgotten they were there. They curled and collapsed, brilliant in the sun, indifferent
            to their beauty. “It has been a long time since I heard of good things happening anywhere.”
         

         
         “As rare as fish in the sky.” She grunted, leaning forward, rising to her feet. The dog stood too, tail wagging, as the woman
            slipped her arm through a strap, folding the stool to rest it on her back. “I’ve delayed you long enough. Have a nice swim.”
         

         
         Slow as a turtle, she began to make her way up the beach, woman and dog casting a single shadow.

         
         “Thank you,” he called. She waved a hand and kept walking.

         
         He still had bread in his hand, and he wolfed it down. Then, remembering why he had come, Asher slipped out of his boots,
            gave them a long look of gratitude, and started back toward the sea. Where was Clovide? What was happening there? Were good
            things possible anymore?
         

         
         He had many more questions he wanted to ask the woman. After a few steps he glanced back—she was gone. Asher shook his head
            as if to clear it, but there was no doubt. A distance that had taken him several minutes to walk, she and her dog had covered
            in seconds.
         

         
         “What the hell?” he asked the air.

         
         The moisture in his throat was real, the fullness in his belly. He hadn’t imagined her. There must be another trail from the
            beach, he thought, made during the war, that he did not know yet. How had she arrived so quickly, and vanished even faster,
            and where were her tracks in the sand?
         

         
         Asher found himself back at his boots again. Clovide? Curiosity was not enough to live for, but good things might be. And
            he hadn’t even asked the name of her dog.
         

         
         Right and left, he pulled his boots back on. With slow steps and uncertain direction, he began to hike away, and when he’d left the beach he kept at it, and when he reached the fountain he picked up his pace, and after he’d left the town he lengthened his stride. 

         
         No food, no money, no weapon, Asher did not look back once, because there was nothing left for him to see. All of the threads
            were gone. So began the period in his life he would later call the time of wandering.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Everyone had heard of Clovide. No one knew where it was.

         
         “Good people are there.”

         
         “It is supposed to be a place of healing.”

         
         “I’ve heard there is a sanctuary.”

         
         “Their food, I’m told, is excellent.”

         
         Then people would point right or left, south or east, and Asher would stagger on, town by village by hamlet, untethered, rudderless,
            so hungry he sometimes hallucinated. Was the world actually assembled from pieces, like cuts of leather for making boots?
            Was everything as fragile as glass? Could there be a fish in the sky?
         

         
         Most often, what brought Asher back to reality was the arguing. France had become a nation of houses with closed shutters,
            as if a storm were forecast. But he’d linger outside a café hoping for a scrap, hover near a street market, or sip from a
            fountain in the square, and people would be shouting at each other.
         

         
         Either the armistice with the Nazis had prevented battles and saved countless lives, or it was a fatal sacrifice of national
            pride. Either the Resistance showed courage, taking spectacular risks to disrupt enemy plans, or it cost more lives than it
            saved.
         

         
         One or both arguers would look Asher’s way, seeking to enlist his agreement. If you weren’t a Communist, you were a Nazi, or so each of them accused the other. When Asher declined to speak, both sides viewed him with suspicion. But he never knew whose passions might turn violent, and he was traveling unarmed. He’d found a knife, its blade dull but hard. One morning, inexplicably, he’d wandered off without it. It was just as well; hunger had weakened him beyond defending himself anyway. 

         
         One time the arguers did catch his attention, on a blistering day when heat rose from the road like a neglected pan on the
            stove. The men were disputing about Pétain, former head of the Vichy government, who was now on trial in Paris.
         

         
         “I tell you,” the bearded man said, grinding a fist into his palm, “he was right to support the Germans. It was the only way
            to save Europe from communism.”
         

         
         “But the Jews,” the other man exclaimed. “Pétain handed tens of thousands of them over to their executioners.”

         
         Asher stopped in his tracks. His brothers, his cousins, all those children of Israel had appeared at the rail station as ordered,
            crowded obediently aboard the cattle cars, and never returned. Of his family, he alone defied the orders, took to the woods,
            and struck up with Levi and Eli. Yes, there were Communists in the Resistance. Socialists made up the majority of his cell.
            But politics were trivial compared with the brutal reality of his family taken away, and his wartime determination to make
            the takers pay.
         

         
         “What are you looking at, mule?”

         
         Asher came to his senses. The men had stopped arguing to glare at him. With slow care, he bent and picked up a brick, hiding
            it with his body.
         

         
         “Which are you, deaf or stupid?” asked the bearded man.

         
         “Or all three?” quipped the other man, and they laughed.

         
         Asher shuffled away, suffering the heat. Out of their sight, he tossed the brick in a gutter. Why should he have survived,
            and not his beautiful brothers? Why him, and not his daughter and wife?
         

         
         He could hear the arguers rejoining their debate, ardent as ever. He heard them everywhere he went. Meanwhile, the rails stayed bent, the bridges reached halfway, the roads remained potholed or bomb-cratered. Meanwhile, the rivers proved their disinterest by continuing to find a path through what had once been greatness. In his time of wandering Asher found himself on riverbank after riverbank, his direction pulled this way and that like a kite by the wind. 

         
         There were women whose heads had been forcibly shaved. One was paraded naked in the streets, her breasts bruised, her arms
            jerked this way and that by a rope around her wrists. At night there was gunfire in the distance. Nothing connected Asher
            with any place or time or purpose. He became a leaf on the river.
         

         
         One day he arrived at a town whose sign had unusual spelling: saarbrücken. The accent was puzzling, the umlaut, until the truth stunned him. In his search for a sanctuary in France, he had wandered
            all the way to its eastern border. Germany.
         

         
         Asher did an about-face, and from that moment on, he began to starve in earnest. To complete what he had begun at the seaside,
            before the woman and her dog had beguiled him into changing his mind.
         

         
         Starvation was not always terrible, aside from taking too long. He felt the acid in his belly, a body gnawing on itself. The
            scent of food cooking, when he encountered it, made him angry. His thirst was unquenchable. People eyed him with suspicion;
            rough men kicked him in his sleep. Some nights he lay at the roadside scowling at the stars, attempting to organize the constellations
            in the shape of his daughter’s face, and failing.
         

         
         Yet the world was not content to let him go. Someone would insist that he accept a piece of fruit. Or they’d leave a plate
            outside for him. Sometimes at dusk there would be a wagon, a bonfire, strangers willing to feed a stranger.
         

         
         “We have food,” a man said, guiding Asher along. “It’s not far.”

         
         The fire burned high, people circling it. The man helped him sit against a fence post. Asher found a rock that fit his palm, and tucked it under his leg in case of trouble. The man brought him a metal plate. “It’s only a little, so you don’t make yourself sick.” 

         
         A charred potato, baked in the coals. As the man backed away, Asher squeezed it with his hand, splitting it open, scooping
            the scalding-hot insides into his mouth. It burned his tongue, at the same time he felt flooded with flavor. Salt, and then
            rosemary. Where could these people possibly have found salt and rosemary?
         

         
         Asher’s stomach clenched to have food in it, a pain he bore without complaint. He watched the man minister to the group—a
            piece of bread here, a pat on the back there. He returned with a cup of water, which Asher instantly gulped dry.
         

         
         “Which is greater,” the man asked, “the appetite of your body, or the hunger of your soul?”

         
         Asher laughed, the question was so immense. The man did not flinch, though, waiting easily. Asher handed back the cup. “Is
            it that obvious?” he said at last.
         

         
         The man peered momentarily into the empty cup. “You look like someone with a thousand stories to tell, almost all of them
            sad.”
         

         
         “Are you a clergyman?” Asher asked.

         
         It was the man’s turn to laugh. “Sheep farmer. And I used to keep bees.”

         
         Someone by the fire took up a tune, a spirited ditty, but everyone shushed him.

         
         “Not yet,” the farmer called to his people. “Too soon for song.”

         
         Watching him amble back to the fire, Asher recalled when he had last heard music. He knew down to the minute. Aube had a habit of humming to herself while she was gardening. He would bring a stool outside and pretend to work, just to hear her song. Along came Rachel one day, toting her beloved Dolly, whom she instructed in toddler gibberish on how gardening was done. Eventually tiring of that play, Rachel crawled up beside her mother, humming bits of a tune as well. He sat there thrilled, as they unconsciously harmonized. An hour later, they left to bring beet greens to a neighbor, and on the way home the enemy soldier fired and ended everything. But that moment with their two voices humming at once? He heard it in his mind as clearly as if he were still seated on that stool, sewing tools in hand, and the memory was so sweet, he felt as though it might split him in half there against the fence post. It might as well have been the last music on earth. All Asher could do was close his eyes and hurt. 

         
         After a time, he dozed off, but the nightmare was waiting as usual: the man on fire, his face distorted by agony, his skin
            making a smell Asher would never forget.
         

         
         “Sorry to bother you,” the farmer said, at which Asher jumped awake. “I thought you might want another.” He dropped a second
            potato on the metal plate. And backed away before Asher could collect himself enough to express thanks.
         

         
         Later, when the coals burned low, the farmer returned. Asher put a hand on his rock for security, but the man only sat beside
            him. He wore patched clothes and a collapsed hat, but Asher noticed that his boots were well maintained. In his lap he tossed
            a pebble hand to hand, like an idea about which he was of two minds. “As I said, you look like a man with some stories. How
            about earning your supper by telling one?”
         

         
         Asher released the rock. “What kind do you want?”

         
         “One from your travels, that reflects the time we’re in. I have heard, for example, about hangings. Not only collaborators,
            but sympathizers, or people who got rich doing business with the enemy, rounded up without a trial and executed.”
         

         
         “I hope not,” Asher replied. “The people of France are better than that.”

         
         The farmer fingered the pebble in his palm, as if he were stirring something. “I don’t mean to dispute with you. But one hundred
            and fifty years ago, our country guillotined fifteen thousand people, cut their heads off, for the crime of being royal or
            rich. I imagine that same nation, these days, would not have much difficulty deciding that a few hundred Nazi friends deserved
            a rope around their necks.”
         

         
         “I suppose you’re right. But compared with the fate of millions in the death camps, our old revolution looks practically gentille.”
         

         
         “Fair point. So, tell me a story,” the man persisted, “that teaches me something.”

         
         Asher hesitated. Could he tell this farmer how grief uproots a man? How guilt makes each footstep heavier? And how, combined,
            these forces could make him wander the earth, casting about for a reason to live?
         

         
         He looked away into the dark. The dwindling fire revealed a sty, a fence, a tree. From the low dance of the flames, shadows
            lurched and heaved.
         

         
         “Whenever I enter a village,” he began, “I find the well first, because I am thirsty. Also, people gather there. I ask for
            work, sometimes food, if the pangs are too strong, then shelter, in that order. Each time I think, Is this where I belong?
            Could this be home for the person I have become?”
         

         
         “Are people generous to you?” the farmer asked.

         
         “As they are able. No one has abundance. One day, at a town’s well, I found two men who were fistfighting. It was the middle
            of the day, they both appeared sober, and it seemed almost businesslike. No one attended, no voyeurs gathered to goad them
            on or pull them apart.”
         

         
         “That’s strange.”

         
         “Yes, and they fought half-heartedly. As if they didn’t hate one another, but were doing someone’s bidding. Yet on they battled,
            pummeling in the stomach, jabbing in the jaw, until I couldn’t bear it. I called out, I moved between them.”
         

         
         Asher watched the man’s hands. He had stopped fiddling with the pebble.

         
         “They seemed relieved,” Asher continued. “Dropping their fists, chests heaving like oxen at plow. Make peace, I said, and
            left them to that task.”
         

         
         “This is an uplifting story.”

         
         Asher shook his head. “I was less than a block away when I heard the thud of blows. They’d started again. No one stopped them.
            No one cared.”
         

         
         The man pondered what he had heard, before tossing the pebble aside. “I cannot leave because of my children. But I hear that Clovide is the place.” 

         
         “What place?”

         
         The farmer checked right and left, as if to confirm that no one was eavesdropping. A battered farmstead, the shapes of sleeping
            bodies. “Where fighting has stopped.”
         

         
         “I’ve heard that rumor and many others. But where is Clovide?”

         
         The man pointed across Asher’s chest. “South. Not forty kilometers.”

         
         “I have heard that before too.”

         
         “Before the war I sold wool and honey there. This is the right road.”

         
         “Where in the city should I go?”

         
         “The cathedral, I imagine,” the farmer said. “A holy place. When France had kings, that was where coronations took place.”

         
         “Is that right? A holy place?” Asher decided to keep his faith to himself. If another religion offered a meal and a place
            to sleep, he would not object.
         

         
         All at once there was a pull in the air, a restlessness. Still susceptible to the seduction of hope, he stood and clasped
            the farmer’s hand. “Thank you for your kindness. I’m leaving now, while I have strength from the meal you gave me.”
         

         
         “The gratitude is mine.”

         
         “I’ve done nothing but eat your food. Why would you be grateful?”

         
         “I will be chewing on your story long after these potatoes are digested.”

         
          

         Two days later, when the afternoon offered slanting light, celestial beams through the clouds, Asher dragged himself to the
            crest of a hill. In the distance, like an island in the sea, there lay a city: roads and buildings and a river flowing through.
            Vultures circled in the between lands, floating without moving a wing tip. Here was a species that subsisted entirely on the
            dead, yet appeared to hunt with a kind of ease, a laziness, so steady was the supply. If he died in the open, they would feast
            on him.
         

         
         Papers blew past like tumbling leaves. Asher’s attention followed their somersaults till one sheet flattened on a post—the top of which held a broken sign: clov. The farmer had told the truth. Asher had arrived.
         

         
         Once he’d crossed the vulture road, the city was larger than he’d expected, and more confusing. He’d intended to use the river
            as a reference point, but lost track of it in the buildings and lanes. Eventually he sought high ground. There he found a
            square, less littered than most. Two toddlers sat with a dog, their legs wide, rolling a brown ball back and forth between
            them. The wire-haired terrier eyed the ball, a bored babysitter, but did not play.
         

         
         “Excuse me, boys,” Asher said, at which the older one snatched the ball up to his chest. These children were clean, he noticed.
            They were loved, someone had survived to take care of them. “I’m looking for the cathedral. Can you direct me?”
         

         
         The younger one had a glint in his eye, the spark of mischief. He murmured something to the older one, whose eyes lit up identically.
            Lowering the ball, he tossed it past Asher, into the gutter and down the hill. Asher scurried after, rushing to catch it before
            the gutter emptied into a sewer pipe. Swooping low at the last second, he grabbed the ball and felt an odd thrill.
         

         
         Straightening, he saw the spires. The cathedral was in as plain sight as if the boys had drawn him a map. His mood lifted,
            he climbed back to return the ball.
         

         
         The brothers weren’t there. Nor the terrier. Nor any sign of where they’d gone. All the house doors in the square remained
            closed. It was a puzzle. He went to the nearest stoop and placed the ball there, taking care that it would not roll away.
         

         
         Nearly a year into his time of wandering, Asher set out toward the spires.

         
          

         The cathedral sat at the back of a large parvis, its stone edifice presiding over the broad courtyard. Thick wooden doors bore charred evidence of attempts at destruction. Statues of saints lined the entry, most damaged but some intact, this one holding a handful of wheat, that one a book. Despite the thrumming in his chest, he marched forward slowly, formally, as if in a procession. 

         
         As soon as he entered, though, the march came to a halt. The holy place was as damaged as everywhere else. Collapsed walls
            on the near side. Stones the size of coffins lying haphazardly, like blocks that playing children had abandoned.
         

         
         He heard the raucous call of a crow. The bird swooped overhead, sailing toward the cathedral’s rear wall—which remained intact
            except for openings where the windows had been, the stained glass. Again, the bird cawed, whether in encouragement or warning
            Asher could not say, as it soared through the gap and away.
         

         
         He clambered over the mess for a closer look. The altar lay on its front. Though side chapels remained intact, many of the
            pews had been splintered by falling stones.
         

         
         There was no denying reality. Clovide was no sanctuary.

         
         There was movement to one side, a scraping sound like a chair moving. As Asher snatched up a rock just in case, a hand drew
            back a curtain, and an old woman emerged. Bent, wrinkled, she wore a black kerchief on her head. She wrung her hands like
            a concerned mouse. “Are you a priest?”
         

         
         “No,” Asher said.

         
         “You cannot hear my confession?” Her voice was a warble, high as a wren’s.

         
         He shook his head. “I don’t know what that is.”

         
         “A sacrament.” The woman tiptoed closer, eking a path through the disorder. “I wish to reconcile with God before I die.”

         
         “So do I.” He brushed pebbles away, and sat. “I was told this was a place for people to accomplish that goal.”

         
         “Oh, years ago, that might have been the truth.” As she approached the broken altar rail, Asher could see that the woman was
            not old, only hollowed by famine.
         

         
         “Until they discovered the priests were hiding Jewish families,” she continued. “They gathered us all to witness, then shot them in the square. That was not enough, we had to see the holy men profaned. They prohibited any burial, and left the bodies to rot. By day, vultures feasted. By night, we heard dogs fighting over what remained.” She picked at her apron. “Later someone bombed our city. As you can see.” 

         
         Asher tilted his head toward the damaged ceiling, beyond that a crimson sky. He shut his eyes, unwilling to experience beauty,
            but quickly blinked them open. That color meant the sun was setting, and soon he would need a safe place to sleep.
         

         
         “Everyone lost something.” The woman knelt at the rail. “No one was spared. My mother? Ancient, frail, prayed herself to sleep
            at night. A soldier shot her, for what reason I cannot imagine. She was as harmless as a cricket.” She lowered her head. “How
            can anyone have faith, after God abandoned us?”
         

         
         “I wonder the same thing.” Again, Asher assessed the open archways at the rear, the spaces for windows that did not survive
            the war.
         

         
         “The left panel was the Visitation.” The woman was up again, approaching with arms raised. “On the right, the Annunciation.
            In the center, the wedding at Cana. It was lovely. You would have thought the lilies were real.”
         

         
         “The wedding where?”

         
         “Someone took the rest, though.” She waved at the sides of the building, where dozens of window openings looked like missing
            teeth. “They actually robbed a cathedral.”
         

         
         “Why would anyone commit such a crime?” Asher asked.

         
         “That was the goal of the war.” The woman had reached his side, and spoke as if offering condolences. “To take everything,
            and never give it back.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         In his memory the colors touched everywhere: the sun’s yellow in the aisle, green from leaves on the book of Torah, red from
            Eve’s apple on the believers’ hands. And that was from the Garden of Eden window alone. There were others, all the way down
            the synagogue’s southern wall. Slowly, almost painfully as the sun progressed through the hours, the colors moved. Only a
            boy, bored as a turtle, he waited for the day to advance enough that a bit of colored light would fall on him. Around him
            the congregation droned and sang and prayed, while the earth dawdled in its spin.
         

         
         Near the end of services, the tints reached his lap at last. He waved his hands in the beams, moving back and forth from one
            color to another, until his mother yanked them down, squeezing his wrist hard enough to be a corrective, and whisper-growled
            that he’d better pay attention to the rabbi, or by heaven, when we get home . . .
         

         
         Asher’s eyes jerked open, his arms tensed, finding himself still inside the damaged cathedral. The warbling woman was gone.
            She had mistaken him for a priest. In a way, he was: A minister of wandering. The patron saint of nowhere left to go.
         

         
         At the scent of cooking meat, he sat up, his senses sharpened. It came from behind the cathedral, and he set off at once.

         
         Outside, the stars were an insanity, not one streetlamp to dim their brilliance. But there was a campfire under the bridge, revealed by its reflection off the river, a warm orange glow. A grumbled comment, a gargled laugh. Asher drew closer. Once again he was without a weapon. He would have been content with a simple carving knife, a tire iron, any form of self-protection before approaching strangers. But the scent was irresistible. Something was roasting on that fire. 

         
         He approached without sound, not scuffing or kicking the least pebble. Two men, large as tree trunks and looking nearly as
            solid, sat under the bridge. One of them rotated something over the fire, causing drops of fat to fall hissing into the flame.
         

         
         “Euclid,” said the seated one. “Would you truly have drowned yourself?”

         
         “Without this dinner?” the nearer one replied. “Pascal, you know I would have.”

         
         “And left me alone?”

         
         “You’d be having twice the feast.”

         
         Pascal scratched his massive chest. “But you are the chef. If I tried to roast a chicken, I would have one half burnt and
            the other half raw. We need one another.”
         

         
         Euclid poked the fire. “Have you never once considered drowning yourself?”

         
         Asher hesitated. Was his impulse, that day on the beach, a common idea?

         
         Firelight tossed shadows on Pascal’s brow. “Not while she lives and breathes.”

         
         “To fall in love with a married woman.” Euclid sighed. “You have my pity.”

         
         The aroma pulled at a part of Asher that refused to die. It had taken two full days after Aube and Rachel died before he would
            accept a plate of food, yet within minutes he was sponging up the last of the sauce with his bread. That same stubborn animal
            hovered at the edge of the firelight, goading him forward. “Hello?”
         

         
         Both men jumped. Pascal drew a knife as long as his forearm. Euclid seized a truncheon. In the firelight Asher could see him better, and the man had the thighs of a horse, a barrel chest, a head larger than a bucket. He was too large to stand upright under the bridge. “Who’s there?” 

         
         “Whoever it is,” Pascal said, jabbing the knife, “kill him for interrupting.”

         
         Asher stepped fully into the light, hands open. “Go ahead. I have no fight left.”

         
         “What do you want?” Euclid circled the head of the club, flexing his stovepipe wrist. “And what makes you think we have it?”

         
         He was barefoot, Asher noticed, and his nose was bent to one side as if it had been pressed by a great weight. Pascal also
            lacked shoes, his feet dirty and scarred.
         

         
         “Boots,” Asher said. “I heard that there were friendly men under the bridge wearing fine boots. Apparently I was misinformed.”

         
         “Are you making a joke?” Pascal asked. “Because we are not laughing.”

         
         For some odd reason, Asher felt no fear. These men were huge, and belligerent, and yet he had no sense that they would harm
            him.
         

         
         “If you kill me,” he replied, “please throw my body into the river, so the fish at least
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