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Dedication

For Lutetia





Epigraph

Et par le pouvoir d’un mot

Je recommence ma vie

Je suis né pour te connaître

Pour te nommer

Liberté

And by the power of one word

I begin again my life

I was born to know you

And to name you

Liberty

–from “Liberté,” Paul Éluard, 1942





Part I





Chapter 1

MEURSAULT, BURGUNDY

September 2015

I wouldn’t have admitted it to anyone, but the truth was this: I had vowed never to return to this place. Oh yes, I had dreamed of it a thousand times, the sweep of vines marching across rolling slopes, the sun a slash of white heat against the sky, the shimmering light and dappled shadows. But always my dreams twisted dark, the skies dimming with heavy clouds, rough winds stirring the leaves into a hiss of whispered secrets. Always, I woke with a start, my heart thundering a strange beat, and a lump in my throat that sips of cool water could not dissolve.

And yet, here I was, my first morning in Burgundy. From the windows of my room, the vineyards appeared exactly as I had imagined them, lush and verdant with late summer abundance. In two weeks, or maybe three, we would begin les vendanges, the annual wine harvest, and I would join the teams of pickers, gathering the crop by hand in time-honored Burgundian tradition. Until then, we watched as the fruit grew ever sweeter, the chardonnay grapes warming to chartreuse, the pinot noir deepening to dusky black—and we waited.

A knock at the door made me jump. “Kate?” called Heather. “You awake?”

“Morning!” I said, and she stepped into the room. Her smile was exactly as I remembered it from college, a merry flash of crinkled eyes and small, even teeth.

“I brought you some coffee.” She handed me a mug, and pushed back her dark curls. “Did you sleep okay?”

“Like the dead.” After traveling for almost twenty-four hours from San Francisco, I had fallen asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.

“You sure you’re okay up here? I’m afraid it’s a little Spartan.” She glanced around the room, empty except for the narrow bed made up in crisp sheets, a bentwood coatrack filling in for a closet, and a battered desk by the window.

“I’m fine,” I assured her, even though she was right: Despite the bouquet of flame-colored dahlias on the mantel, the polished floorboards gleaming like honey, these empty attic rooms couldn’t shake their forlorn air, the walls peeling faded paper, the windows gaping naked. “I don’t think these rooms have changed since I was a kid.”

“Oh yeah, you came here with your mom, right? I forgot this was where you used to stay. It’s been empty for about twenty years. Ever since your grandfather died. But don’t worry—like I always tell the kids, there’s no such thing as ghosts.” She winked and I laughed. “Anyway, I’m sure we’ll find some more furniture in the cellar. I saw a bedside table down there the other day.”

“You guys have been so kind,” I said impulsively. “I can’t thank you enough for inviting me to stay.” Heather and I hadn’t seen each other for years, but when I emailed her three weeks ago to ask if I could volunteer at their wine harvest, her response had been swift: “Come as soon as you like,” she had written. “Les vendanges will be sometime in mid-September—but in the meantime, you could help us with another project.”

Now she brushed away my thanks. “Don’t be silly—you’re family! You know you’re always welcome here. And like I said, we’ve been wanting to clear out the cellar for ages. The”—she hesitated, throwing a sudden glance toward the window—“the timing is perfect.”

“This is my first vacation in years,” I admitted. Back in San Francisco, my job as a sommelier meant long hours on the restaurant floor. Any free time was devoted to studying wine, and any travel reserved for wine research. I always scheduled red-eye flights so I could race from the airport to the lunch service.

“I dreamed of eating at Courgette,” Heather said wistfully. “I still can’t believe it closed.”

“It was a huge shock to everyone. Especially after we got that third Michelin star—”

But before I could continue, the roar of an engine thundered outside and, glancing through the window, I saw an orange tractor rumble into the courtyard. My cousin, Nico, was behind the wheel. Beside him sat another figure, tall and lean, his face hidden by shadows.

Heather moved beside me. “There’re Nico and Jean-Luc. They took the tractor to the shop this morning.”

I set my mug on the windowsill so that the coffee wouldn’t spill. “You guys see Jean-Luc a lot?”

“Oh yeah. He and Nico are still supertight—and supercompetitive, of course.” She laughed. “Although Jean-Luc has the edge, much to Nico’s chagrin. No wife, no kids—he’s got complete liberty to be a total workaholic.”

I crossed my arms and forced a smile. Though I couldn’t hear the men’s conversation, the timbre of Jean-Luc’s voice reached me through the glass. I hadn’t heard it in over ten years, but I knew it.

As if he sensed me, Jean-Luc turned and glanced up. I froze, hoping that the shutters shielded me from his gaze. And then Nico moved toward the house and Jean-Luc turned away, bending his head to examine a clipboard. Slowly, I let out my breath.

“Bruyère!” Nico’s voice floated up the stairs. “Have you seen my rubber boots?”

“Be there in a second!” Heather called.

“He still calls you Bruyère?”

“Yeah, after all these years, your dear, darling cousin still insists the name ‘Heather’ is impossible for French people to pronounce.” She rolled her eyes but still I caught a hint of indulgence.

I remembered that from college, too. “Eh-zaire? Eh-zaire?” Nico used to say, growing increasingly frustrated until, one day, he finally abandoned her real name altogether in favor of “bruyère,” the French word for the flowering shrub heather. “It’s kind of cute that he has a special nickname for you.”

“Kate, please.” She paused with one hand on the doorframe. “The entire village calls me Bruyère.” A rueful expression crossed her face, and then she slid from the room, calling over one shoulder, “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything, okay?”

I listened to her feet flying down the steps, followed by the sound of Nico speaking rapid French, the clamor of small voices, and the clatter of a million plastic toys scattering on hardwood floors. “Oh, Thibault!” Heather scolded her son, but there was laughter softening her exasperation.

I stole another glance out the window. Jean-Luc was leaning against the tractor, one arm raised to his eyes to block the sun. From the back, he looked remarkably unchanged, his frame still tall and narrow, his brown hair glinting gold in the morning light.

I hoped he hadn’t seen me.

The house had quieted by the time I had unpacked and braved a lukewarm shower in the salmon-pink bathroom. I carried my mug downstairs to the kitchen in search of more coffee. On the counter, I found a note from Heather: Dropping kids at day camp. Help yourself to coffee and toast. Scribbled arrows pointed at the French press and a loaf of bread.

I fitted a slice of bread into the toaster and leaned against the counter, waiting for it to pop up. Sunshine was flooding the rooms, filtering through crisp linen curtains onto bookshelves and wide floorboards. Still, the morning light revealed signs of age I hadn’t noticed the night before: faded wallpaper and cracked ceilings, paint flaking from some ancient water damage. I glanced at the mantel of the kitchen fireplace, where Heather had displayed a few family photographs in silver frames. She and Nico looked so young in their wedding portrait, their cheeks smooth and baby round. The stiff bodice of her strapless gown kept her secret: the bean of their daughter, Anna, nestled deep within. I’d helped her pick out that dress at a bridal shop in San Francisco, though I hadn’t seen it again until today. Could it really have been a decade? I still felt guilty about missing the wedding.

Heather and I had met at UC Berkeley—we were friends and fellow French majors who decided to sign up for the same study abroad program. When we first arrived in Paris, she could scarcely order a croissant at the boulangerie, and was so homesick she talked about leaving early. But then I introduced her to my French cousin, Nico, and—seven months and one surprise pregnancy later—their whirlwind romance had turned into something permanent. I would have been skeptical, except I’d seen the way they looked at each other when they thought no one was watching. Now they had two kids and lived at the family winery where Nico worked with his father, my uncle, Philippe.

With the pop of a spring, my toast leapt into the air. I found a knife and sat at the table, spreading butter and jam that sparkled like stained glass. Confiture de cerises was my mother’s favorite, made from a cherry tree in the domaine’s garden. Its bittersweet tang reminded me of my visits here as a child, when she would stir a spoonful into my yogurt and watch until I had finished every bite, anxious that I’d waste food and raise her father’s ire. I think we were both a little relieved when Grandpère Benoît died and those visits ended; shortly after that, she and my father divorced, and her job transferred her to Singapore. “I’ve lost patience with Europe—it’s so provincial. Asia is the future,” she always said. I couldn’t remember the last time my mother had set foot in France. As for me, aside from the year I’d studied here in college, I hadn’t been back, either.

I crunched through the toast, and then carried the crumb-strewn plate to the sink. A glance through the window showed Nico and Jean-Luc walking up into the vineyards, about to disappear over the crest of a slope. With a sigh of relief, I began moving around the kitchen, wiping counters, rinsing dishes. As I scrubbed at a particularly sticky patch of jam, my thoughts drifted to the real reason I had come here. The Test.

It had been eighteen months since I’d last sat for The Test—I couldn’t help but think of it capitalized—but I still remembered the four-day exam in vivid detail. The shape of the plain glass carafes that held the wines for the blind tastings. The sound my pen made as it scratched across the paper, composing short descriptions of each wine, where it came from, and how it was produced. The taste of toasted almonds, elderflower, and flint that made up the white Burgundy that stumped me. The squirmy feeling of humiliation that engulfed me when I realized I’d misidentified one of the world’s most revered wines—the same wine my French family had been making for generations. The wine they believed ran through our blood.

Of course, I knew that passing The Test didn’t guarantee success. I personally knew scores of respected wine professionals who scoffed at the title of Master of Wine, viewing it as a silly and expensive affectation. But another part of me—the part that scoured Wine Spectator with a steel brush of envy, the part that stayed up until dawn making flash cards—that part felt like a failure without it. The qualification “MW” was like a Ph.D., or M.D.—but even more prestigious, considering there were fewer than three hundred Masters of Wine in the world. I’d spent five years preparing for The Test, investing hundreds of hours and thousands of dollars swirling, sipping, spitting.

I’d taken it three times. The first had been a disaster, an embarrassing blur of questions that only made me realize how much I still had to learn. A year later, I passed the theoretical portion—a series of essay questions on viticulture and winemaking, on selling wine and storing it, and the best ways to drink it. But I still needed to pass the other half, the practical, a nightmarish examination of blind tasting, a forest of stemware filled with dozens of different wines that I needed to identify from only a couple of sips. The Master of Wine program proudly proclaimed itself “the hardest test of knowledge and ability in the wine world”—and it also proudly failed the majority of candidates every year. I only had one more chance to pass The Test before the starchy British Institute of Masters of Wine cut me off from ever taking it again.

“Your Achilles’ heel is always France. And not even all French wine. Just the white,” Jennifer observed a few months ago, as we went over one of my practice exams. “It’s funny because The Test covers so much more than when I took it. Not just South Africa, but Lebanon, Australia, Oregon, California . . .”

“New World wine did exist all the way back in the olden days,” I teased her. “Even in other places besides South Africa.” Jennifer was born in Cape Town and was a tireless champion of pinotage.

“But you’re brilliant on the New World. You always have been. Even when you were just starting out. No, it’s the Old World whites you need to study. You’re my exact opposite.” Jennifer looked at me over the top of her glasses. “Have you considered going to France?”

“France?”

“Don’t look so dismayed. Yes, France. You know, that country that produces, oh, just a little bit of wine? Look, Kate, as your professional mentor, it’s my job to offer unsolicited advice, so here it is: If you want to pass the bloody exam, you need to know French wine. And the bottom line is, you don’t. It’s strange. It’s almost like you have something against it.” She drilled me with a look that combined maternal concern with professional authority. Jennifer and I had met at a Spanish restaurant in Berkeley when she was the restaurant’s head sommelier and I was a college student waitressing for extra cash. She had taken me under her wing, encouraged me to further my wine education, mentored me through the Master of Wine program. Without her support, I would never have made it this far.

I flushed under her gaze. “I think I’ve made a lot of progress with the Bordeaux labels.”

“Oh, you know enough to get by.” She flapped a hand. “But I mean really know it. Not just the differences between regions, but the difference in appellations. You need to understand the terroir, to be able to taste the distinction that three miles can make. Visit vineyards. Meet producers. Drink wine. Most people would kill for your problems.” She shifted in her chair. “You still speak French, don’t you?”

I stared at the row of half-filled glasses. “I could get it back if I tried.”

“Think about it. A long vacation. Three or four months at least. You’ll need to travel and you should be there for the harvest. Witness the process firsthand.”

“Three or four months?” I only had ten vacation days a year. “I can’t get that kind of time off.”

“Why not? You did that stint in Australia.”

“That was right after college,” I protested. “I have responsibilities now. Car payments. Rent.” It’s France, I screamed silently in my head. I can’t go back. Instead, I said: “It’s too complicated.”

“Just give it some thought.”

“I will,” I said, prepared to forget all about it.

But then a few things happened.

First, I got a phone call from a headhunter. I loved my job as wine director at Courgette and usually cut headhunters off before they could begin their spiels. But this time before I could interrupt she uttered a word that made my heart leap: “Sotheby’s.”

They were putting together a list of candidates to open a wine department in the Napa Valley, she said. Master of Wine qualification was highly desired. A long process, but interviews of the short list would take place after The Test. I came highly recommended by Jennifer Russell. Was I interested?

At first I equivocated. Courgette was critically acclaimed, triple-starred, and wildly popular. On the other hand, I knew I couldn’t remain on the floor forever. I wanted to sleep when the sun went down, not the opposite. I wanted a relationship with someone who went out for dinner on Saturday night, not worked it. And lifting heavy boxes and standing on my feet for fourteen hours a day wouldn’t see me into old age. I used to joke that I was one hernia away from unemployment—until I actually got promoted when Courgette’s former wine director had to quit because of a hernia. The allure of a career change beckoned, especially one at a prestigious auction house like Sotheby’s: working with vintage wine collectors, organizing sales, a steady, well-paid, coveted job with full benefits. Yes, I told her, I am interested. No, I assured her, The Test won’t be a problem, and I crossed my fingers.

The second thing that happened shocked us all. One grizzly July afternoon, the type of chilly, grey day you find in high-summer San Francisco, Bernard “Stokie” Greystokes—bon vivant, oenophile, owner of Courgette—was arrested on charges of embezzlement. The feds took him away in handcuffs between the lunch and dinner services. A few days later, we came to work and learned the grim truth. Stokie was broke, the restaurant was bankrupt, and we were all out of jobs. After fifteen years, Courgette was shutting its blue-and-white-striped doors, forever.

We convened at the dive bar three blocks away. Margaritas gave way to shots of tequila, and then even more tequila, drunk straight from the bottle. We clung to each other, shocked about Stokie, grieving for Courgette, panicked about our bank accounts. But later, when my throbbing head woke me in the small hours of the night, I forced myself to be practical. I had some savings, enough to cover a few months. But The Test was still almost a year away. I needed to find a new job.

“Why not take this time to completely immerse yourself in exam preparations?” Jennifer said, when she called me the next morning. “From where I’m sitting, this looks like a perfect opportunity to do some extended wine travel.”

“Except for the pesky problem of money.”

“Airbnb your apartment. Use your savings to buy a plane ticket to France. Don’t you have family with a vineyard in Meursault?”

“Ye-es,” I admitted.

“Ask them if you can stay for a couple of months. Tell them you want to help out in the vineyard in exchange for room and board. Trust me, I’ve never known a vigneron to turn down free labor. And,” she said, warming to the idea, “if you start planning soon enough, you could even be there for les vendanges!”

Jennifer could be opinionated and meddlesome, but in all the years that I’d known her, she’d never given me bad advice. I swallowed my pride, wrote to Heather and Nico, and, a couple of weeks later, found myself in the last place I ever thought I’d be: on a direct flight bound for Paris.





Chapter 2

“Here we go.” Heather twisted the knob and the door opened with a creak, revealing a flight of stairs descending to a pool of darkness. “Brace yourself,” she added.

I followed her down to the cellar, breathing in the cool air, damp with the suggestion of mold. A naked bulb swung from the ceiling, casting a weak light on the mounds of junk filling the room. Old clothes spilled from gaping boxes, magazines and newspapers slid into heaps, stacks of broken furniture threatened to topple and crush us. I saw televisions that predated remote controls, a radio that predated television, a cracked globe that predated the Soviet Union, and several fans that might have predated modern electricity. And that was only the area in front of us.

Heather tipped her head up. “Good gravy,” she whispered. “Does it breed and multiply while we sleep?”

“This is like an episode of Hoarders.”

“Huh?” She tore her eyes away to glance at me.

“You know—that reality show where they put on hazmat suits and clean out people’s houses.”

“There’s an entire TV show about this? God, sometimes I feel so out of touch with the States.”

“People die from hoarding. All the stuff collapses on them and they suffocate.”

“Are we the dudes in hazmat suits, or the people getting buried alive?”

“We could be both.”

“I would laugh,” she said darkly. “But it might turn out to be true.” She unfurled a roll of garbage bags. “Come on. You start on that side, I’ll tackle this side, and we’ll meet in the middle, probably some time next February. Sound good?”

“Sure.” I nodded, and she ripped off a wedge of black plastic sacks and handed it to me.

After lunch, Heather had wanted to take me to Beaune, to stroll the crooked streets of the old town and sip lemonade on the place Carnot. “It’s your first day,” she had said. “We have plenty of time to clean out la cave before the vendanges begin.”

And yet she had seemed almost relieved when I suggested we start working right away. “I want to help you as much as I can,” I had said, which was partially true. I didn’t add that I wasn’t ready for an afternoon of reminiscences or the confidences exchanged by two friends who hadn’t seen each other for a decade.

Now we worked in companionable silence, the only sounds the rip of cardboard, the rustle of plastic bags. Occasionally I’d call out the contents of a box. “Stained onesies. Cracked pacifiers. Ratty stuffed animals.”

“Chuck!”

“About a million cloth diapers.”

“Chuck!”

“Some sort of medieval torture device?” I held up a plastic object flailing with rubber tubes.

“Oh Jesus, my breast pump. Chuck!”

It was strange, I mused, rummaging through these mementos, trying to assess them without knowing their sentimental value. Like this pile of polyester shirts crackling with primary colors and static cling. I held one up, blinking at the bold yellow and blue stripes; the name “CHARPIN” was printed on the back with a huge number “13” below it. “Soccer uniforms . . . maybe Nico’s?” I called out.

“Chuck!” And then, more quietly: “But don’t tell him.”

I placed one of Nico’s soccer jerseys in the keep pile and slipped the rest into a garbage sack. When I opened the next box my fingers brushed soft leather, and I pulled out a pair of tiny booties laced with faded pink ribbons. Turning them over, I saw a name—Céline—embroidered on the soles, and I knew the shoes had belonged to my mother, who had grown up in this house. Try as I might, I found it difficult to picture her as a baby wearing something so sweet. In my mind’s eye she appeared always the business professional, crisp and polished, her blond bob impeccable.

I hesitated. Should I save the shoes for her? She had never been sentimental about her heritage. In fact, by the time I was born, she had abandoned her mother tongue—shedding even her accent—and relinquished her French citizenship “for tax purposes,” passing neither to me. Still, these tiny shoes were one of the few things left from her childhood. I placed them in the keep pile for now.

At the bottom of the box, I found a miniature sailor suit in yellowed fabric, with a square collar and brass buttons. “Oh, look!” I exclaimed. “This must’ve belonged to Uncle Philippe.” I reached for an empty carton. “I’ll start a box for him and Aunt Jeanne.”

Heather came over and took the outfit from my hands. She hesitated. “Nico’s parents are on vacation in Sicily.”

“Right, but they can sort through everything when they get back.”

Again she hesitated, and even in the gloomy light, I saw a flush rising to her cheeks. “I suppose you’re right,” she finally said, and moved back to her side before I could ask any questions.

By late afternoon, we were wading through a sea of brimming garbage bags. And yet, the cellar appeared strangely untouched, still overflowing with mountains of junk. “I swear it mushrooms every time we turn around,” Heather groaned as we carried boxes and plastic sacks up and out, heaving them into the bed of Nico’s pickup truck. But after a cup of tea and several shortbread cookies, we both started to cheer up. Back in the basement, we reshuffled a few boxes and managed to expose about three square feet of cellar floor. Heather dragged a suitcase into the space, a boxy rectangular relic of another era with hard sides, scratched leather trim, and a brass clasp. A thick leather handle dangled from the top.

“Can you imagine lugging this thing around? With no wheels?” She knelt to unlock the clasp. “Humph.”

“What is it?” I looked up from a box of books.

“It’s stuck.”

“Here.” I squeezed past a metal shelving unit. “Let me see.” Kneeling beside the suitcase, I saw a nameplate next to the thick handle, a worn leather tag bearing the initials H.M.C. I squeezed the clasp. “It’s locked. Is there a key? Look on the floor.”

She switched on her cell phone’s flashlight and trained its beam on the ground. “I don’t see anything.” She tried the clasp again. “Maybe we could force the lock? Is there a toolbox down here?”

“We could try”—I felt around in the pocket of my jeans—“this?” I held out my wine key.

She laughed. “Do you always carry that thing around with you?”

“In case of emergencies.” I handed it to her.

She inserted the tip of the corkscrew into the lock and pounded the end with the spine of a French-English dictionary. “I don’t know if this’ll work.” She winced as the heavy book hit her thumb.

“Let me try.” I grabbed the dictionary and took careful aim, hitting once, twice. I felt a sharp, sudden pop, and the clasp sprang open.

“I will never make fun of your wine key again,” Heather vowed, lifting the suitcase lid. “Ugh. More old clothes. Can you believe it?”

I knelt and pulled out a faded dress in a flowered cotton print. It looked like it was from the 1940s: a modest square neck, short puffed sleeves. It also looked well-worn: dingy stains under the arms and, scattered on the skirt, a constellation of tiny holes radiating around a large one, as if the material had been scorched. Underneath it lay a second cotton dress, the style the same, but made up in red-and-white polka dots, with more nibbled holes on the skirt. A sensible pair of culottes in thick brown tweed. A pair of T-strap sandals, the grey suede worn shiny. A smashed, fawn-colored hat with a moth-eaten brim. Several pairs of crocheted ladies’ gloves, and one loner in nubby black silk piqué.

“Whose clothes are these?” I held up the polka-dot dress. It fell just below my knee, cut for someone who matched my height. “This stuff can’t have belonged to my grandmother. She was tiny.”

“Look.” Heather was still digging through the case. “There’s some other stuff. A map.” She unfolded it. “Paris et ses banlieues. Paris and its suburbs?” She dug to the bottom. “And . . . an envelope!” She lifted the flap and revealed a stack of black-and-white photographs that proved too difficult to examine in the dim light. “Should we head upstairs? I need to start dinner, anyway.”

In the brightly lit kitchen, we washed our grimy hands before inspecting the photos. “I’m almost positive this is one of our parcels of land.” Heather held up a snapshot of vineyards punctuated by a small stone hut with a pointed tile roof. “I recognize the cabotte. It’s oval, which is kind of rare—they’re usually round.” Next, a picture of two young boys beside a yellow Labrador retriever. The last was a posed group shot in front of the house. In the center stood a stocky man with a dark moustache, the hint of a smile on his lips, a peaked cap shading his eyes. A slender woman stood beside him wearing a checkered cotton dress and a stiff smile on her porcelain features. In front crouched the same two boys from the photograph with the dog. The smaller one scowled at the camera, while the other, slightly older with rumpled hair, gazed into the lens with dark eyes set in a pale, thin face. Towering beside the kids stood a teenage girl, wavy brown hair falling to her shoulders, clad in a flower-print dress, with a pair of round, tortoiseshell spectacles on her face.

“The girl’s dress,” I said. “It’s the same one from the suitcase.”

“Who is she? Do you recognize anyone?” Heather asked.

I shook my head. “My mom’s never been big on family history. But this kid”—I pointed at the scowling boy—“looks exactly like Thibault. Don’t you think?”

She started to laugh. “You’re totally right.” She squinted at the faces, then flipped the photo over. “Les vendanges. 1938. So, it’s not Nico’s dad, because he was born in the ’50s.”

“One of these kids must be Grandpère Benoît. But who does this suitcase belong to? As far as I know, he didn’t have a sister.” I touched the battered nameplate, running a finger over the initials. “Who’s H.M.C.?”

Heather shook her head. “I have no idea. A long-lost aunt? A disgraced daughter?”

Before I could respond, the back door flew open and Thibault hurtled inside. “Mama!” He flung himself at Heather. “We have a surprise for Kate!”

“For me?” I said.

Anna appeared at the door, and then Nico, his arms filled with bottles. “I selected some wines for a dégustation—to help you prepare for the exam,” he told me.

“Yes!” Heather clapped her hands together. “That means we can have the three c’s for dinner.”

“What are the three c’s?” I asked, as Nico handed me a bottle to open.

“Charcuterie. Cheese. Crudités.” Heather ruffled her daughter’s hair, before bending to retrieve a couple of wooden boards from a low cupboard.

“Everything you need for a balanced meal,” Nico said.

“And no cooking!” she added.

Twenty minutes later we were sitting round the kitchen table cutting through oozing cheeses, piling slivers of saucisson sec on sliced baguette, and heaping salad on our plates. An array of stemmed glasses stood before us.

“Now taste this one.” Nico poured another white wine into my glass and watched as I swirled and breathed deeply.

“The color is pure and bright . . . yellow with hints of gold . . . ,” I began. “Stone fruits on the nose—white peaches . . . and something toasty. Almonds?” I tipped a few drops on my tongue. “Yes . . . peaches. Apricots. And a lovely, long finish with notes of spice.” I took another sip and sighed a little. When I opened my eyes, I found everyone watching me—Heather, Nico, the kids with their crusts of baguette held aloft in midair.

“Alors?” Nico raised his heavy eyebrows.

“Magnificent,” I said, stalling for time.

“So? What appellation?” He spun the label away from me.

I deliberated. “Montrachet?”

He turned shocked eyes upon me. “Mais non, Kate. The last wine was a Montrachet. This is a Meursault. Our wine. Try it again.”

The second sip revealed floral notes beneath the fruit, and something sensual—almost seductive—that I couldn’t place. My mind whirred, trying to pin it down. Where had I drunk something similar? “It’s somehow—it’s familiar.”

“Pas mal, Katreen!” Nico pursed his lips together and nodded. “It is the wine of Jean-Luc’s domaine. His father produced it.”

“Ah. Jean-Luc’s father.” I swallowed a little harder than I’d intended.

“It’s one of the last vintages of Les Gouttes d’Or he ever made,” said Nico. “I pulled it from the cave so you could compare it to the others.”

“Les Gouttes d’Or—Drops of Gold,” I repeated. I took another sip and a memory rose, unbidden: Jean-Luc’s hands cradling a bottle coated in a thick, white-grey web of cellar mold. “Les Gouttes d’Or,” he had said, his eyes shining with pride. “My family’s wine. This is a 1978, one of the most exceptional millésimes. And the first wine my father made.” A wave of nostalgia hit me, so powerful the wine turned bitter on my tongue.

“Mama!” Thibault broke the silence, dropping his fork with a clatter. “I want to watch Barbapapa! All done!”

I pushed my glass away and hoped no one had noticed.

“I’m done, too.” Anna slid from her chair.

“Wait, wait, what do you say?” Heather looked at them expectantly.

“Thank you for dinner, Mama! Please can I get down?” they chorused.

“You may,” she said. “Thank you for asking.”

They disappeared into the living room and seconds later the TV began buzzing in the background.

“Speaking of les caves”—Heather reached for her wineglass and took a sip—“Kate and I found some interesting stuff down there today.”

“Ah bon? Quoi?” Nico reached over and speared a slice of ham from Thibault’s laden plate. “A scratched Louis XV escritoire?” he said hopefully. “Or maybe a hideous painting that’s really the work of a young Picasso?”

“Uh, no. More like an old suitcase . . . full of clothes. And some old photographs.” She stretched, grabbed the photos from the counter, and handed them to Nico, hovering over his shoulder as he flipped through them.

“This is from one of our parcels of land,” he said, pausing at the picture of the vineyards and stone hut. “My father used to take me camping out at the cabotte. Do you remember, Kate? I think we brought you one summer. Papa always said it was like the olden days. Comme autrefois.”

The memory of a dark night took shape in my mind. A sky scattered with stars. Flickering camp light. Pork sausages cooked on sticks and, instead of s’mores, squares of dark chocolate tucked into a length of baguette.

“We used to build a fire in the middle of the hut.” Nico turned to the next picture, the group shot. “Wow, the house looks exactly the same.”

“It was taken in 1938.” Heather snuck a cornichon off his plate. “Do you recognize anyone?”

Nico peered at the figures. “Here.” He indicated the stocky man whose heavy Gallic features and dark eyes mirrored his own. “That’s our great-grandfather. Edouard Charpin. He died quite young in a work camp during the war . . . it must’ve been just a few years after this photo was taken. And this”—his finger moved to the slender woman—“this is our great-grandmother, Virginie. And this is our grandfather, Benoît.” He indicated the thin-faced child. “And the little boy is his brother, Albert. He became a Trappist monk.”

“Seriously?” Heather asked.

“It wasn’t uncommon back then, chérie.”

“Who’s this?” Heather leaned over Nico’s chair so that her head touched his. She pointed at the young woman in a flower-print dress. “Is she related to you guys?”

He examined the photo more closely. “She looks so much like—”

“Thibault?” Heather interrupted. “I kind of thought so, too.”

Nico glanced up, confused. “I was going say that she looks like Kate. Look at her mouth.”

Heather sucked in a sharp breath. “Oh my God, you’re right.”

I gazed at the girl in the photograph. Did she also have green eyes? Faint freckles dusting her nose? When I looked up, Heather and Nico were staring at me so intently that I flushed.

“Who is H.M.C.?” I asked, trying to change the subject. “Those initials are on the suitcase.”

“I don’t know,” Nico admitted. “My father’s the person who really knows our history. He keeps the livret de famille—the family record.” He slipped the photos back into the envelope. “Of course, as you know, he can sometimes be . . . touchy about things like that. He doesn’t like talking about the past.”

I nodded, recalling Uncle Philippe’s sharp features and hooded gaze. He had terrified me as a child, with his ability to silence our squabbles with a single withering glare. Even as a college student, I had found his cold formality intimidating—not to mention the way he never hesitated to correct my French so that I found myself tongue-tied around him. No, Nico was right. My uncle was not someone who would welcome questions about the past.

“It seems so sad, though.” I fingered the edge of the envelope of photographs. “She’s just been forgotten. Lost to time.”

Across the table, Heather’s shoulders drooped a fraction, before she reached out and began stacking dishes. “Honestly,” she said, “couldn’t that happen to any of us?”

Our days soon fell into a routine. In the mornings I accompanied Heather and the kids to their day camp and after we had dropped them off, she and I headed to the dump, located about fifteen miles outside of Beaune. Heather brought a box of homemade brownies for the manager with each load we delivered and he often helped us empty the truck, whisking away boxes and bags before we could clamber down from the cab. Our next stop was the local charity shop—always closed in the mornings—where we left our items by the back door and crept away feeling like criminals. And then we returned to the house and headed down to the cellar, where we continued sorting, bagging, and boxing. Around one o’clock, we took a short break for lunch—microwaved leftovers, which we usually ate hovering over the kitchen counter and looking at our cell phones—“Don’t tell my children,” Heather would mutter—and then returned to our task until it was time to pick up the kids.

At first, I had worried about spending so much time alone with Heather. I was afraid she’d be too curious about my life in San Francisco, that she’d ask too many awkward questions. Honestly, I was mostly embarrassed to admit that aside from work I didn’t have much of a life. The Test consumed most of my free time and disposable income—and I’d yet to meet a guy who didn’t resent playing second fiddle to my studies.

But to my surprise, Heather had been remarkably incurious—so uncharacteristically quiet I found myself wondering if I should start questioning her. Was she merely being discreet? Or was she distracted? She had a lot to juggle between the house, kids, and preparing for the upcoming vendanges. Still, sometimes I caught her staring into space, so lost in thought that even her bickering children couldn’t rouse her attention—and I couldn’t help but feel like she was hiding something.

After a week, we had opened dozens of boxes of books, sorting through outdated travel guides, multiple volumes of leather-bound French classics, and enough French-English/English-French dictionaries to outfit a convention of translators. We stared in mutual horror at an enormous oil painting of a pale young woman carrying a platter with the head of a bearded man upon it, face in pallor, eyes unseeing, bloody neck stump dripping to the ground. “Awful, right?” Heather had whispered. “It’s a copy—John the Baptist beheaded—used to hang in the dining room when we moved in. Apparently your great-grandmother was très croyante—extremely Catholic. Artistically it’s garbage, but . . . well, it’s not exactly the type of thing you just throw away.”

Most of the stuff we found, however, posed no dilemma. We made a bonfire from the stacks (and stacks and stacks) of newspapers, magazines, and obsolete bureaucratic forms copied in triplicate. We hauled away a bulky futon couch, permanently collapsed on one side, on which Heather and Nico had taken turns sleeping after Anna was born: “Makes me delirious just looking at it,” she said. A kitchen table that Heather had painted a bilious sage green: “Martha Stewart gone wrong. Very, very wrong.” A blond particleboard dresser with broken drawers that gaped like crooked teeth: “Ikea.”

We had unearthed a few useful bits of furniture, too—things more salvageable than valuable, but still practical: a small desk that needed refinishing, an armchair that Heather thought she might try to reupholster. Yet, despite all our careful hunting, we had not found anything else that could help us explain the mysterious H.M.C., the suitcase, or its contents.

“Hey!” Heather’s voice broke into my thoughts. “Remember this?” She brought over a stack of notebooks, the French kind, small and slim with graph paper pages and jewel-tone covers. I opened one and saw my own handwriting tumbling across the page: Côte de Beaune-Villages, 2004. Red berries, earth, mushrooms. Soft, round. Low acid, low tannins. I snapped the notebook shut.

“You remember our wine tasting club, don’t you? Or, should I say”—she shot me a sly look—“the nerd club?”

I managed a smile. “It seems to have made a lasting impression on you.”

“Are you kidding me? You guys would spend hours arguing about stuff like which red fruits you were actually tasting. Strawberries! No, redcurrants! No, strawberries! No, wild strawberries. I wanted to pour all the wines into one big cup and slug it.”

“I think you actually did do that.”

“Did I?” She smiled sweetly, and wandered back to her area of the cellar, leaving me clutching the stack of notebooks.

The wine tasting club had been Jean-Luc’s idea, proposed after he discovered I had taken a wine class in Berkeley. “If you are in France,” he had exclaimed, “you MUST learn about French wine!” Heather was less enthusiastic but by that point she would have done anything to spend more time with Nico. No, no, she didn’t like like him—she had a boyfriend back at home. She just wanted to practice her French. (When, a few weeks later, my cousin whisked Heather to the standing section of the Opéra Garnier and pulled a split of Champagne from his coat pocket at intermission, I couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for her clumsy old boyfriend left behind in Berkeley. He had never really stood a chance.)

We held the wine club meetings in my tiny attic room because I was the only one of us who lived alone—my host mother resided three floors below me in a rambling, bourgeois apartment; she rented out her former chambre de bonne, maid’s quarters, to supplement her meager widow’s income. The four of us would squash into the space, Heather and I perched on the bed, Jean-Luc and Nico on the terra-cotta tile floor. We drank out of cheap wineglasses and left the bottles of white to chill on the window ledge because they wouldn’t fit in the fridge. I arranged baguette slices and a wedge of Comté cheese on a small table, along with four plastic cups.

“For spitting?” Heather looked almost offended. “You’re joking, right?”

“We had them in my other class, and that’s what professionals use.”

“But that’s so—eww!” She scrunched up her face.

“Well, it’s there if you want it,” I said, as Jean-Luc popped the cork from a bottle of sauvignon blanc.

No one spat. Of course we didn’t. We began with small, considered sips offering up words like “flinty,” “mineral,” and “acidic.” As the evening progressed, the wine began flowing at an alarming pace and our descriptions—scribbled with unsteady hands in our notebooks—read like entries in a bad poetry contest.

“An apple tree bows over rushing river stones, the fruit kissed by Mediterranean lemon zest, tinged with a rough bitter bile,” Heather declaimed.

“Profound,” Nico said with a smile that was not completely ironic.

“What?” Heather was laughing. “What?”

I couldn’t resist an exaggerated sigh, and when I glanced at Jean-Luc, he wore a similar expression of exasperated amusement.

When Nico had first mentioned his friend Jean-Luc, I couldn’t help but suspect he was trying to set us up. But the more time the four of us spent together, the more I realized that Nico simply liked spending time with Jeel, as he called him. Jean-Luc had grown up on a neighboring vineyard, and I remembered him from my childhood visits to Burgundy because he was the only French kid who wasn’t too shy to try to speak to me in English. To my surprise, the goofy, skinny boy had become a confident young man, his brown hair verging on golden, eyes of the same tawny color with remarkable clear depths. They sparkled with relentless charm, those eyes, quick to twinkle at a joke or fill with empathy, suffused with unwavering warmth. My aunt Jeanne always said that everyone adored Jean-Luc—tiny babies, scratchy cats, the crotchety woman behind the counter at the boulangerie.

The wine club. We hardly had any idea what we were doing, but still it taught me so much. How to taste the flint and chalk that anchors the crisp charm of Champagne. The way the mistral wind can infuse a Côtes du Rhône with the scent of green peppers. How every wine tells a story—of a place, a person, a moment—a happy summer, a miserable summer, a confident winemaker, a worried one, or maybe someone in love. “The wine sleeps in the bottle, but still it is changing—evolving,” Jean-Luc had told us. “And when the cork is removed, it breathes again, and comes awake. Like a fairy tale. Un conte de fées.” His gaze held my own.

Was that how it began? With a look, a brush of my hair, a touch of his back. Later, when we were alone, his furious blush betrayed his faltering confidence: “Every time I see you, I feel like an idiot, Kat. You are just so . . . intimidating. With your perfect palate, and that precise way you have of expressing yourself, so funny and sharp . . . I never thought you’d notice me.” The sight of him so unexpectedly flustered made something inside me crack open. His lips touching mine, his cheeks rough on my face, the warmth of his body against my own, our clothes falling to a pile on the floor.

Was that when we fell in love? With long walks through narrow streets, and conversations whispered deep into the night, talking about our favorite books and music, and whether unfortified dessert wines were delicious or disgusting. All those heartfelt conversations—about my parents’ divorce and their new marriages, and his family’s vineyards, and the parcels of land he hoped to add one day—drawing us close, so close it sometimes felt like we had never been apart.

It was just a study abroad romance. It was merely a dreamy interlude. We were both too young to start a relationship that would last forever. But waking up one morning, his smooth and muscular body next to my own, I realized that I had never been so happy in my life. I’d had other boyfriends before Jean-Luc, but for the first time, I felt like someone saw me—not just the pretty waitress, or mediocre French major, or the lonely teen whose parents had left her too often to her own devices—but the real me. For the first time, I had fallen completely and headily in love.

And then, somehow, it was ruined.

The wine notebooks had grown damp in my hand. My left foot had fallen asleep. Across the cellar, Heather unfurled a garbage sack, shaking it so that the thin plastic snapped and billowed like a sail. I struggled to my feet, found an empty box, and placed the wine notebooks inside. It had been a long time ago. Ten years. But I could still hear his voice, whispering to me in the dark hours of the night. I could still feel his arms around me, pulling me close . . .

I grabbed a pile of moth-eaten sweaters and threw them over the notebooks, closing the flaps of the box so that it looked like all the others, ready for tomorrow’s trip to the town dump. Then I pulled another carton toward me.

When I opened the new box my heartbeat returned to its normal rhythm. Smashed Christmas ornaments. Crumbling paper chains. Strings of lights ending in plugs that could easily spark an electrical fire. Chuck. I reached for the next box: more books. I glanced at the first one, a French textbook. Leafing through . . . the periodic table, ah, a French chemistry textbook. Chuck. The rest of the books were also in French, all of them from the schoolroom: history, mathematics, biology, yet another battered copy of The Count of Monte Cristo. Chuck. Near the bottom of the box, a thick stack of notebooks with dark brown cardboard covers—cahiers d’exercises filled with grammar exercises copied in a painstaking copperplate. I flipped through the first one before setting it aside with the others. Chuck.

At the bottom of the box, my fingers touched another book, large and flat. No, it was a brown leather folder, its cover embossed with a design of fleur-de-lis, and inside was some sort of document, the paper yellowed with age. A branch of pine needles bordered one side, overlaid with several official seals, and the top read: “Lycée de jeunes filles à Beaune.” My eyes skimmed the script, silently translating the words:

Republic of France

DIPLOMA OF SECONDARY STUDIES

3 JULY 1940

Presented to Mademoiselle Hélène Marie Charpin

I gasped. “Hélène!”

Heather’s head appeared above a stack of boxes. “You okay?” she called.

“Look! Lycée de jeunes filles!” I gabbled. “H.M.C.” I waved the folder in the air. “Hélène Marie Charpin.”

“Wait, what? Hold on. I’m coming over there.” Heather wove her way through the mess and took the document from me. “Hélène Marie Charpin. Born in Meursault on 12 September 1921.” She touched the words with her index finger.

“She must be the girl in the photograph! The suitcase must have belonged to her. But . . .” I frowned. “Who was she? If her last name is Charpin, how is she related to us?”

Beside me, Heather sucked in a sharp breath. “Look.” She pointed at the line above. “This diploma was awarded in July 1940. That was right after the Occupation started.”

“Could she have died during World War II? Is that why we’ve never heard of her?”

“I guess . . . maybe? But why would she have disappeared?”

“Didn’t Nico say the other night that great-grandfather Edouard died during the war? Maybe it’s all connected.”

She shrugged. “Maybe?” Her hands fumbled with the diploma as she attempted to slip it back into its folder.

“Nico said his dad would know, right? I wish we could just ask him.” But even as I mentioned Uncle Philippe, I was remembering a rainy summer afternoon, long ago when we were little, maybe six or seven, and Nico snuck into his father’s office to borrow a pair of scissors. As kids we weren’t allowed in there, and when his father caught him, the punishment had been swift: several sharp smacks on the bottom. Nico had shrugged it off and said it didn’t really hurt. But I never forgot the sight of Uncle Philippe’s white-lipped face, furious that he had been disobeyed. “Although, I suppose he’s never been very, uh, approachable.”

Before Heather could respond, the cellar door flew open and Nico came bounding down the stairs.

“Nico, hey! You’ll never guess what we found . . . ,” I started to say, but when I caught sight of his face, the words died on my lips. His eyes were dark and wide against flushed skin, and his breath emerged in gasps, as if he had been running.

“They’re back,” he said to his wife, and she jumped like a spooked horse.

“I thought we had another week!” she cried.

Nico shrugged. “Juan texted him the lab results. Papa doesn’t want to wait another day.” He took a deep breath, crossing his arms tight against his body. Heather began to chew the inside of her lip.

“What’s going on?” I said, with growing alarm. “Is something wrong?”

They exchanged a glance, and turned toward me in unison. “No, no, don’t worry. It is nothing,” Nico said. “It’s just . . . les vendanges.” He forced a smile. “The grapes are ready to be picked—so we will begin harvesting tomorrow.”

“But is everything okay?” I pressed him. “You guys seem—”

“I’ve got to go to the grocery store!” Heather broke in. “How many for lunch tomorrow? Eighteen?”

“Better count for twenty,” Nico said.

She nodded and started up the stairs, patting her pockets for the car keys.

“I need to start sorting the equipment. Buckets, secateurs . . . ,” Nico muttered under his breath, following her.

A few seconds later, they were gone, leaving me alone in the half-lit cellar, my questions hovering like stirred dust and then settling down again, unanswered.





Meursault, Burgundy

12 SEPTEMBRE 1939

Cher journal,

I wonder if that sounds as silly in English as I think it does in French. “Dear diary . . .” Do other girls really write that sort of thing?

Well, I am not sure how to begin this journal, so I will start with the facts, like a proper scientist. My name is Hélène Charpin and today I am eighteen years old. I live in Meursault, a village in the Côte d’Or region of Burgundy. Papa says our family has been making wine here ever since the Duc de Bourgogne first planted chardonnay grapes on the slopes, which was at least five hundred years ago. Then again, Papa has been known to exaggerate a bit of history if it means selling an extra cask or two. Just a few weeks ago, he even told an American importer that Thomas Jefferson had brought our family’s wine to Les États-Unis! “C’est vrai!” he said. “Les Gouttes d’Or was Jefferson’s favorite white Burgundy.” I’m not sure if the man believed him, but he added an extra three tuns to the order and Papa gave me a wink. After the man left, hopping in his motorcar and rattling off to another domaine, Papa threw an arm around my shoulders. “Léna, you are my lucky charm!” he exclaimed.

That was last month, August. Now that we’ve started the harvest, Papa’s smiles have been less frequent. True, it’s been a dismal summer, but I don’t think any of us realized how wet or cold until they started collecting the grapes a few days ago. Half the crop is unripe, hard and green, the other half destroyed by grey rot. Papa and the other men were sorting fruit late into the night, trying desperately to make some sort of vintage from it. Last night, Albert fell asleep in the cuverie, and when I carried him back to the house, I was shocked to see snow dusting the courtyard. Since when does snow fall in mid-September?

I didn’t tell Papa—it seems so morbid—but I fear that the bad harvest is an omen. For weeks, no one has talked about anything except France’s declaration of war. Everyone is jumpy, waiting for something to happen. We’re required to bring our gas masks to school and I dread turning on the radio. Papa jokes that the tense atmosphere is at least good for wine sales, but his face turns ashen whenever he opens the newspaper. How can he not worry, when he lived through La Grande Guerre that killed his two brothers and left him an only child? Thank goodness Benoît and Albert are far too little to fight.

Given the tense atmosphere, I thought everyone had forgotten my birthday today, but I was wrong. Before dinner, Papa found me at the rabbit hutch, slipping compost scraps into the cages.

“Joyeux anniversaire, ma choupinette.” He placed a satin pouch in my hand. Inside, I found a string of pearls, as small and white as a baby’s teeth. “They belonged to your maman,” he said, which explains why Madame hadn’t gotten her hooks into them, like all the other bits of family jewelry.

I touched the pearls, which were smooth and cold under my fingertips. “Merci, Papa.” When I kissed his scratchy cheeks, his eyes crinkled, and for a second I felt that he missed Maman as much as I do.

“You look just like her when you smile,” he said, a statement based more in nostalgia than fact, because the few photos I have seen of Maman show a slender young woman with smooth light-colored curls—not frizzy and dark brown, like mine—and a merry glint in her eye. (Madame says that my spectacles give my face a dour aspect.) Maman has been gone for more than thirteen years—so long I’m not even sure if my memories of her are real or just things people have told me. “She would be so proud of you,” Papa sighed. “As your belle-mère and I are,” he added hastily.

This was such a blatant exaggeration that I just nodded, a smile affixed to my lips. Ever since she married my father, when I was eleven, Madame has been counting the days until I leave home. I wouldn’t be surprised if she crossed off each one on a calendar, like the Count of Monte Cristo. I know I have.

Papa, perhaps sensing my reticence, continued: “I know she can be particular but please try not to be too hard on Virginie. Benny’s illness has caused much anguish for us all.” He looked down at his feet. My half brother’s frail health rules our family, like weather patterns shape the vineyards. Only Albert can soften Madame. Then again, at three years old, he is a little brown bear cub—un petit ours brun—who could melt the thorniest of hearts, even mine, his systematic, scientific half sister, fifteen years his elder.

Beside me, Papa took a deep breath. “Hélène.” He so rarely uses my formal name that I looked at him sharply. In the fading light of early evening, his eyes had turned black. “I’ve decided to let you continue your studies next year.”

I exhaled with a gasp. “I can apply? To Sèvres?”

“If you so wish.”

“Does my belle-mère know?”

“I wanted to tell you first.”

Neither of us voiced what we were thinking: She’ll say that proper young ladies do not leave home before marriage. Even though the École normale supérieure de jeunes filles, founded in 1881, is the most prestigious women’s science university in France, it is located in Sèvres, a suburb of Paris—and to hear Madame air her views about Paris, one might think she was talking about Gomorrah. I gazed down at my shoes, a pair of pale grey T-strap sandals that Papa bought me at the start of summer, even though they were outrageously expensive and Madame said I didn’t need them.

“I’ll talk to her,” he promised, and the confidence in his voice reassured me. Perhaps Madame will view my continued education as a shrewd investment against my freckled face and gangly legs.

“We’ll miss you, you know. The house already feels empty without you.” A teasing smile played about Papa’s lips, but his eyes remained grave.

“I don’t even know if they’ll accept me. It’s meant to be very competitive.”

“Of course they will. Though I do wonder if you should wait to matriculate. Given the current situation.”

“Nothing has even happened,” I protested. “I think they’re bluffing. I bet there won’t be a war at all.” Of course, this is what we all hope.

For a minute, we sat listening to the rabbits gnaw at their lettuce cores. Then Papa brushed off his coat and said he needed to get back to work. He and the pressoir team will be crushing grapes well past midnight.

It astonishes me, this love my father and—I think, perhaps, eventually—my brothers have for the vineyard. Where I see sunburns, cracked hands, children working the vines when they should be in school, dirty farm equipment, and the indelible stains of vinification, they see the joy of physical activity, the satisfaction of tradition, the pride of owning the same land for generations.

I am not sure there is a place for me here, on the domaine. I’m not sure I want one, either. I’ve talked about finding a teaching position in Dijon if I receive my degree, but lately I have been thinking of going somewhere else, somewhere far away: Paris, Berlin, Geneva—or maybe even America? Les États-Unis . . . Would I dare?

One thing I know for certain. This house has not been my home ever since Papa married Madame. If I am offered a place at university next year, I have no intention of returning to live here ever again.





Chapter 3

A mist floated over the vines, a fine spray that blurred the distant village and heightened the color of the grape leaves so they flashed against the grey sky. It was the third morning of the vendanges, and my sleeves were soaked with dew, my hands cold and slick, my back throbbing as I bent and stooped. And yet, despite the physical discomfort, the beauty still bewitched me—the air, silken and pure, the crisp sounds of snipping secateurs and heels crunching on graveled dirt, the precision of orderly vines marching across gentle slopes. At this hour, before the sun rose bright and strong, the landscape was a wash of color, the pinot noir grapes fat clusters of soft violet, the chardonnay pale celadon, the broad leaves fluttering emerald, the precious soil a crumbly stroke of russet.

“Allez, tout le monde! Ça va?” Nico stood near the cabotte, a primitive stone hut. “I brought the casse-croûte,” he continued in French, holding up a wicker picnic basket. “Let’s finish this patch and we can eat before loading up. D’accord?”

A few calls of assent and we bent to work, the others, more experienced, moving swift and steady through the vines, while I trailed behind. Finally, I finished my row and lugged my bucket to the wheelbarrow, emptying the fruit within. The other pickers started loading crates of grapes on the truck bed as Nico stood by and noted each one on a clipboard.

In the picnic basket, I found the last sandwich—a length of baguette stuffed with a thick slice of pâté de campagne and a slender line of cornichons—sat down on an overturned crate, and took a bite.

“Du vin?” A teenaged boy appeared before me, proffering a bottle of wine.

“De l’eau?” I asked hopefully. After the morning’s toil I needed water to quench my thirst, not wine.

“J’sais pas.” He shrugged. Wine it would be.

I found a plastic cup and he poured me a slug. It was young, still sharply tannic, but full of fruit, the color of rubies. I ate my sandwich in quick bites, washing it down with the wine. In the distance, a mass of clouds bruised the horizon.

Nico pushed the last crate of fruit onto the truck and walked toward me. “Storm’s coming,” he said, nodding at the sky. As if in agreement, a great rumble rolled across the bucolic calm. I flipped my hood over my head, expecting rain. But the sound grew until I realized it was not thunder, but an engine chugging up the slope. After what seemed like a long wait, a tractor finally appeared, grinding to a halt near the truck. The orange door opened, long legs swung down, and the gaunt figure of Uncle Philippe emerged. He surveyed the proceedings, noting the laden crates stacked in the truck, the empty picnic basket, the vendangeurs who stood smoking and chatting.

“Nicolas!” he called to his son, who
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