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Day 1

There was no weather at all, and it had been putting Hattie Moss wrong since six in the morning.

Bellhaven in October was supposed to be doing something. Instead the harbor lay flat as a countertop, the flags on the customs house hung straight down their poles, and the smoke off the fish smokers on Lowther went up in a line you could have hung a picture by. No wind. No rain. Nothing coming in off the water and nothing going out. The whole city had lost its background noise, so that from the top of Cobble Street she could hear a car door shut two streets over, and a gull complaining somewhere near the Exchange, and her own shoes.

She had spent the ten o'clock at St. Cyprian's holding an umbrella over a woman who did not need one. Eighty-eight years old, Bernard Ovitt, and forty-one people at the graveside in coats they were too warm in, and every one of them had said the same thing to her on the way out, which was at least it held off. It had not held off. It had never been coming. The sky had the color of a dish left in the sink and the still air had let the lilies get away from everyone, and by the end of the committal the smell of them was standing over the hole like a third party.

Hattie had loaded the folding chairs herself, because Owen had his back, and had driven back to Moss & Delaunay with her window down and the radio off, and had sat in the lot behind the building for ten minutes without taking her hands off the wheel.

Then she had come here, because of Rhoda Marchetti.

Rhoda's husband had been February. A good service. Ninety people and a granddaughter who read too fast and had to start again, which was the best thing that happened all day. Since then Rhoda had come to the funeral home nine times, ostensibly about paperwork that had been finished in March, and Hattie had made her a cup of tea nine times and let her stay, because a widow who keeps coming back is a widow with nowhere to be known.

On the ninth visit they had got through the tea and the weather and a long story about a neighbor's fence, and Rhoda had run out of paperwork to pretend about, and had sat looking at the arrangement on the filing cabinet, which was silk and had been there since 2009 and which everybody assumed was real.

Three weeks ago Rhoda had put her cup down on the arm of the good chair and said, "And who does this for you?"

And Hattie had said, "Oh, I'm fine."

And Rhoda had looked at her. Just that. Seventy-one years old, coat still buttoned, looking at her the way Hattie looked at people, and Hattie had not been able to put it down since.

Cobble Street had been laid out for handcarts and had never apologized for it since. There was no sign on the building, only a brass plaque the size of a playing card, and a door with so many coats of paint on it that the corners had gone soft.

The stairs ran up narrow between two bare walls. On the fourth one the wood gave under her with a long dry crack, and Hattie stopped with her hand flat on the wall and said, "I know. You've been at it longer than I have."

The room at the top was cold and smelled of paper and beeswax. One window, a filing cabinet, a desk with a green blotter and a great deal of correspondence arranged in no order she could see. Behind the desk sat a woman in a bronze-green so dark the room read it as charcoal, cut some time around 1961, the bronze only coming up in it when she moved, wearing amber-tinted glasses in thin gold frames.

Indoors. On a day with no sun in it whatsoever.

"Sit down," the woman said. "Not that one, the leg's gone."

Hattie got up again immediately, took the bad chair by the back, and turned it to face the wall so that the next person through the door would not have to be told.

"How long have you been in this building?"

"Thirty-one years."

"Is it lonely work?"

"Yes," said Odile Vance, and then stopped.

The pen came down flat on the blotter. In the sleeve of the charcoal jacket something small and dark had wedged itself into the fold of the cuff and gone to sleep, and rose and fell there, and the woman did not appear to know about it.

"Sit back down," she said. "In thirty-one years nobody has managed that."

"Sorry," said Hattie, sitting.

"Don't be sorry, be quiet. Four rules." She picked the pen up again. "Rule one, the intake. I ask three questions, you answer, I make the match. There's no browsing, no profile, no photograph. Rule two, one match. One, ever, however it goes. I don't do seconds, the fee doesn't come back, and I won't discuss the fee. Rule three, you sign for thirty days of good-faith courtship before you're permitted to decline him. Rule four is the card. You get a name. No species, no description, no explanation. You find out the rest standing in front of him, the same as everybody."

"That's a kindness, actually," Hattie said. "The no photograph. People are very bad at looking at things in advance."

"The fee is four hundred."

"Fine."

The agreement was two pages. Hattie read both of them before she signed, all the way down, the way she read everything, and it said precisely what the woman had said it said. Thirty days from signature. The date at the top in copperplate, the first of October.

She signed. The small dark thing came out of the cuff while she was doing it, poured itself across the corner of the second page, and lay there, and Odile turned the page out from under it without looking down.

"Question one. What do you do when no one is watching?"

"I sit in the car," said Hattie. "Ten minutes, in the lot, after. Shoes off, radio off, both hands still on the wheel like an idiot. I've done it for twenty years and I've never told anyone, mostly because it isn't interesting." She smiled. "What do you do?"

"I'm not answering that."

"You answered two."

"I'm aware of it." Odile wrote, and kept writing, and did not look up while she did. "It won't happen again."

"That's a shame. You'd be good at it." Hattie settled her bag on her knees. "People think it's the talking. It isn't. Anybody can talk."

"Question two. Who was the last person who disappointed you, and have you forgiven them?"

"Nobody, honestly." Hattie turned her hands over in her lap. They were cold, as usual. "I know that's the wrong answer. But I meet people on the worst day of their lives, and I've been doing it since I was twenty-four, and the thing nobody believes is that they're lovely. They're mostly doing their best in circumstances that would flatten anyone. Somebody's brother gets drunk and says something unforgivable at a wake and by Thursday he's mowing his mother's lawn." She tipped her head. "Who disappointed you?"

The pen went on for a while after that.

"Question three. What do you want?"

"Not much." She heard how it came out and did not fix it, because it was true. "I'm at a good point, actually. I like my work. I'm good at it. There's a girl I've got coming up who's going to be better than me in six years and I'm not even sore about it. The house is paid down, the car's not, I sleep well." A pause. "What do you want?"

"No," said Odile.

"Fair enough."

"Every one of those was an answer and a question. All three." She wrote for what felt like a long time, in no hurry at all, and Hattie watched her do it and did not fill the silence, which was a professional skill and the only unkind thing about her. "You've spent your whole life doing that. Has anyone told you?"

"Told me what?"

"Mm," said Odile, and opened a drawer.

The card was cream and heavier than a card had any business being. The ink was black and the hand was a real copperplate, unhurried, not one letter of it hesitant.

CONSTANT

Hattie held it, and turned it over, and the back was blank, and she turned it back.

"Is that a name or a description?"

"Both, and he'd say neither." Odile put the pen down. "St. Brendan's, in the Old Quarter. Not the new burial ground, the old one behind the chapel. The Havelock plot, at the end, under the yew. Go tomorrow."

Hattie sat very still with the card in her fingers.

She knew every







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
MONSTER MATCH AGENCY






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





