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        “I’d rather have a great screwball comedy than a profound tragedy. After all, tragedy is all around us and screwball is something only the movies can do.”

      

      

      
        
        David Thomson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            THURSDAY EVENING, WINTER 2011

          

        

      

    

    
      I see my life in scenes from movies—especially really old ones, from the 1930s and ‘40s. Screwball comedies, films noir, musicals, all with glorious stars of the silver screen. Seriously—is anyone cooler than Myrna Loy? So I’ll start this story with a long shot.

      
        
        EXT - steep rain-slick city street - EVENING

        The wet pavement gleams like patent leather; among the neat hillside houses sits a tiny cottage, one light glowing in a front window.

      

      

      It resembles the hillside house in The Big Sleep, the one that looked so cozy from the outside but inside was a hotbed of crime. Usually seen in heavy rain even though it’s supposed to be in LA, and in real life LA is better known for its sunshine. The rain on this street is an everyday occurrence, however, and the city is a dark northern city. Portland, Oregon, to be precise. We have not happened upon a crime scene either. The tiny cottage is my house, the time of year when gloom does not need enhancement by atmospheric set design. Enter the heroine—that would be me.

      
        
        JANE pedals up the hill on her venerable three-speed bicycle. She is a tall athletic woman of about 30, but none of these features are immediately apparent because she’s encased in helmet and shapeless unisex raingear. She dismounts from her bicycle, stows it in the carport, and enters the house.

      

      

      I could hear the sound of my own cheerful voice—yes, I still have my land line with answering device—asking the caller to leave a message. Then Gus, plaintive: “Oh, Jane, it’s me, I just really need to talk to you. It’s not what you think, um, just call me, okay? It’s important.” At least he wasn’t rattling on the way he usually did, taking up the full minute the device allows. He had left me three messages so far that week, each more tedious than the last. He was obviously having trouble letting go.

      I shucked my raingear and headed for the kitchen, where marmalade Muriel meowed piteously. Even though things were looking better for her than for me—the cupboard overflowed with her favorite varieties of Fancy Feast and very little else. I dished out her dinner, toweled off my damp face and hair, traded bicycle shoes for some nifty black boots and headed back out. This time to my car.

      
        
        INT - funky movie-theatre-pub - NIGHT

        Jane sits in the theatre with pizza and beer in front of her. Her dark hair is still damp from the rain, her pale face bathed in the glow of the image on the screen. It’s an early scene in To Catch A Thief—Cary Grant putters amongst the flowers on the terrace of his hilltop villa in the South of France, where the sun shines and the sky is blue. Jane takes a bite of pizza and chews slowly, her eyes glued to the screen.

      

      

      Glued to the screen? Ugly image. How about rapt with attention? I’d seen the movie before, of course. You could even say I had it memorized. It was the perfect antidote to a winter night in a dripping city. Not that I truly needed an antidote—I myself was soon to embark on a voyage to the South of France. I’ll get to that in a minute. I took as a favorable omen the fact that the movie just happened to be playing right in my neighborhood, at the Laurelhurst Theater with pizza and beer. I chewed and swigged and blissfully basked in the sun of the Riviera.

      All too soon, though, Cary was kissing Grace Kelly in her golden gown and she was saying, “Mother will love it here!”—and then the lights were coming up. Oh great, and it was impossible to ignore the unmistakable silhouette of Gus a few rows in front of me. Gus had missed the moment when close-cropped hair became hip, but his retro shaggy look worked well for him—and made him easy to spot in a crowd. A surge of unreasonable irritation at the failure of my avoidance efforts. What was he doing here? I slithered out to the aisle and headed for the exit. Not fast enough.

      “God Jane, I’ve been calling and calling. Why don’t you ever call back?”

      I feigned surprise. “Hey, Gus! Wow, you’re here too! Don’t you love this movie?” Really fast on my feet—we had watched it together at least five times.

      “But I need to see you.” He clutched at my arm. “I was hoping I’d find you here. We could get a beer...”

      “Um, I’ve been really busy lately.” I tried to pull away but the small crowd surging toward the exit kept us stuck together.

      “It’s like you don’t care any more.”

      Oh please! Whining is so unappealing. “Not now, Gus. Sorry, I’m in a rush. I’ve gotta be somewhere in five minutes.”

      Driving back to my house—which was where I had to be in five minutes—I rewrote the scene.

      
        
        GUS

        Please Jane, I’ve been calling and calling. When can we talk?

      

      

      
        
        JANE

        It’s over Gus. I’m not your girlfriend any more.

      

      

      
        
        GUS

        But I still love you! And you said we’d always be friends!

      

      

      
        
        JANE

        Yeah, well I lied.

      

      

      Geez, I am such a coward!

      
        
        INT - the hillside cottage - NIGHT Jane in floppy striped pajamas looks a bit like Claudette Colbert in The Palm Beach Story, only with longer legs and shorter hair. She is searching for something. After much rummaging, she opens a drawer and pulls out a wig—a blonde chin-length bob—arranges it on her head and checks out her image in the mirror.

      

      

      I’m not sure why I thought I needed a disguise. Maybe the influence of Grace Kelly in To Catch A Thief and my impending voyage. I could see the scene where the girl, a sleek blonde, drives her sleek French car along a winding mountain road. Jane Lafayette, intrepid girl detective, en route to her next caper.

      So why was I headed for France? I had been hired to find some letters. From long ago, a time when people actually wrote letters. My client had told me the Contessa—that’s who had the letters I was going to find—was an actress in the 1950s and 60s, starring in the French equivalent of many long-forgotten B-movies. Not clear why she was called the Contessa if she was French, but also not clear that detail mattered. I could have wished he, my client, had provided a little more information about her, the Contessa, but no way was I going to turn down a free trip out of town for this or any other reason. As soon as I got the call I switched to French movies. I couldn’t find any featuring the Contessa—real name Delphine Voquaire—but that did not slow me down.

      It was certainly the moment to escape from Portland. The weather—dark, dank, and dismal. The former boyfriend—unwilling or unable to accept that the key word was “former.” The stacks of boring paperwork in my so-called office, the earnest apologetic slow-pay clients, the leaky roof and sagging porch steps of my tiny cottage.

      So I packed up my wig and other stuff, told my niece Angelique she could stay at my hillside house if she’d feed and pet Muriel, and voilà, I was speeding up that winding road on my way to the villa of the Contessa.
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            MONDAY AFTERNOON

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        EXT - mountain road in the South of France - DAY

        The young woman in the car blithely navigating the hairpin curves has a Grace Kelly air of insouciance, but her car is a generic compact sedan rather than a sporty blue convertible and her hair is dark and tousled rather than sleek and blonde.

      

      

      Sorry, the wig was just a bad idea. My head started to itch after I’d been wearing it an hour. Also I can’t swear I was either blithe or insouciant. I just love those words.

      I should explain, if you haven’t already figured it out, that this is not my usual sort of gig. I call myself a detective, but the people who hire me are typically lawyers who need someone to plow through an unwieldy mass of paper. Every now and then I get out of the office—to track down an elusive defendant and serve court papers, or spy on a low-rent fraudster. Not a lot of actual detecting, and also not quite what I had in mind when I hung out my shingle. It pays the mortgage, most of the time, but it does not exactly satisfy my soul. Is there a screwball heroine somewhere whose capers involve bankers’ boxes of documents in a dreary office? I doubt it. And if she does exist, I’ll bet her story involves escape from that office.

      I’d devoted a lot of mental energy—especially since I turned 30 last year—to dreaming up my own escape. But none of the options seemed quite right. Law school? Three years of drudgery, and then I fear I’d just have a higher-paid version of my current life. Wildlife photography? I believe it requires extended periods of stillness—something I’m not good at. Move to Paris, work in a modest little bistro? Sounds like fun, but my French is probably not up to the challenge. Okay, strike the “probably.” Or maybe, I thought at one delusional moment, it’s not too late for a career on the stage. Always a reasonable option, right? I wasn’t exactly freaking out—not yet anyway. But I was feeling especially restless one day last summer when inspiration struck. I was reading a book—a very silly book by P.G. Wodehouse that takes place in England in the 1920s. In it a guy runs an ad offering himself as “ready for anything”—including crime. Naturally he ends up embroiled in adventure and romance. In an idyllic setting too. Wow, I thought, I could do that! So, spurred on by the failure of my emails and phone messages to elicit a check from one of those slow-pay clients, I created this ad for myself:

      
        
        Adventure for Hire

        Resourceful Young Woman

        Will Travel Incognito

      

      

      Maybe its vague wording was a problem, but I was going for that up-for-anything vibe. Though unlike the Wodehouse hero, I drew the line at crime.

      I could only afford to run it one time in the glossy monthly magazine. Naturally no one responded, and I had kind of forgotten about it by that day in January—dark and damp, of course—when the telephone rang. The guy on the phone—calling from LA—had seen my ad quite by chance and had a job for me, in France. If I was serious. Duh?

      
        
        MAN ON TELEPHONE

      

      

      
        
        I can pay your way there and back, plus $250 a day while you’re on the job. No more unless you recover the letters.

      

      

      
        
        JANE

      

      

      
        
        G-g-g-g-guh. Letters. Yeah, no problem!

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      

      
        
        But if there were no problem, there would be no need to hire you, would there?

      

      

      
        
        JANE

      

      

      
        
        Oh. I see what you mean.

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      

      
        
        My client has tried. And failed.

      

      

      
        
        JANE

      

      

      
        
        You’re saying I need to—what?

      

      

      
        
        MAN

      

      

      
        
        Use your wits. Do whatever it takes. (Freighted pause) If you get the letters, my client is willing to pay $50,000.

      

      

      
        
        JANE

      

      

      
        
        (Heart pounding audibly) That sounds reasonable.

      

      

      See, the man on the telephone—Mr. Blanchard, to give him a name—was my client, but he wasn’t even the one who wanted the letters. That would be HIS client. Mr. Blanchard did not tell me the name of his client. All so hush-hush and mysterious, which only added to the fun. And a note of urgency—rumors that another party was looking for the letters, a rival who could get to the Contessa ahead of me. Who could be cleverer than me. Also a hint that the letters contained a shattering secret, something my rival either hoped to keep hidden or planned to reveal to the world, not clear which. “A secret?” I said. “What kind of secret?”

      “But if we knew,” said Mr. Blanchard, “it wouldn’t be a secret, would it?”

      I could detect no flaw in the offer. I’m an ardent Francophile and the letters were from Cary Grant, my absolute favorite movie man from my absolute favorite movie era. The Contessa had been his lover, it was said, some 40 or 50 years ago. This had to be the best assignment ever, no matter what the reward. And the reward, $50,000, was more than enough to fix my leaky roof and sagging porch steps, to replace the ancient windows that the winter wind whistled through. With the money left over after household upgrades I could take time off, a few weeks or maybe months, and figure out a better way to earn a living. I saw a new life plan taking shape even as Mr. Blanchard filled in the details.

      

      I left Portland on a rainy Sunday afternoon and landed in Paris on a rainy Monday morning. I had intended to use my ride south on the TGV to go over my scheme for inserting myself into the Contessa’s life, but I had been too excited—or nervous?—to sleep on the plane so I conked out on the train. It was mid-afternoon when I arrived in Perpignan, groggy and unprepared, and rented a car. Fortunately Mr. Blanchard had provided me with excellent directions to the villa, less than an hour’s drive farther south.

      
        
        EXT - the Contessa’s villa — DAY

        The structure, made of stone the color of very old Parmesan cheese, is large and rambling, perched on a hillside. It inhabits the rugged terrain with authority, as if the hill had been created with just such a structure in mind. The sun shines and the sky is blue as Jane knocks on the front door.

      

      

      If you’re thinking Cary Grant’s mountain retreat from To Catch A Thief, you’re mistaken. This was in a much less glamorous area, the Pyrénées Orientales. It has mountains and the sea but it’s definitely not the Riviera. Here they fish for anchovies, grow grapes, make unremarkable wine. Jewel thieves would find little to interest them and movie stars do not hang out here. (The Contessa doesn’t count—too old, not really famous.)

      I had come up, I thought, with a clever plan for gaining entry to the villa: I would present myself to the Contessa as a student of botany in search of rare plants of the region. This story was not totally random. Gus was an actual botanist, obsessed with orchids, and even though I did not share his passion I had inevitably learned something about them in the course of our relationship. I knew, for example, that there are at least a zillion varieties, and that one variety or another can be found just about anywhere in the world. Ever so versatile. And that, nevertheless, many varieties are rare. Another thing I had learned from Gus’s orchid obsession is that you can put a roomful of people to sleep—especially if alcohol is involved—by throwing a bit of botany-speak into dinner-table conversation. A useful feature of any good cover story.

      So my plan was to appear at the villa and ask the Contessa whether perhaps she might let me stay there for a week or two. Of course I would pay her, and I would never impose on her. But I really needed to be in these hills (home to my rare orchids), and the villa was so perfectly situated. Maybe a real botany student would have a better support system, but I liked to think such people often had to improvise.

      I had a plan for the letters too, or at least the seeds of a plan. I would use my love of movies to charm and entrance the Contessa, to win her confidence over the leisurely wine-soaked dinners we would share after my hours of orchid-search. I would salt my conversation with names of actors and directors and forgotten films. Naturally this would induce her to share her stories, which, I felt confident, would include Cary Grant and his letters. I would slyly suggest the letters were important to her own cinematic legacy and to the larger history of film. Far removed from the villa—in Portland, on the flight to Paris, even dreaming on the TGV—I could see it all so clearly. Success seemed assured. It felt less so as I closed in on my goal. Yes, I was nervous—and it didn’t help that my brain was addled by hopping all those time zones—as I followed Mr. Blanchard’s instructions on the drive from Perpignan to the villa. But I was the intrepid girl detective, nerves or not.

      

      My heart beat fast as I bravely faced the villa’s door. What did I expect to see when it opened? An image of the eccentric and aged Contessa was not quite clear in my mind—perhaps some amalgam of Miss Havisham and Norma Desmond. Instead a man answered the door: 50ish, slicked-back dark hair, a proper dark suit, a formal manner.

      “Oui? Qu’est-ce que vous voulez?”

      With all those French movies I’d been watching, I knew instantly he was not French. Accent impeccable but diction too clipped and precise.

      I feared, for a moment, that I had knocked on the door of the wrong villa, but I carried on. “Ah bonjour monsieur,” I said. “Je cherche, ah, je suis, ah, pardonnez-moi...”

      “I speak English, miss.” American English but stagey, like William Powell in The Thin Man movies. In fact he looked kind of like William Powell, only without the mischievous air and the dimples. And with this less than welcoming attitude.

      “I’m sorry. I guess my French isn’t what I thought it was.” I tried a fetching smile.

      “Your language skills are a matter of indifference to me, miss.” So my smile wasn’t all that fetching. “Did you require something?”

      Definitely not the scene I had anticipated. Why hadn’t Mr. Blanchard warned me about this humorless habitué of the villa? Maybe he hadn’t known. Well, I had nothing to lose so I blundered on. “I’m a botany student, American,” I said. His arched eyebrow adequately conveyed that this bit of data was likewise a matter of indifference to him. “There’s a kind of orchid that grows in these hills,” I continued, a desperate edge to my voice as he showed signs of wanting to close the door.

      “What is it, Henry?” Just in time, a person who had to be the Contessa swam into view. Old indeed, but elegant—small and slim, regal bearing, white hair piled atop her head. Attired in a Diane von Furstenberg wrap dress from the 1970s, bold grass-green with a leaf pattern. I allowed myself to breathe.

      “Really Madame, I have no idea. I suspect this young woman has something to sell.”

      “Bonjour Madame,” I said, and I hoped my smile was not too eager. “Je m’appelle Jeanne, Jane that is, Jane Lafayette, and I’m not selling anything. I’d just be so grateful for a drink of water.” Not a line I had planned or practiced; it bubbled out of its own accord. “I’ve been searching for a rare orchid and I lost my water bottle and, well, I think I might be lost too. Plus I’m terribly thirsty.” I directed my remarks to the Contessa, who returned my smile quite hospitably.

      “But of course,” she said in her charming accent. “Water, or even a cup of tea. Henry –” and she nodded at him and ushered me inside with a graceful gesture. I had a this-can’t-be-real or Alice-through-the-looking-glass moment as I followed her. I had actually made it into the villa!
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            MONDAY EVENING

          

        

      

    

    
      The tea was spicy and soothing. The Contessa’s English was fluent but deliciously accented, and unlike Henry she was simply delighted that I had landed on her doorstep. Maybe this will work, I thought as I offered my orchid-seeking-botany-student story. Her response was unexpected. “I would have liked to be a student,” she said, taking a delicate sip of tea. The room we were in—I suppose you’d call it the salon—was huge but sparsely furnished: a few chairs sprinkled here and there, a long rustic dining table at one end, an elaborate sideboard where Henry stood guard, and not much else. “Of course, I had my work—I was a film actress, you know. Oh, you wouldn’t have seen anything I was in. You are young, and my films did not travel to other countries. But there were many of them, and I worked hard. I did not study anything other than my lines.”

      She was making it easy for me, and the tea seemed to be sharpening my wits as well as calming my nerves. “How thrilling! I love old movies! I mean, I love all movies. You must have had an exciting life.”

      “Yes, it had its moments. I have been fortunate. But my film career ended many years ago. Perhaps it is not too late to be a student. I do not believe I would choose botany, however.”

      I smiled and observed that her vintage dress was beautifully botanical, then wished I had not—the Contessa’s film career was definitely a better topic of conversation than the study of plant life. “I’ve seen so many French movies—can you tell me the names of some of yours? I might know them.”

      “Oh I assure you, you do not. La somnambule, Pleine lune à midi, L’étoile de la montagne. There were so many—impossible to recall them all.” She reeled off more titles, with words I had more trouble understanding, occasionally injecting a comment about the setting or the role she played, and I watched for an opportunity to mention my need for temporary living quarters.

      None arose. On site, in the presence of the Contessa, I realized that the dialog I had sketched for myself was pitifully inadequate. How could I simply blurt out a request to become a lodger in the home of this woman I had met only an hour ago? And yet she was so gracious, so happy to sit and chat; she showed no inclination to hurry me along. We drank more tea, she named more unfamiliar films, I toyed with the idea of wimping out altogether. Maybe I didn’t actually need to stay at the villa. I could become a pal of the Contessa—drop in every afternoon for tea and movie talk. I sensed she would welcome my friendship. “What wonderful memories! And you must have known some big stars.” Oops—“I mean—oh, I’m sorry, you were a star yourself?”

      “My dear, it is not important. Yes, I knew big stars—this was my work and theirs as well. It is many years since I have seen them, however.”

      “And directors—did you ever work with Alain Resnais? Or Julien Duvivier? Jean-Pierre Melville?”

      I was floundering. I did not care about Resnais or Duvivier. Dusk was falling, I was hungry. It had been a long day and I needed to make a move, but the request that had seemed so simple, so logical really, would not come out. The Contessa continued. “These are grand names, the names of men who made films shown in your country. Malheureusement, the directors I worked with are forgotten now. You will not know them.” She sighed.

      Then she turned to Henry with a purposeful nod and he moved in to clear our tea things. He was Jeeves-like in his smooth silent motions, and also his disapproving air. I feared this was my cue to thank the Contessa and take my leave. I suppose I could find a hotel room in a nearby town, I thought desolately. But even if I had to take that desperate measure, I assured myself, I would not give up. I would ask her permission to call upon her again for more movie stories. “I should be going,” I said. “I’m so grateful, I so enjoyed... ”

      “But my dear! You must stay to dinner! Why did I not think to ask you sooner?” Henry, now back at his post by the sideboard, discreetly cleared his throat. “It will be no trouble at all,” she said with a reproachful look at Henry. “We get so few visitors here,” she continued. “It’s quite a treat to be able to entertain you.” Henry glided back toward the kitchen with a disapproving set to his shoulders.
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            MONDAY NIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      In the kitchen, which conveniently opened off the salon, Henry removed his proper dark suit jacket, donned a white chef-shirt, and tied an apron around his waist. He lined up vegetables, selected a knife and began to chop. I watched, mesmerized, then turned to the Contessa. “Wow,” I said stupidly. “He’s so⁠—”

      “Yes, Henry is quite at ease in the kitchen.” A note of proprietorial pride. “I have never played a cook myself, but in one of my films was a man—it was near the end of my career, so I was not the object of his love. This was fortunate, for he had a fierce temper and a jealous nature. Also knives.”

      I listened with only half an ear as she went on about the restaurant setting of the film and the love object of the jealous chef. I needed to speak up, and I felt this was the moment—Henry otherwise occupied, the Contessa mellow and nostalgic. I tried out lines in my head—“Would you accept me as a paying guest?”—but the speech I had written for myself back in Portland was in French and sounded way more civilized. I would go back to that speech if I were confident of my French. Or my memory. Plus—what if I asked and she said no? Would I still have access to Plan B, where I become her tea-time pal? As I weighed my options—and seriously, how many did I have?—Henry emerged bearing a bottle of wine and a dish of olives. He placed the olives on the table alongside two wine glasses and opened the bottle in best professional-server style. The Contessa paused in her narrative to take a sip and nod her approval; Henry obligingly filled both glasses and returned to the kitchen, from which the smell of garlic sizzling in butter emanated. The Contessa raised her glass to her lips and motioned for me to do the same. Her smile was gracious, her sip dainty. My sip was too generous; wine dribbled down my chin as the alcohol hit my empty stomach, causing both a flush of humiliation and a burst of bravado. Ask her, ask her, I thought. It’s now or never. Or not, for the Contessa, perhaps energized by my arrival, was on a roll.

      “Dinner will be served in an hour,” she said. “Meanwhile your interest in botany intrigues me. It would please me to hear more about your studies. Or perhaps you would like to see my green closet.” I could hardly refuse, though I could not imagine what a green closet was, let alone why she thought I’d like to see it. Was it extra eco-friendly? A nursery for plants?

      “Costumes, my dear.” She answered my unspoken question. “I have a grand collection, arranged by color.” She arose from her chair and glided ahead of me to the so-called green closet, a small room off a hallway to one side of the salon. Heavy curtains hung at the windows, and along two walls were rows of dresses in every imaginable shade of green. An ironing board with iron at the ready, a lingering whiff of damp wool. There was no place to set my wine glass, so I kept sipping. And she never stopped talking.

      “I began to acquire them when I was quite young. From my own films, evidently, but also from comedies on the stage and even some from your American films. Henry advises me I could open a museum.” Wry smile. She had several costume rooms or closets, she explained. “Not that I wear these clothes each day, you understand—although I do dress for dinner from time to time. But the costumes are mementoes, one might say a record of my life. For me they are alive—more alive than photographs.”

      The Contessa let her fingers caress a row of gowns, then pulled one out and held it for me to inspect. “Now this I wore in La somnambule.” It must have been from the 1920s, pale willow-green, silky and slip-like.

      “Lovely,” I said. Now or never, I reminded myself. “But, um, I have a question.”

      The Contessa rolled on, oblivious. “It went beautifully with my pearls. The sleepwalker always wore pearls when she walked.” She turned to Henry, who had materialized beside her, silent and Jeeves-like, to refill our glasses. Well, my glass—the Contessa’s was still pretty full. “Henry, I think Miss Lafayette would like to see the pearls.”

      “I’d love to see the pearls,” I said, “and please call me Jane.” If I were a jewel thief, like for example in that movie I keep mentioning, this would be a crucial moment, but, well, I was not. Henry produced a jewel case and set it on the ironing board, then magically vanished, presumably to the kitchen to finish preparing dinner.

      “The pearls were a gift from my lover at the time, Bernard Girardot, who directed several of my films.” She made no move to show me the pearls. “We were at work on Le naufrage and the filming had been difficult. The male lead—Jean-Jacques—was in love with me and unhappy about my liaison with Bernard. It was necessary that I give him some reason to hope, simply in order to complete the filming, and Bernard rewarded my performance with these pearls. Poor Jean-Jacques—in other circumstances it is possible I could have loved him. He was not a big star, but he was very handsome. He came from quite a wealthy family too.” She sighed and lifted her wine glass to her lips, though as far as I could tell she did not actually drink. “He hoped to marry me, and perhaps for a moment I was tempted—but no, I was not made for marriage.” She looked pleased with herself.

      “How fascinating,” I said. “But, um, I was wondering...”

      “It was unfortunate—when I said adieu he left for Scotland to nurse his broken heart. ‘Mon coeur est brisé; j’irai en Écosse.’ Now who, my dear, goes to Scotland to nurse a broken heart?” She shrugged her shoulders in an especially Gallic way, then sipped delicately from her glass; I took a generous slug as she moved on to display a wholesome plaid shirtwaist.

      “As you see,” she explained, “my roles were not all glamorous. In this dress I played the young wife of a fisherman, a small town on the coast of Brittany...” She filled in the details of yet another forgotten film and I envisioned myself standing alone on the storm-battered headland, pondering escape in a weathered wooden boat. Not that I needed to escape!

      I snuck a look at my watch, wiped wine from my chin, and finally in the next pause in her narrative, blurted it out. “I need a place to stay for a week or two, while I comb the hills for plant specimens. I wonder if you have any suggestions?” The words were not even close to the ones I had rehearsed—my brain was not up to even stilted French. “I don’t need much,” trying not to sound pathetic. “I’ll mostly be out exploring. Maybe in the village... ” Not that I had any idea what village I might be referring to.

      The Contessa took another delicate sip and studied the plaid shirtwaist. Maybe she really was dotty, maybe only the past was real to her. Maybe Henry, whom I had seriously failed to charm, was not her servant but her caretaker. Not a happy thought.

      The Contessa’s pause felt endless, but of course in time it ended. “The villa is too large,” she said at last, letting the shirtwaist fall back into the row of dresses. “Too large for one person. Too large for two persons. Four bedrooms in the guest wing are unoccupied, quite sadly neglected. My dear, Port-Vendres is charming, but there is no need to seek lodging there. Of course you must stay here!” She raised her almost-full wine glass as if to celebrate the brilliant idea that had struck her. “It will be lovely to have a young person about. Henry,” for once again he had appeared beside her, “please see that the Poppy Room is in order for Miss Lafayette.”

      “Please, call me Jane.” The Poppy Room? My awkward plea had actually worked? “Oh how kind of you! I didn’t mean to suggest, that is, I wouldn’t want to impose...”

      “Nonsense! I am more than happy.”

      I polished off the rest of my wine in one great gulp. “Oh, merci, thank you! Vous êtes trop gentille.” I felt dizzy, also thrilled. Also a little worried—had this all been too easy?

      “Henry will show you to your room,” she said, “while I dress for dinner. It is not necessary that you appear in evening attire. I like you costumed the way you are.” Of course I planned to change—the blue jeans and yellow sweater, boots that should have been caked with French dirt, just felt wrong.

      

      So there I was in the Poppy Room, now giddy with success, trying to figure out what I could wear that would live up to the Contessa’s standards. I ransacked my suitcase frantically; eventually I realized I could not possibly compete with her and settled for a clean pair of trousers and a pretty red sweater. I checked myself out in the inadequately-lit mirror and tried to breathe. I was truly here, in France, in the villa! I had concocted a complicated story about rare orchids—even done research on varieties that might be found nearby—and I’d hardly had to use it. I’d hardly had to ask the question; the merest hint and I, a stranger and foreigner, had been enfolded in the villa’s welcoming embrace. The isolated villa, I reminded myself, that sat on a rocky slope in the foothills of the legendarily ominous Pyrenees. The villa inhabited only by a mysterious old woman and her stern caretaker / manservant. I’d never seen myself in a spooky movie, and yet... The setup was suggestive, and I felt a pleasant frisson of fear. Ha ha—I suspected I was freaking myself out for the fun of it.

      No clue, by the way, why the Poppy Room was called the Poppy Room. The wallpaper was a subdued blue-green with an ivory stripe, and no paintings or photographs of poppies adorned the walls. In the guest wing, four bedrooms opened off a central corridor; the Poppy Room was at the far end next to a huge bathroom. Each bedroom looked ready to accept a visitor, or almost ready. I noted a faint musty scent in the air, a sort of cold-storage atmosphere, and something about the coverings on the beds suggested they’d been in place a very long time.

      I abandoned this urge to gothicize—wrong movie—and reminded myself of my mission. There was just enough time before dinner for a quick call to Mr. Blanchard. To advise him that, you know, the eagle had landed and all. Seven p.m. in France, mid-morning in California, but of course he was not available. “It’s Jane,” I said to the obliging voicemail. “Jane Lafayette. I’m here, in France, at the villa. I’ll keep you posted.”

      You will want to hear about our meal but I can’t tell you much. It was delicious, of course, but I consumed it in a kind of daze. Recall that I had left my hillside cottage more than 24 hours earlier and hardly slept since then. I had guzzled wine on an empty stomach. I had been bombarded by stories—plot outlines and character sketches from long-lost films. I had even indulged in an unlikely scenario of my own. So at table I concentrated on the Contessa as she recounted more, much more, about Bernard Girardot and the pearls, or maybe poor Jean-Jacques and Scotland—it was all pretty foggy.

      But I did notice her coral satin dress, like something Carole Lombard would have worn, and the pearls she had almost shown me in the green closet. I groped for an appropriate movie reference. “Is the dress from one of your films?” I asked. “A historical drama perhaps?” Her movie talk, I thought blearily, could lead to Cary Grant. Eventually, if she went on long enough.

      “I was in many such films, my dear. You will not have heard of them. This dress I wore in—” She hesitated and I wondered if she had forgotten its name. “Eugénie de Montparnasse—very obscure,” and she described far more about it than I could absorb.

      Henry moved in to clear the table and serve coffee, which revived me just enough to inspire another question. “You speak English so beautifully,” I said. “Did you ever work with an English director? Or an American?”

      “Sadly, I was no Greta Garbo, nor an Ingrid Bergman. I did, however, have an American lover. More than one in fact.” She toyed with her coffee cup, gazed thoughtfully into its depths. “Though Alec, now I think of it, was originally from England.”

      Alec? England? I sensed a clue, drank more coffee, groped for the connection. Of course—Cary Grant, born in Bristol as Archibald Alexander Leach! But he was Archie, wasn’t he? Before he was Cary, that is. Did anyone ever call him Alec?

      “Did Alec help you learn English?” I congratulated myself on the subtlety of my question.

      “Alas.” The Contessa placed her napkin on the table and pushed back her chair. “When I was young, I hardly needed to sleep. I could drink wine and dance, make love well into the night, and report to the set in the morning feeling only a little diminished. Now—it is not yet 22 hours and already my eyelids are heavy. Would you like more coffee, my dear? Perhaps a swallow of cognac?” So much for my subtlety.

      “Oh no thank you. I’ve had a long day myself.” I stood up unsteadily. “Thank you so much for everything. Bonne nuit.” I nodded at Henry, uncertain of the dictates of etiquette vis-à-vis bidding a servant good night, and headed for the Poppy Room feeling way too optimistic. If Alec was in fact Cary Grant—and who else could he be?—I was already hot on the trail. The letters, I assured myself, were almost within my grasp.

      

      
        
        GUS

      

      

      Monday. First she wouldn’t answer my calls. I even tried texting her and I really hate to text, but she didn’t answer. It’s like she was totally ghosting me which doesn’t make sense because she said we’d still be friends. Plus how can she think we’re breaking up when I still love her? I would do anything for her. So I already figured something else must be going on when she disappeared.

      I mean, how can she just disappear? I show up at her house and find Angelique, who won’t tell me anything, just that Jane’s away for a couple of weeks. I’m pretty sure she knows more but she’s like too busy to talk to me. She’s in college and maybe she really does have to study all the time. This is making me crazy so no way will I give up on Angelique.
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            VERY EARLY TUESDAY MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        INT—the villa’s guest wing hallway—NIGHT

        Jane is investigating a massive old trunk, which slumbers in the hallway like some hibernating beast. She makes a tentative attempt to open it. It resists her efforts. She turns a key and tries again. No luck. She crouches to study the lock and discovers a latch, which she releases. She tries again to open the trunk. A sudden noise startles her, she jumps up and looks around again, wiping imaginary dust from her hands. She sees no one but pauses a moment anyway, then tries the key one more time. The lid springs open, startling her even more. A glance in the trunk reveals that the top tray is filled with paper miscellany. The sound of footsteps. Jane hurries to close the lid as Henry appears at the end of the corridor.

      

      

      
        
          [image: floor plan of Villa]
        

      

      My first night in the villa. Overtired and overstimulated, I had fallen asleep immediately, then awakened a couple of hours later. The sensible solution to this predictable episode of jet-lagged wakefulness would have been to study my orchid book, or try to read one of the French books in my room. Instead I was exploring the villa’s guest wing. Not that I expected to find the legendary letters conveniently cached nearby, nor did I intend to steal them. The idea was rather to persuade the Contessa that she owed it to posterity to part with them. But the notion that I was actually living my crazy Adventure for Hire fantasy, that I had succeeded in attaining my very first goal, and then the intoxicating evening of wine and the Contessa, with a touch of probably unwarranted fear—well, how could I just lie back and bore myself to sleep?

      So without a real plan I ventured out of the Poppy Room and spied this intriguing lump of furniture. I admit my siege of the recalcitrant trunk bore a passing resemblance to an episode in Northanger Abbey, in which the heroine (a devotee of the era’s gothic novels) wrestles a drawer of a desk in hopes of finding clues to “horrid” goings on at the Abbey. Truly, though, I did not intend a re-enactment.

      Plus that heroine was not interrupted, whereas I was caught in the act by the ubiquitous and inscrutable Henry. I felt like an idiot. I wished I was not wearing the extra-large t-shirt inscribed with the words Noble Rot. (Unfortunately I had left my floppy striped pajamas at home.)

      “Is everything all right, miss?” Still dressed in his dark suit though it was past midnight, he pointedly did not mention my assault on the trunk.

      “Fine, but you can call me Jane.” Right! “I bumped into this trunk. I guess I didn’t notice it in the dark.”

      “Did you require something—perhaps from the kitchen?” Possibly because the trunk was not located between my bedroom and any other place I would logically be headed in my sleepwear.

      Flirting with Henry had not succeeded so far, but what else could I do? “Oh, how clever of you!” I gushed. “I always like a glass of water by my bed,” and I smiled at him, I hoped winsomely.

      He cast a critical look at my bare legs—which, by the way, are nothing to be ashamed of—and said he would be happy to fetch one for me. I scurried back to the Poppy Room to dispose of the glass of water already sitting beside my bed. Actually, since Henry might recall that he had earlier provided me with the glass and directed me to the water supply, it would be better to make it appear that I had simply forgotten what I’d done with it. I set it on a shelf of the bookcase looming out of the shadows in a corner of the room. Surely examining books in the bookcase in my bedroom was an acceptable pastime. But why was I concerned with what Henry might think? Okay—he had me intimidated, maybe even worried. Was he sinister or merely annoying? What was he doing prowling the villa after midnight anyway? How long had he watched me struggle with the trunk’s latch, and why? And how was I ever going to get back to sleep now?

      I selected a book from the shelf, Maigret s’amuse, by Georges Simenon, en francais, évidemment. I was sitting on my bed innocently leafing through it when Henry knocked and entered, carrying a glass of water on a small tray.

      “I brought you some biscuits as well,” he said. “In case you become hungry in the night.” As he set the tray on the table beside my bed, he smiled a small superior smile.
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            TUESDAY MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Eventually I slept again. And then I woke up; still dark out. I thought I might have heard a noise, but although I lay there with senses alert, scarcely breathing, I heard nothing more. So I mused on this strange household where I found myself. The Contessa’s compulsive story-telling was certainly diverting, and would, I hoped, reveal something useful sooner or later. But I was troubled by Henry and his apparent ability to see through walls. What was his role, if not the obvious but dubious manservant? I ran through the alternatives. Caretaker? Bodyguard, hired to protect the Contessa and her jewels? Or he could himself be a clever jewel thief. But I had seen no evidence of danger threatening either the Contessa or her jewels. I needed to get over my To Catch A Thief fantasy.

      A more likely role for Henry was the rival Mr. Blanchard had alluded to, like me on a quest for the letters. He was certainly perfectly situated—although for all I knew he had been with the Contessa for years and was exactly what he appeared to be. I really needed to learn more about him, about his past. I thought about getting up, getting dressed, poking around the villa. When I awoke it was morning.

      
      “So few girls studied science in my day,” the Contessa mused as she dabbed raspberry jam on a croissant.

      This girl didn’t study science in her day either, more’s the pity. And my mind was not at its sharpest. What with abortive investigations and fanciful ruminations, I had managed only a few hours of sleep—and fitful sleep at that. I could not call to mind the name of a single rare orchid.

      “How old were you when you began your acting career?” I asked, realizing too late that questions about one’s age might be considered rude. The Contessa did not seem to care.

      “The war had ended—it was 1946—but our world was in disorder. I was 15 years old. In those days leaving school at a young age was not a disgrace. It was not a bad time to seek my fortune.”

      “More coffee, miss?” The hovering Henry. I tried to smile cheerily as I nodded yes, but it felt more like a grimace.

      “You see, we were very poor,” the Contessa continued. “My mother was a seamstress and my father, well...” She turned her attention back to her raspberry-jam-laden croissant. “I knew I would have to make my way in the world, and to work as a seamstress did not attract me.”

      I slugged down some coffee. “But your... ,” I began, recalling the bountiful examples of the seamstress’s art in the Green Closet.

      “Ah, you are thinking of my love for finery,” said the Contessa. “My many costumes. I much prefer, however, to be the one who wears the finery. Let hands more skilled than mine create the flowing gowns, the neatly tailored jackets, the simple daytime frocks.”

      I chewed
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