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First Evening 

(Première Soirée) 

She was barely dressed though, 

And the great indiscreet trees 

Touched the glass with their leaves, 

In malice, quite close, quite close. 

 

Sitting in my deep chair, 

Half-naked, hands clasped together, 

On the floor, little feet, so fine, 

So fine, shivered with pleasure. 

 

I watched, the beeswax color 

Of a truant ray of sun’s glow 

Flit about her smile, and over 

Her breast – a fly on the rose. 

 

I kissed her delicate ankle. 

She gave an abrupt sweet giggle 

Chiming in clear trills, 

A pretty laugh of crystal. 

 

Her little feet under her slip 

Sped away: ‘Will you desist!’ 

Allowing that first bold act, 

Her laugh pretended to punish! 

 

Trembling under my lips, 

Poor things, I gently kissed her lids. 

She threw her vapid head back. 

‘Oh! That’s worse, that is!’ 

 

‘Sir, I’ve two words to say to you...’ 

I planted the rest on her breast 

In a kiss that made her laugh 

With a laugh of readiness…. 

 

She was barely dressed though, 

And the great indiscreet trees 

Touched the glass with their leaves 

In malice, quite close, quite close. 

 

— Arthur Rimbaud  

                                                                              Translation by: A.S. Kline
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—Prologue— 

(Devon, Washington; September 25, 1994) 

 

She would die possessed of nothing.  

Not even her name was her own. At the age of thirty, Gisèle Mourault had made no will; 

she had no debts, nor assets, and after marriage continued to live on her father’s estate. Tristan 

Mourault had given her everything, yet none of it was real; she was a creation to rival his most 

prized painting. Her one treasure was her daughter, Nicola, and Gisèle knew she’d be provided 

for, just as she had been. It was this that frightened her most. They were so close to being free. 

It was for Nicola she struggled, but she faced an old enemy. To drown is to slowly 

smother; it is to be buried alive. Clear water sealed over her like the lid of a coffin. Blindly, she 

fought to reach the surface only to plummet again; there was no edge, nothing solid to cling to. 

She’d had a phobic aversion to water all her life and it came like a patient predator upon its prey, 

reaching for her, tugging her under. Gisèle swallowed, tasted chlorine, and rose again to the 

glassy surface coughing and spitting, sucking in air.  

She screamed into the blackness, dimly aware of a shadowy presence above. Gisèle knew 

he heard her, just as she knew no one else would. She had no breath left to waste. The drugged 

dullness in her brain spread through her body; pins and needles ran up and down her arms, and 

her heart thudded like a drum within the white noise of her own struggling. Slowly the drum 

weakened, receding, and through the enveloping darkness she saw a small flash of light, an 

eight-pointed starburst radiating from a brilliant center. It played before her eyes...  

Unconsciousness seeped over her like a salve. For a moment Gisèle had the irrational 

sense that she might linger there, underwater, in the chasm between dreams and reality. Her 

battle ended soundlessly. For her it was all over; for those she left behind it had just begun. 
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I – The Collector 

From the journal of Tristan Mourault, dated October 1, 1994: 

 

This is my apology.  

There is no other word for it. It is a true account, but it’s my truth alone. I tell you this at 

the start, for while I regret the end I will no doubt justify the means, and this must not move you. 

I have come to see I’m incapable of drawing clear moral distinctions. For me, the question of 

what can or cannot be done has never been an ethical one. There is no line which I cannot 

smudge with my thumb. 

I have always been undone by beautiful things, and it might be said that beauty itself was 

my quarry. The intangible made flesh. I never set out to “abduct” anyone. I find the very word 

distasteful, for it sets up a gross imbalance between subject and object. Beauty and the beholder 

are complicit in their crimes, you see. And I have been slave to my nature as much as master.  

Ah, but what would I be if not for that day? February 25, 1979. It was tantalizingly warm 

along the bay, the sun returning with renewed ardor after days of fog and rain. To think that 

one’s fate rests upon the weather— upon a sky so very blue and clouds so starchy white: swirled 

scoops of clotted cream floating across a cornflower field. To think that it rests in the movement 

of sunlight upon a silken dress.  

But for this I cannot claim a true regret. I cannot look back on that day without longing. I 

was by then thirty-four years of age and found myself in a Ritz-Carlton suite in the city of San 

Francisco, for a short trip that turned quite long. It was her city. I wanted her as soon as I saw 

her... and I took her.  

 

I should say, I’m as sane as the next man. I bear no traces of the illness that plagued my 

father. Nor was I unduly traumatized by childhood. Paris was the setting of my formative years 

and I inherited its paradoxes as well as those of my parents. My father: staunch Catholic noblesse 

ancienne; my mother a Breton, with bloodlines saturated in magic and druidry. I was their only 

child. A second son was still-born— all I remember of him is a tiny, somber coffin— and thus 

my childhood was cloistered, wildly indulgent, lonely. 

From the start, I felt a conscious dislocation from the world around me. We were an 

aristocratic family in a time when aristocracy was meaningless, living in a city made magical by 

history at a time when history had no following: its walls ripped down, its monuments looming 
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over the everyday cafés and clotheslines. The Paris into which I was born had been crippled by 

the war and the great houses in the quarter of Saint-Germain-des-Près stood apart like guests 

who arrive overdressed to a party: silent and self-conscious, the subject of murmuring curiosity 

but no understanding. It was 1945. We were not supposed to exist.  

I went to no proper school at all before university, but took lessons at home: an opulent, 

sensual arena in which visitors came and went like audiences to the seasonal programme: artists 

and poets, musicians and professors, art dealers and collectors. All were in our employ, more or 

less, jesters eager to please the king. Papa was termed “eccentric.” A man of less privileged birth 

would have been committed. I found his mania intoxicating and even his melancholy seemed 

romantic to a child who did not understand the blackness at its heart.  

As a result of his condition, and many a neglectful nanny, I had early access to a variety 

of mind-altering drugs, so that there are events of my childhood I’m not entirely certain weren’t 

drug-induced visions. I had many intricate dialogues with God that I like to believe were real as 

they proved quite enlightening— and of course rather flattering— but which I tend to believe 

were not, as I haven’t yet been able to reengage Him.  

Growing up, my heroes were all madmen of a sort; madness, my mother said, once 

defined great men, just as fear defined weak ones. It seemed wise to adopt her opinion. My 

ancestors range from the visionary to the criminal and I am named for a good many of them: 

Tristan Leandre Jourdain Mourault III. My surname is a dignified one in my native land, 

translating roughly to ‘little dark.’ I’ve always thought of this as dusk, just beyond the normalcy 

of day. It is where we have always existed. 

From the start, I was prone to obsession. My obsession with beauty began in infancy. I 

was mesmerized by pictures, by flowers and faces, by that lovely symmetry which even the 

undiscriminating eye terms beautiful. Though Papa was heir to a fortune in Impressionist art, 

Maman was the aesthete and I often think of the Mourault Collection as hers alone. She took the 

paintings like lovers and knew all their stories: the gentle arthritic Renoir, the tempers of Degas, 

the humiliations of Lautrec and infidelities of Monet. She wove wondrous tales around them, 

audacious and certainly fictive. Yet Maman knew that the power of a painting, of any beautiful 

thing, is not in itself, but in its afterlife. Not the thing of a moment, but a perpetual quest. 

My own quests began with the lovely Yvette Desmarais at the age of five. At my birthday 

party, I cornered her in the garden. Never was there a more satisfying game of cache-cache, or as 

you say, Hide and Seek. Those wide eyes, the color of ice on a gray day, and the lines of her 
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bow-tie mouth. She began to scream, yet in later years took to writing me love letters. The 

paradox was instructive. Yet, I took greater discretion in spying on one of our maids, Martine, at 

her bath. I did so guiltlessly; it was not so very different from gazing upon the creamy flesh of 

Renoir’s nudes. Only I liked my art living.  

I hesitate to say I was sex-obsessed. I had not so much an unquenchable appetite as an 

exacting one, yet my cosseted world soon grew confining. I elected to spend summers with 

relatives in Brussels, Edinburgh and Munich, and my seasons had new names: Jennifer, Adela, 

Genevieve, Anna. With conscious deliberation I collected women, yet they were not conquests; 

they were studies. I soaked in their scent, memorized their skeins of skin, spelunked their souls. 

Nothing approached the ideal of my vision. And so I sought visions everywhere, following them 

to their end. And then came one that did not end. 

 I find it hard to recall her real name now. I cannot accept that she had a name I did not 

give her. To me she will always be, simply, Gisèle.  

 

She was barely fifteen, I would find, and she looked it. But I did not think of her age 

when I saw her. In the bland tourist milieu of Fisherman’s Wharf, it was her dress I noticed first: 

plum-colored and made of silk; the light moved upon it like a shimmering hand. The skirt flared 

and stopped, and my eyes followed the smooth line of her thigh down to the lovely knee and the 

childish round of her calf, down further still to the hollow of her ankle where it met her dress 

shoe. I squinted in vain to make out the embroidered design on the toe, traveling slowly up again. 

She had soft curls, the sheen of a coffee bean, a pert nose in profile, baby-smooth pale skin, 

cherry lips moistened with lip gloss...  

A great lump of a woman intersected us, blocking my line of vision with her bosom as 

she attempted to steer her red-faced bawling progeny from a carousel. Hungrily, my eyes caught 

the girl as she entered a flower shop at the end of the bright square. Through the windows, I 

watched as she selected a bouquet of pink lilies and lavender, moss roses and baby’s breath, 

wrapped in a swath of pale pink paper. It was as if I chose it for her, as though I’d conjured her 

up from my mind— Athena sprung whole from the head of Zeus.  

I watched as she paid: the glint of a bracelet on a wrist so slight I might have encircled it 

with my forefinger and thumb. She walked with childlike grace, her feet alternately scuffing and 

skimming the ground. She left the shop and paused. Perhaps it was this. The way she paused as 

my eyes touched her and glanced about as if expecting me.  
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Into my mind crept lines of Rimbaud: “I’ve been patient so long, I’ve forgotten; even the 

terror and suffering flown up to heaven. A sick thirst again darkens my veins...” I stepped in 

behind her.  

Embroidered on her shoe was a sunflower. 

I reached my own parking lot first and paid, craning my neck to keep her in sight. 

Maneuvering the congested lanes, I followed her as she walked to a lot further down and reached 

a repugnant American car. A Chevrolet Vega, it was. Yellow. I slowed almost to a stop, as if I 

desired their space, and slid my window down. An older woman in the driver’s seat— her 

mother, I supposed— called the girl ‘Karen’ in a nasal voice. So discordant it sounded. Pretty 

enough, but lacking... l'apesanteur. That is to say, a weightlessness. “Karen” trudges.  

It did not suit her; nothing in the scene suited her. I longed to cart her back to the bay. 

And it was only then that the obstacle of her youth struck me, like swallowing a mouthful of 

gravel when one anticipates champagne.  

She removed a gift box from the faded fabric seat and slid in, disappearing from view. 

The back door was open to let in a breeze and a child lay sprawled there; from my vantage point 

I could see only the sunlit crown of a dark head and a ragged pair of tennis shoes, laces loose and 

dangling.  

I circled round and they backed out before me. I followed them onto the Embarcadero. 

Their destination proved an affluent neighborhood bordering Golden Gate Park. Karen was 

deposited before a stolid colonial brick house with white door, red-shuttered windows and 

American flag. She walked up the narrow brick path, stopping on the third stair to wave at her 

mother’s car. Yet once it disappeared, she turned abruptly and descended the stairs again, 

walking briskly down the path onto the street and toward the park, without a backward glance. 

Curiosity piqued, I parked and sauntered along some distance behind her, shielded by the 

inky shadows of the trees. The bouquet was discarded on an empty bench and the brightly 

wrapped gift went into the trash. She slipped off her shoes and walked barefoot through the grass 

along the duck pond.  

When it was safe to do so, I plucked the box from the trash bin and ripped it open— 

anxious to have something she had touched. Inside, I found a battered stuffed bear in tartan hat 

and scarf, one button eye sagging in a lascivious wink. From the wear, it was clear he’d been 

loved by her once. Yet, it seemed she’d sacrificed him as a decoy— to give the package weight? 

A made-up gift for an imagined party. It was a fascinating caprice: our first secret shared.  
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Slipping off my jacket, I wrapped it tightly around my prize. I found Karen in the 

sunshine, moving with a daydreamer’s oblivion past the vast flowerbeds, the gothic stone manor 

and Old Dutch Windmill. She spoke to no one and relished her solitude, an unsettling quality in 

one so young. I followed as though tugged by an invisible string.  

At the Temple of Music, I watched from behind a great column as she roamed the empty 

amphitheatre, trotting the stage, utterly unaware she performed for a rapt audience.  

At last— too soon— we returned to the stately brick colonial. Had she walked through 

the neighborhood and imagined being invited to such a house? Watched long enough to know it 

was vacant for the weekend, or perhaps the season? Tightness appeared in her posture as the 

ungainly Chevy materialized at the end of the street. On her face was fixed a bright, buoyant 

smile. Gone, it seemed, was the autonomy of the park. With a hollow clang of the rickety car 

door, she disappeared. And the color drained out of the day. 

 

I was not to see her again. The revolting car disappeared into the single garage of a 

pinched mint Victorian. Her neighborhood was marked by poverty: peeling paint and crooked, 

half-drawn shades, graffiti on the curb. I shuddered to think of her there.  

That night she dominated my dreams with a feverish urgency. I slept restlessly and when 

I woke, she was there. An irascible itch, an ache. I was pulled again to the drab Victorian. At a 

quarter past seven, she emerged— no longer a sprite, but a street urchin, the flowers exchanged 

for a beaten-up backpack, the dress for jeans— walking with the same wistful, evocative air that 

would be my undoing. 

I followed her down three blocks and over one, to the school bus. That afternoon, I was 

there to meet it. I followed her to a café and then down to the bay.  

Had no one told her she shouldn’t be alone on the pier as the sun starts to fall? She was 

perhaps five feet tall, a waif with a cagey stance: hands in pockets, head down. The girlish curves 

I’d memorized that day in the park were hidden now beneath thrift store hand-me-downs. In her 

baggy jeans and hooded jacket, she might have been a slight punk boy. She didn’t take up the 

space entitled to her; she had not been taught how. And who were these people who looked after 

her? They didn’t see the beauty I saw. If I had done nothing, she would not have seen it, either. 

She would be like everyone else, do you see? She would be ‘Karen.’ Trudging. Ordinary.  

At a newsstand, she paused, picking up a magazine— some nonsense about supermodels 

and movie stars— but the longing on her face as she paged through it was striking. She was at 
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that transcendent age: old enough to sense her power and too innocent to use it. For a moment, 

she was lost, unaware of her surroundings. I moved closer. My eyes owned her. All of her, that 

is, but her eyes; I had never been close enough to see more than the dark fringe of lashes. Now, I 

became obsessed to see them. Were they brown or dark blue, hazel?  

I stepped forward; I would simply walk past her, buy a paper... She was near enough to 

touch. Cloaked in her hood, she looked up at me and I looked down at her. Her eyes were a clear 

aquamarine— free of all variation, without flecks or impurities— and then they were gone, back 

to her magazine. But it was enough. In that instant, I saw my soul mourning me. 

 

So it began. Obsession, you see, requires neither audacity nor courage, but servitude. I 

became a constant companion to her wanderings. In the mornings I met her school bus, endured 

the hours in mindless torpor, till the clock struck three and I could seek her after school. On the 

fifth day, I gained the nerve to approach her home at that time when dusk falls but people do not 

realize they can be seen in their well-lit kitchens and living rooms.  

It was a relatively easy matter to maneuver my way into her dilapidated backyard, though 

remaining there unseen proved a trickier thing. There was a tiny rusted shed, which offered me 

refuge on a few uneasy occasions. Yet, it was too far from the house to offer an adequate view. 

Thus, I was forced to take cover beneath the Elderberry tree. From here, a bay window revealed 

the cramped, eat-in kitchen and a tall, narrow window on the second story gave onto Karen’s 

room. I saw her there, seated at her desk, that first night. There was also a side window into the 

living room, in which family activity was centered. The window was covered with heavy 

curtains, but they were haphazardly hung and rarely closed so tightly that they did not provide an 

adequate crack into Karen’s world. It was not without cracks of its own. 

A dim gloom permeated the house, and emanated from her father. He had no apparent 

occupation beyond watching television. (It reigned over them all, like a strange glowing deity; 

they even dined before it, upon TV trays.) An attractive man— at least once so, when less 

drunkenly sullen— he was of good height, with dark hair and regular, if not strong, features. 

Within the window of my observation, he restricted his outings to the corner bar. 

La mère de Karen masked her disappointment with industry. Her job occupied her until 

late in the evening and when she wasn’t working, she was cleaning— dusting while the 

television droned on around her. A petite blonde, with wide eyes that lent her an expression of 
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doom, there was something in her mouth I found poignant. One felt she had laughed much in the 

past and hadn’t quite forgotten what it felt like.  

There was also a sister— the untied tennis shoes I’d glimpsed that first day— who was 

by all appearances a good sort, laughing and lively and nearly as tall as Karen, though a good 

deal younger. She was called Mandy, and usually twirling about in the living room or up the 

stairs. I often spied her in a tutu and pointe shoes, which gave a bit more authority to the twirling. 

Yet it all meant for me only one thing: whilst little Mandy was at ballet, Maman at work, 

and Papa at the bar, Karen was mine. The more I observed her, the less she belonged to them. 

And it was a night some ten days into my vigil that gave me the temerity to act. 

 

In Karen’s bedroom, flimsy curtains provided little coverage. On the night in question, I 

stood below to watch the wisp of her form, a wraith, pass before her window now and then. It 

was for this I watched. You mustn’t think I was ever so lucky as to see her undress. I satisfied 

myself with her outline, shivering in my heavy dark coat and scarf. Gone was the freakish 

warmth of late February. It was nearly spring, but port cities are cold year round— the fog 

worse, I think, than the snows of my childhood, for it creeps like icy fingers through your clothes 

to your skin, through skin even to the bone.  

I resolved at last to retreat to my empty hotel room, when I saw a strange figure 

materialize above me. Clearly visible through the sheer linen, the shadow of a man loomed in her 

window. I jumped from my vantage point below— for a moment I thought him an intruder. Then 

I recognized the shadow. 

Karen passed before her father, shaking her head. He pulled her to him, gripping her 

shoulders with such violence I thought he intended to strike her. His shadow engulfed hers, a 

sepia mass, inching her backward. The chair butted against the desk and stopped; I imagined it 

catching the small of her back, pinning her there. Sweeping her hair aside with a clumsy hand, 

her father bent drunkenly to kiss her neck. 

In a rage, I stooped to pick up a stone and threw it at the lit square above, heard the flat 

ping as it met its mark. He looked up, startled, and Karen eased away. Her father came to the 

window and looked out. And I hid beneath my Elderberry tree, watching helplessly as the lights 

went out above me. 
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II: Hide and Seek 

Six weeks before Gisèle Mourault’s death 

(August 12, 1994) 

 

LUKE Farrell inched open the door of his wife’s bedroom.  

Entering, he moved quickly to the window to find Gisèle wandering aimlessly through 

the garden below, lost to him, in her own world. He was safe, yet lingered there, musing over the 

indefinable thing that still compelled him to watch. It was more than her beauty. Fragility? Yes. 

He wanted to protect her, even if it was from himself.  

Turning, he forced his mind to the matter at hand. Best to start with the lingerie chest. As 

Luke riffled through her underwear drawers, he wondered what “proof” he was looking for. Cell 

phone records? Hotel receipts? He thought he’d been so careful. The trouble with marriage, he 

thought, is that you don’t marry another person— you marry a mirage.  

Gisèle had beguiled him from the start: the strange girl with the air of enchantment about 

her and her distinguished father, whose French accent, well-cut clothes and refined manners 

spoke of worlds Luke had never known. His first glimpse of them was in downtown Devon, 

strolling through the park: a nymph in a pale summer dress, the breeze stirring the dark hair 

around her shoulders. He could still hear her laughing, a lovely lilting sound carried to him on 

the wind. Even from a distance you could tell her father was European. There was no brashness 

in his movements, no impatience. His surroundings had been placed there for him. He walked 

with a kind of Old World let-them-eat-cake attitude Luke knew he should disapprove of, but 

instead envied. With them was an equally poised, pale little Yorkshire terrier, who matched his 

pace perfectly to theirs. They moved in the dappled shade of the trees and Luke could not stop 

watching. 

He was that unfortunate combination: a young man filled with romantic yearnings, yet 

faced with distinctly unromantic prospects. He told people he was from the Isle of Wight, which 

invariably brought a smile on account of his slight southern drawl, but was actually the county in 

Virginia where he was born, nestled along the James River. He was from the town of Smithfield: 

home of the ham. “Isle of Wight” just had a better ring to it. In the summer of 1982, he was long-

haired and a pothead— a man without a future. The last was a matter of opinion, of course, and 

his father’s to be exact. As if to prove him right, Luke managed to get himself fired from his 
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summer job on the first day and wound up in Devon, Washington— an idyllic place he’d fallen 

in love with as a child— renewing relations with his wealthy Aunt Eleanor.  

Eleanor Barrow looked down her sizeable nose at the southern end of the family and 

summers with her were like lessons in elocution, but without her he’d never have met Gisèle. 

She was given to throwing lavish parties on her lakefront estate, charitable events that evolved 

more out of loneliness than philanthropy. To Luke they were dull affairs. But on an occasion in 

June, Tristan Mourault had come with his daughter.  

They were never formally introduced and so settled for the usual foreplay between 

strangers: long erotic stares across the room. Her long-lashed eyes met his, rather than demurely 

dipping after a moment or two. With his tennis player’s build and Scandinavian good looks, 

Luke was used to attracting women, less certain of what to do once they had been attracted and 

won. In adolescence, he’d been prone to puppy dog adulation. Lately, he ran to boredom in all 

things: school, work, conversation, and even after a month or two, sex. Once the intoxicating 

cloud of curiosity dissipated, he was left with a hollow, impatient feeling, viewing the object 

he’d desired only yesterday with puzzlement and faint disdain.  

But it was different with Gisèle. 

She wore a pale mint dress and a summer hat, when no one wore hats; her shoulders were 

bare and her necklace held a single pearl, poised like a raindrop above her breasts. There was no 

attempt at modernity. Her beauty was the classic kind: high cheek bones and wide eyes, accented 

by a mischievous smile and belied by her diminutive size (she was just five foot three and did 

little to disguise it with her ballet-style dress shoes). Luke was bewitched.  

As the stodgy three-piece band launched into “Summertime,” Luke saw the edge of 

Gisèle’s full skirt disappear through the French doors to the terrace. He followed.  

She met him with a smile and no feminine attempt at surprise. “Hello.”  

His brilliant opening line? “Hey there.”  

“I’m Gisèle.” She held out her dainty hand. 

Was he meant to kiss it or shake it? He decided on the former at which she laughed, 

probably because he did so clumsily. Her skin was porcelain, cool to the touch, and when she 

withdrew her hand it was like water flowing through his fingers, the movement was so graceful 

and smooth. 

“I’m Luke Farrell,” he managed. “This is my aunt’s little shindig.” Virginia had loomed 

large in his vocabulary then. 
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“Your aunt is Eleanor Barrow?” 

“Yeah.” He pulled a face. 

“It can’t be that bad. She must be thoughtful, giving to families of the terminally ill.” 

“If people want to give their money away, they don’t need a party to do it. Why not 

donate the money it takes to throw the party? No one would see her do it, that’s why.” 

“You might want to keep that to yourself while you’re staying with her.” 

So she had asked about him. Luke grinned. “I guess I don’t believe much in lying.”  

“Hmm.” She raised a dubious brow. “A liar would say the same thing. Robin and Tristan 

tell me lying’s one of the first skills we learn.” 

That is how she was. Bright as a diamond that catches your eye in a window of other 

jewels. He’d laughed. “Well, I suppose that’s true.” 

She traced a flagstone with the toe of her shoe. “But I think that when you lie, you tell a 

sort of truth. Like if you lie about your age, you say you’re afraid of growing old.” 

“You’re a philosophical one, aren’t you?” 

“An unattractive quality in a girl.” She was teasing him. 

“Nah, it’s rare is all.” Luke straightened. “I’m a Humanities major.” His father was fond 

of saying he’d majored in Indecision. “I study philosophy.” Rubbing his stubbled chin, he added, 

“Who are Robin and Kristen, anyway? Your girlfriends?” 

“Oh, no.” She laughed as though this were quite funny indeed. “No. It’s Tristan: T-R-I-S-

T-A-N. It’s French. Breton, actually. You know, like the story, Tristan and Isolde?” Luke didn’t 

know, but he nodded. “He’s my father,” she said. 

“But neither of you like that term?” 

“Oh. Well no, it’s not really that.” She flushed, faintly. “It’s just he’s not like a regular 

father. He and my mother split when I was small. I didn’t live with him till I was fifteen—” 

“And Robin?” 

She gazed down. A flutter of long lashes. “Robin Dresden, the artist. Do you know him?” 

“In a roundabout way. Robin, spelled M-O-N-E-Y?” 

Gisèle looked up, smiled. “How old are you?”  

“Twenty-one. How old are you?” 

“Eighteen, last week.” Then, “You’re just in Devon for the summer?” 

“Till the end of August.” 
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She turned away and back again, gazing at him with the slightest hint of a smile, as if at a 

private secret. “Well since we’re being honest, hadn’t you better kiss me now? Tristan will be 

looking for me and you might not get another chance.” 

And so he had. Her lips parted for his instantly, and he remembered still the cool sweet-

tart taste of her tongue that was not the punch, but just naturally Gisèle. 

 

The wedding was less than two months later: the twelfth of August, 1982. It was a simple 

ceremony, intimate and outdoors, along the lake: no groomsmen, no bridesmaids, not even a 

church. Tristan gave Gisèle away; Robin Dresden and Aunt Eleanor witnessed it. One of Gisèle’s 

most attractive qualities was her lack of pretense. “It’s our wedding,” she said. “Why clutter it 

up?” Luke was grateful for the minimalism; he couldn’t have provided a lot of clutter if it had 

been called for. His mama had died when he was ten, his friends couldn’t afford air fare, and in a 

letter— the coward’s way out— he’d told his father not to bother making the trip. He was 

leaving Virginia, leaving school, leaving everything. All he wanted in his future was Gisèle.  

Luke still got a lump in his throat when he thought of the ceremony and wondered if the 

lump was from real emotion or idealized expectation: the way as a child he had most eagerly 

awaited the least fulfilling experiences, the lump was for him and not her; it was for the fragile 

bubble of fantasy. Gisèle was a Botticellian dream: her veil blowing on the gentle breeze, 

tendrils of dark hair escaping her chignon... He knew how it flowed over her shoulders and this 

made it more desirable up— a gambit, however clichéd, a promise of what was to come. The 

white gown was form-fitting and flared at the bottom; she looked like a bejeweled mermaid, 

sparkling in the sunlight. Her eyes were the color of the lake in shallow places, translucent and 

bottomless at the same time.   

 

He sighed. There was nothing illicit hidden among the panties. Turning to the window, he 

could see Gisèle sitting in the grass, reading. Quickly, he moved on to her dresser and vanity. 

 

The reception had been a grand affair held at the Devon Country Club. Everyone had 

been there, or so it seemed to Luke. Devon was full of colorful personalities with provocative 

back-stories. There was Tristan’s friend, Marc Kreicek, a painter who had escaped then-

Communist Prague. Rather a shady sort to Luke’s mind, he was wiry and hungry-looking 

beneath his designer clothes. Often at Tristan’s home, copying pieces from his art collection, it 
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was a hobby, it seemed— a thing he’d done at the Louvre, the Rijksmuseum and the Tate. His 

only real source of income appeared to be his lifelong friendship with Robin Dresden.  

Dresden, as Tristan often said, was good to his friends. And he could well afford to be. 

His arcane paintings were the toast of the art world and by the age of twenty-eight he’d already 

inherited the whole of his uncle’s estate, which amounted to a whole lot of Devon. And Devon 

was an apt place for Robin Dresden: a Mecca of art, it was a far cry from its humble beginnings 

as a slapdash art colony. The town— or “village” as it was often pretentiously called— had 

prospered under each of Dresden’s forebears: most notably the last.  Bryan Prescott, an architect, 

had turned the charm of the original historic village into a building code. In recent years, Devon 

had become a tourist haven: Washington’s version of Carmel-by-the-sea. 

As a boy, Luke recalled seeing Prescott at a party of his aunt’s. Devon’s visionary was by 

that time an aged version of the businessman à la Magritte, complete with red tie and bowler hat: 

eccentric and a bit senile. He’d never married and so reached back to the Old Country for his 

heir, his nephew Robin Dresden. In spite of his brilliance, Robin had a somewhat iniquitous 

reputation and Luke had always felt uneasy around him. Maybe it was simply that it’s hard to 

wangle a friendship out of feeling outclassed.  

Robin had met Tristan and Gisèle in New York and was responsible for their move to 

Devon. He’d even made available to them Bryan Prescott’s secluded old hilltop estate: the 

austerely named, “Falconer’s Point,” where Luke was to live once he and Gisèle married. Tristan 

had insisted: “Think nothing of it, mon fils, let me invest in you.” (Though he had little in the 

way of talent, Luke had rapidly decided his goal in life was to be an artist.) “You need time to 

develop your craft. And I could not part with ma chère Gisèle...”   

And so Luke had been flattered, relieved, indebted. Indebted thereafter. Gisèle kept her 

name: “Mourault.” Tristan’s name. Their bank accounts were regularly funded by Tristan. Luke 

preferred to assume it was really Gisèle’s money held in trust, yet he now suspected the trust to 

be the intangible kind. It was never discussed. Luke might have been uncouth enough to live off 

his father-in-law, but not to query him about money.  

There were few awkward moments in his new world. Everything operated with almost 

choreographed precision, yet little real emotion. Of the guests at her wedding, Gisèle knew only 

Robin well. Strangers murmured compliments to Luke on his lovely bride, yet no one seemed to 

know anything intimate about her; there were no rambling toasts filled with nostalgic witticisms, 
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no tears. Luke remembered her sipping from her champagne goblet all night, yet she never lost 

her poise. Then once he caught her: gracefully pouring her champagne down the back of a shrub.  

For his part, Luke had swallowed a good deal. He’d literally drowned in his joy: too 

drunk to carry her over the threshold or to consummate the marriage by much more than legal 

definition. There had been no virginal blood. He couldn’t have been her first. Still, he blamed 

himself for her rapid sexual withdrawal, and over the years had gone to great lengths to redeem 

himself. He still couldn’t think back on that night without cringing at his rambling declarations 

of love and drunken promises of future prowess in the sack.  

Gisèle had broken in, softly, “Luke, it’s all right. Really.” Naked and heart-stoppingly 

lovely, she lay on her side: cool and clear-headed and watchful. “I don’t mind.” 

He remembered her strange, abstract gaze... the sadness in it. But then her eyes had 

crinkled in a reassuring smile, as if he’d only imagined it. She’d run her fingertips over his face, 

softly over his forehead, gently rubbing his temples until his eyes closed. Her touch, so light and 

cool, quieted the buzz in his ears and all the whirring rush of the day. 

 But when she thought he was asleep, she’d rolled over, away from him. And he had 

heard, soft but distinct, her sigh of relief.  

 

Less than seven months later little Nicola was born. “Premature,” Gisèle would claim; the 

obstetrician would dutifully agree, and Luke would always wonder and never ask. Twelve years 

later, sex was infrequent: a mere physical release that involved little eye contact and after the 

first few years never involved intercourse. “It’s not your fault, Luke,” she said, at last. “I’ve just 

never been able to like it much.” And then, meaningfully: “I don’t expect you to be celibate.”  

And so the look of betrayal this morning had been decidedly out of character. What had 

happened? Today was their anniversary; could it be some misplaced sense of sentimentality? 

You can’t be married to a woman for twelve years and not know when you’re unlikely to see 

thirteen. He knew it had to be the woman he’d been seeing in Seattle. Amanda. Luke found her 

occupying his thoughts and Gisèle must have sensed it. But it didn’t explain why she cared.  

Luke pulled open the shallow top drawer of Gisèle’s writing desk. He hadn’t known what 

he was looking for, but knew it when he found it. Hiding there in plain sight, a large manila 

envelope, and inside: photographs. It could be so defeating to be proven right.  

It grew more and more defeating as Luke sifted through them. He felt sick to his stomach. 

There were no seedy boudoir shots or compromising silhouettes in the window, but there was no 
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mistaking the intimacy between them. In one, he walked hand in hand with Amanda along the 

street below her apartment. It was a gray Seattle day lit up by her radiant smile. Luke was 

looking at her sideways, and there was a lot written in that askance glance. More than he’d 

allowed himself to admit. With a twinge of yearning he was lost again in her spell: the straight 

silky hair, frank laugh and the adorable dimple in her right cheek. She had an honest, fresh-faced 

beauty, a dry sense of humor and eye contact so direct he’d always been the one to break it.  

She’d reminded him of Gisèle, only real. Touchable. But she was just twenty-four, a grad 

student at the university barely getting by on grants and a work-study job. He had nothing to 

offer her. It was a fling without a future. And it might cost him everything. 

Luke replaced the photographs in the drawer. It seemed pointless to destroy them; there 

must be negatives somewhere. Had Gisèle hired a detective to follow him? It could mean only 

one thing— she was seeking ammunition for divorce. The word was like ice water in his veins.  

Luke slipped silently out of the room. In spite of his rationalizations, he knew it was one 

thing to accept philandering intellectually and another to be confronted with eight-by-ten glossies 

of it. Yet the truth was he’d never stopped loving Gisèle, the separate bedrooms hardly affected 

his desire for her. In a perverse way, it enhanced it. She dominated his fantasies and even fed his 

infidelities; he slept with the ghost of her.  

Downstairs, he fought off panic with a vodka tonic and stepped out onto the side terrace 

to avoid Gisèle in the garden. Why did he feel so guilty? Yes, he’d taken her hint and hadn’t 

been exactly celibate, but he’d never been careless of her feelings. He carried on his trysts 

discreetly in Seattle, never in Devon. He even used a different name. Gisèle knew it was why he 

went to Seattle, disguised by art seminars at the university and the euphemism of “studying his 

craft.”  

He’d put the weight of confrontation on her, he decided, pretend nothing had happened. 

Gisèle preferred to spend their anniversary at home: a candlelit dinner for two outside, and over 

dessert, gifts. Thoughtful, but not too intimate. She would give him a watch or a robe, a sweater 

or a new long coat. From him, jewelry. The cards would be the carefully worded kind.  

He sighed. He’d go to the cellar for champagne. Yes, champagne could work wonders. 

Moving back through the French doors, he discarded his glass on a pear wood console 

table and paused a moment, gazing around him as if for the first time. The first room off the 

entry and intended for guests to await the arrival of their host, Tristan called this the receiving 

room. Everything in it was older than Luke. With its Louis XV rococo décor, he supposed it was 
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his father-in-law’s reminder of home. Low slung settees and wide-legged fauteuils were drawn 

together by a large Aubusson rug; books lined one wall and on another, a collection of vintage 

French dueling pistols were displayed. The cream-colored walls were elaborately carved panels: 

boiseries, Tristan called them; and a simply cut crystal chandelier served as centerpiece, 

highlighting an ornamental plastered ceiling that reminded Luke a bit of his wedding cake. It was 

all a little over the top— not even faintly reminiscent of his own upbringing in a cramped 

Virginia farmhouse. That’s what he loved about it.  

It was a precious illusion to believe he belonged here. How far would he go to salvage it? 

He had only one weapon in his arsenal. If worse came to worse, he had every right to share 

custody of his daughter. And Gisèle, he knew, could never bear to “share” Nicola.  

~~~ 

NICOLA watched as her father entered the room from the terrace, frowning, and left it 

again. She didn’t worry he would find her. Her grandfather had promised the secret passages 

were a secret to everyone but them. But it was only in August, when he went to France, that she 

could use them to evade the piano teacher. Grand-père’s disapproval always came with a twinkle 

in his eyes, not like Mr. Wilkes, who was prone to long weary sighs and a withering gaze that 

turned her fingers to jell-o. Today was her parents’ anniversary. They’d be too distracted to care.  

She heard Henri calling her, and watched with malicious glee as Mr. Wilkes was shown 

in to wait for her. He began to pace the room impatiently, glancing in annoyance at his watch.  

After a moment, her mother appeared to apologize for Nicola’s mysterious absence; “I’m 

so sorry, Mr. Wilkes. I can’t imagine where’s she’s disappeared to. It’s a beautiful day, she must 

be playing and forgotten the time.” To which he replied, curtly. “Perhaps you should reconsider 

the piano, Ms. Mourault, where your daughter’s concerned. She won’t improve if she doesn’t 

apply herself.” Her mother frowned and Nicola felt a flicker of guilt that disappeared along with 

Mr. Wilkes out the door. She couldn’t give up such a good hiding place out of sentiment.  

The room was paneled, and one panel concealed a door. To open it, one pushed the head 

of a nail on the framed wood at the bottom. Once inside, the door fit neatly closed and could 

even be bolted, and the space was quite roomy: as high as the ceiling and the length of the wall. 

A light could be switched on with a tug of a string. Outwardly, there was nothing to distinguish it 

from the other panels in the room. An eyehole was concealed by the design of the carved wood.  

Falconer’s Point was full of secrets. Practically every room in the house had something to 

hide: a hearth that lifted or a hollow window seat, a spring on a book case or a removable stair. 
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Many of the spaces were no bigger than drawers; a few, like this, were tiny rooms. Outside, the 

house was surrounded by gardens with maze-like hedges and criss-crossed with curving 

walkways. There was a vast pool house and a courtyard beneath Nicola’s room that held her 

favorite climbing tree: a wide-limbed English oak with leaves that brushed her window. The 

house was built in the forties but seemed older, with its sprawling staircases and long halls, 

creaking doors and quietly rusting cornices. But it didn’t frighten Nicola, even at night. She’d 

been born here and the house was like an old friend.  

She didn’t have the opportunity to make many others. She was an only child and didn’t 

attend regular school. She was tutored at home, as her mother and grandfather had been. Once in 

a while she met a girl her own age, but her mother was her best friend.  

Nicola watched her now and the expression on her face troubled her. Surely, she wasn’t 

so upset about Nicola’s total inaptitude for the piano...? No. She looked stricken. From an early 

age, her mother’s moods had been a preoccupation with her. They were so close it was as if they 

shared the same thoughts. And whatever had gone wrong today, Nicola was certain it was her 

father’s fault. Had he forgotten their anniversary, she wondered?  

He had a flair for making easy things difficult. Tall and distant, Luke often eyed his 

daughter with embarrassment, as if he himself were not sure of his role. The condition was 

contagious, and when left alone with him Nicola was often seized with qualms of shyness. She 

found herself resorting to strange-but-true bits of trivia: Did you know a leach has 32 brains? 

Bats always turn left when exiting a cave... A hummingbird weighs less than a penny, Dad; can 

you believe that? If he noticed this was odd, he never let on. Her father’s affection was 

unpredictable and arbitrary; it came and went.  

It was the same between her parents— some unspoken something that kept them from 

being happy together. Yet they weren’t particularly unhappy. At least, they didn’t scream at each 

other. Privately, Nicola had always been grateful her father was gone so much, to Seattle for 

weeks at a time at art seminars and workshops. Her mother didn’t seem to mind, either; she had a 

way of making everyday things magical: shopping in the village, elaborate picnics, tromps 

through the snow and acting out plays on rainy days.  

Into these idyllic romps her grandfather figured prominently. Strangers often mistook 

Grand-père for her father: this, less out of physical resemblance than emotional attachment; she 

was more often with her grandfather than her father. Happier with him. A quixotic soul, at forty-

nine years old Tristan Mourault was slim with blond hair going gray in a distinguished way, at 
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the temples and in his slight sideburns. His face was tanned, emphasizing pale blue eyes behind 

the elegant wire-framed glasses. And with his French clothes and fragrant pipe, he looked as 

though he ought to be sailing a yacht on the Mediterranean. 

Though he’d lived for years in America, he retained the accent of his birthplace and had a 

habit of quoting obscure French poets and speckling his English with interesting phrases, so that 

among Nicola’s first words was ‘mon chaton’— my kitten— which he had always called her. He 

let her have sips of his wine and had good ideas, like spading the garden at night to find 

earthworms or climbing out on the roof to watch the eclipse. He’d taught her to fly fish and to 

ski, and even made a game of geography. She’d close her eyes and point at a map of the world, 

and he’d tell her stories of the region, so that it wasn’t just a pink or green or orange blob, but a 

real place, like book places.  

She wished he was home now. Maybe he’d be able to cheer her mother up. Gisèle 

stepped out onto the terrace, where her father had just been, and disappeared. Nicola reached for 

the latch, but just as she was about to step from her hiding place, she heard voices in the hall.  

Nicola sighed as she ducked back into the passage. Now she was stuck. She could hear 

Robin Dresden laughing with Henri in the doorway, and peered through the eyehole as her 

godfather strode into the room. Darkly handsome, he had eyes the color of charcoal and nearly 

black hair, a lock of which fell roguishly onto his brow. It was rumored he slept only four hours 

a night and he very often looked it, yet a palpable energy surrounded him. Hollow-cheeked and 

unpredictable, he was prone to unexpected visits; he’d sweep in with gifts for Nicola, make her 

mother smile and her father angry, speak French with her grandfather and sweep back out again. 

Though her father always seemed to be painting, he was rarely called a painter like 

Grand-père and never an “artist” like her godfather. Robin had works in museums and galleries 

all over the world: sculpture ranging from figurative to abstract and paintings of a style no one 

seemed able to define, though she’d heard her father call them the work of a “troubled mind.” 

Robin simply called them experiences. Nicola thought they were wonderful. Some made her 

think of the tornado in The Wizard of Oz: shapes and figures seemed to whirl through the 

canvas, coming into focus suddenly and inexplicably, when you least expected it. Others were 

complex stacked images, in which the sum equaled something remarkably different from its 

parts. One, of which she was particularly fond, he called the inside of a raindrop. In describing 

him, Grand-père had once quoted Picasso, and Nicola had remembered it ever since: Some 

painters transform the sun into a yellow spot. Others transform a yellow spot into the sun.  
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Having such a glamorous personae as her godfather, Nicola knew, made her unique. She 

was flattered by his attention and flustered by it, and quite under his spell— which was not, of 

course, the same as feeling at ease.  His uncle had built the house and he might know all its 

hiding places. In the silence her breath seemed deafening. 

It was not her mother who appeared to greet him, but Marc Kreicek. He’d been painting, 

she could tell; he wiped his hands on a rag streaked with blues and grays, like the sky after a rain.  

He was a very good painter, too, but not as good as Robin. 

“K,” Robin greeted him. He’d called him that for as long as Nicola could remember, 

because of a character in a Kafka novel she was too young to read. Marc was from 

Czechoslovakia, and though Nicola was used to accents, his was thick and sometimes hard to 

understand. He and Robin often spoke together in his language with baffling ease. Even when 

they stuck to English, Nicola found them hard to understand; they spoke of things far beyond 

her. She’d learned to assemble bits of their conversations like puzzle pieces.  

“It’s nearly finished,” Marc replied, instead of ‘hello.’ “L’ingénue is my best yet. It is 

perfect.” It seemed he’d never learned it was more polite to let others compliment him first. 

“Glad to hear it,” said Robin, unfazed. “Because I’m afraid it’s the last. I’ve just heard 

from Tristan. Getting past the new security system is like dancing on land mines, apparently. He 

claims it’s impossible to bring us Déjeuner.” He waved a dismissive hand. “It isn’t impossible, of 

course, but he’s paranoid. With the recent thefts in Paris, he’s under pressure to have the 

paintings reappraised for insurance. He’s panicking, and if he panics he’ll be caught. For the time 

being, we’ll have to be satisfied with what we have.” 

“And what exactly do we have, Rob? I have shit.” Nicola savored the epithet.  

“You’ve been paid well, no?” 

Marc scoffed. “Pennies of what they’re worth—”  

“They’re worth twenty to twenty-five years.” 

“To kravina….” The words trailed off in disgust, and Nicola couldn’t be sure, but she 

thought he’d cussed again. “Co byste udĕlal na mém místĕ?”  

Robin laughed then. “You wouldn’t be in this position at all if not for me. Profit was 

never the point. It was the art. We’ve had a good run of it, K. Tristan wanted to stop long ago.” 

“Ironic, is it not? To find he’s the principled one among us.”  
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“Principles have nothing to do with it. He’s had to turn his family home into an 

amusement park attraction. Tourists tromping in and out for a few lousy quid. That’s the real 

fucking crime.”  

Marc spoke urgently. “But surely you can see the possibilities. The sale of just one— ” 

“We didn’t do it to sell them.” 

“You don’t see. I’m suggesting we sell one of mine.” 

“I see. You’ve suggested it often enough.” He paused. “If it was simple greed, you 

wouldn’t be such a loose cannon, but it’s ego and spite. You want to put one over on the 

collectors, eh?” 

“If they can’t recognize a fake they deserve to be cheated.” A smile. “Buyer, beware.” 

“Do you think any copy can go undetected forever? Even you’re not that good.” 

“Not good enough for the black market, but good enough to pawn off on our good 

friend.” 

“Shut up,” Robin said, sharply. “For Christ’s sake, the walls have ears around here.”  

He didn’t know how true that was, Nicola thought. But what was it all about? Something 

about Grand-père’s collection. He always returned from Paris with one or two paintings. He told 

Nicola they were only copies; the real ones were kept in trust and couldn’t be taken out of 

France. Yet she knew it wasn’t true. She could tell by the way Grand-père looked at the 

paintings; the way Robin looked. They did not seem to breathe. And Marc Kreicek looked like a 

cat eying a plump bird— his eyes narrowed and fairly glittered. And why was Marc always here? 

To copy copies? It seemed more likely her grandfather was bringing the originals here, and 

taking the copies to France. But she never said anything; it’s a benefit of childhood that adults 

feel so much is over one’s head.  

Marc was saying tersely, “What are you doing here, anyway?” 

“Offering my moral support.” 

“You’ve become very moral all of a sudden.”  

Robin laughed. “Cheer up, K. I can’t bear to see you so dispirited. We’ll find new laws 

for you to break. In any case, the support’s not for you, it’s for Gisèle. It’s her anniversary 

today.” Robin frowned, concerned. “Twelve too many, it seems. She called me this morning, 

crying unintelligibly. Something about an affair.” 

Nicola blinked. They had dropped their voices and she leaned forward, straining to hear.  

Marc turned sharply. “What a fool. I imagine she will divorce him.” 
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“And you’ll step in?” asked Robin. “Don’t bet on it. You had your chance years ago.” 

“She didn’t know what she was doing. To choose him over me? She regrets it.” 

Robin gazed at him, thoughtfully. “Someone sent her photographs of Luke with a woman 

in Seattle. Anonymously.” He paused. “You wouldn’t be behind that, would you?” 

“You think I take an interest in such things?” 

“I do, yes. And I don’t think she’s this upset over one of Luke’s affairs—” 

One of Luke’s affairs? 

 “No?” Marc laughed, but there was an edge to it. “Ah, well. You would know better than 

I.” But he gave a slight smirk down at the dirty rag, and began once more to wipe his fingers. “I 

do know one thing, she’ll never be happy, our Gisèle. Her feelings are not important enough to 

her.” 

“Still practicing psychology, I see.” Robin rose, impatiently. “Where is she, anyway?”  

A shrug. “Perhaps you misunderstood her. Nothing’s out of the ordinary here. No 

hysterical scenes. I just saw Luke go down to the wine cellar. For champagne, he said.” 

“And Nico?” 

Marc shrugged again. “Not at the piano, thank God. Come look at my painting.” He 

moved to the door. “It is absolutely perfect. We must convince Tristan it’s lunacy to stop now—” 

Nicola stared out at the empty room. When their voices faded, she slid the wooden bolt 

upright and stepped out of the passage. With a frown, she pushed the hidden door tightly closed.  

~~~ 

CHILL air rose up to meet Luke as he descended the stairs to the wine cellar.  

To come down here was like entering a private club. It was Tristan’s wine, of course— 

he and Robin, the connoisseurs. Though Luke had spent considerable time on the consumption 

end, he still didn’t know the good years from the bad and privately preferred beer. At least now 

he could take his time, without the worry of betraying his total ignorance of viticulture.  

From one row, he chose a predictably good Dom Pérignon and carried it with him. A red 

wine with dinner. Gisèle wouldn’t drink much, but Luke had a feeling he would. The bottles got 

dustier the further he traveled into the cellar. The bottles in the last rack were dustiest of all and 

he knew these to be Tristan’s most prized vintages. He didn’t dare drink one, but there was no 

harm in gawking. Idly, he set his champagne on the floor and reached for a bottle: Chateau 

Margeaux, 1945. And another: Latour ’47. They had to be vinegar by now, merely a pretentious 
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form of investment. He knelt down and pulled out a 1939 Haut Brion. Making wine while the 

war raged. Seen in that light, it was impressive. A bit of bottled resistance.  

Gently, Luke replaced the bottle on the rack, only to rise and kick his Dom Pérignon 

across the floor with his toe. Shit. Tiny bubbles spread across the limestone and beneath the 

prized bottles: shards of green glass winked up at him, insolently. 

He’d seen the housekeeper emerge from the cellar on occasion. Luke wandered back in 

search of a utility closet. Beyond the wine racks, he found two doors to his left and two on the 

right. On the rear wall, stairs led to an outdoor exit. He tried the closest door and found only 

water heaters, but the next produced a heady scent of furniture polish and ammonia. He flipped 

on a light and grabbed a broom, dust pan, and roll of paper towels.  

On his hands and knees, he dabbed gingerly beneath the rack of precious wine, sopping 

up the spilled champagne and trying not to find it all symbolic.  

When he felt the sharp sting of glass enter his palm, he stopped trying.  

Swearing again, Luke plopped down on the cold limestone floor in resignation. After 

removing the glass from his palm, he began to remove the bottom row of bottles so he could see 

what he was doing. He was beginning to hate wine.  

The second bottle from the end felt impossibly light, and it rattled when he extracted it. It 

was only five years old, an ’89, and held far more fingerprints than dust. It didn’t belong here 

among its snooty predecessors. Luke peered through the tinted glass to a dark object at the 

bottom. The foil was intact, but loose, and slid easily off the bottle in one piece. There was no 

cork. He turned the bottle upside down and a single key fell into his bleeding palm.  

It was too large for a trunk key or a diary. Forgetting the spilled champagne and 

remembering the doors, Luke rose and walked once more to the rear of the cellar. He found the 

first was not even locked: a room filled with boxes, rolled up carpets and paint cans. But the final 

door accepted the key. With a decided click, the lock gave. He’d barely cracked the door when 

he caught sight of her.  

It was Gisèle. Staring back at him.  

Luke opened the door wider and his mouth fell open, a single unintelligible syllable 

spilled out. She was not flesh and blood, of course, but oil on canvas. The room was a makeshift 

artist’s studio, with all its expected sights and pungent smells. A work table held palettes and 

paints, rags and paint thinner, brushes and turpentine; there were stretched canvases stacked 
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against the wall, rolled canvases in a corner, canvases on two different easels. Each of them 

shared the same subject. His chaste, almost celibate wife. Nude. 
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III— The Dance Lesson 

 

UNTIL I observed Karen with her father, my fixation was undefined, without form. I 

might yet have changed course. Up to then, I had not observed a terribly unique portrait of petit 

bourgeois American life. But now, perversely, Karen’s circumstances justified my voyeurism.  

I was compelled to act. 

I will not lie and tell you I considered a more ethical route— perhaps a rush to the 

division of social services that handles such ‘family matters.’ I wonder, what would they have 

done? Even in the dark days when one could do just about anything one wished to one’s children 

in one’s own home, they would have taken her from her family, I think.  

How much better that the task should lay with me.  

 

Once decided, the choice of rendezvous was a simple one. The café was called The Daily 

Grind, and nearly every weekday Karen went there after school for an ollalieberry muffin and a 

large mug of French roast, into which she deposited two packets of sugar and a watershed of 

cream. She ate her muffin in highly ritualized fashion: pulling the top off in pieces with her 

fingers, then unwrapping the bottom and eating it in a circular fashion with her fork, saving the 

soft center for last. She made the muffin last exactly as long as the coffee, finishing the last sip 

with the last bite of muffin. As she went through all this, she read, covering her coffee with the 

cardboard coaster so it wouldn’t get cold during the good parts. I found it all rather charming. 

In the time I had observed her, it was only here that she seemed to fully relax. She was so 

consumed that she seemed not hear the flurry around her: the people who ducked in and out of 

the rain with a rustle of umbrellas and raincoats, the lively conversations circulating through the 

air and punctuated only by the sounds of the espresso machine: hissing and puffing, shushing 

everyone in the room to no avail, but for her— always silent, always alone, and happily 

oblivious to us all. 

I chose a busy time; no tables were vacant. She was alone, reading Hemingway’s first. 

The Sun Also Rises. “Excusez-moi,” I said, lightly. “May I share your table, Mademoiselle, until 

one opens up?” 

Her expression told me she preferred I did not, but the hesitation, as I’d hoped, indicated 

she was too polite to say so. This is a curiously American feminine trait in my experience: too 
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polite to simply say no. Frenchwomen know it is the best answer on all occasions, even when 

one wishes to say yes. 

“All right,” she said. 

I pulled out the chair, and she dipped her head again to her book, newly self-conscious. I 

could tell she was reading the same line again and again, for her eyes did not travel the page. Her 

muffin was midway through the ritual sacrifice: it had been beheaded, but not yet defrocked. She 

would be too embarrassed to eat it in her usual way, I supposed. I was ruining her rite.  

Just as the thought passed through my mind, she set down her book, straightened slightly 

in her chair, lifted the cardboard coaster from her coffee and eased it discreetly beneath, as it 

should be. She settled back in her chair and met my eyes. “Excuse me... What is your accent?” 

“French.” 

“I thought so.” After a moment, “I’m Karen. What’s your name?” 

I looked at her book and thought of Jake Barnes and the lovely Brett Ashley, and smiled 

slightly, “Jacques. Jacques Barnard.” 

“Hello, Jacques. I wanted to take French, but I heard Spanish is easier. At least in the 

beginning. And you only have to take a year of it, so...” 

“So Spanish is the easier year.” 

“Language isn’t my favorite subject.” 

“Is Hemingway also for a class?” 

“Huh? Oh, no, we’re supposed to be reading Catcher in the Rye, but I’ve already read 

that and I thought I should see what’s so great about Hemingway.” She faltered. “I’d sort of like 

to write someday.” 

“You say it like an apology.” 

“Well, I’m not very good.” 

I laughed and sipped my cappuccino. “I see. What do you think of Hemingway, then?” 

“I miss the adjectives.” 

“Some would say they merely muddy the waters.” 

“Maybe.” She gave a slight shrug. “But at least you can tell the water’s muddy.”  

I laughed. “Oui.” I had hardly allowed myself to expect anything from the conversation 

beforehand. Imagine my elation at finding her so perfectly charming. 

“What is it you do?” she asked, tentatively. “For a living, I mean.” 

The inevitable American question. “I live for a living.” 
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“But don’t you have a job?” 

“Non, non.”  

“Wow.” She crinkled her brow, clearly dubious about so well-dressed a bum. “You must 

have an awful lot of money.” 

She didn’t appear to realize the rudeness of the question, which I found delightful. “Oui,” 

I replied easily. “My father’s father’s father was rather successful at his job.” 

 “But you must do something.” 

“Oui, bien sûr. I do a bit of everything. I paint, write, play piano…”  

Her eyes sparked and she leaned forward across the table. “You mean you’re an artist?”  

If you wish, I thought.  

“That’s wonderful.” Her eyes took on the wistful expression I loved. “I like to paint, too.” 

Then, she added ruefully, “I’m better at it than writing. Everyone says so. But I don’t know, I 

don’t like to just copy what I see. It should mean something, shouldn’t it? It’s finding the 

meaning of things that’s hard.” She broke off abruptly, gazed out the window at the street and 

back again to me. “Have you ever heard the saying, Jacques,” (It was exquisite, this use of my 

‘name,’ delivered with such shy hesitation in her self-conscious American accent), “that if you 

sit long enough in a café on the Champs d’Elysees, the whole world will pass by? Do you think 

it’s true?” 

“Ah, oui. But think how many muffins you would have to consume.”  She laughed: a 

light, lilting sound that made my stomach rise in faint euphoria. “But such a thing is true of Paris. 

I was born there.” 

“Oh!” I drank in this exultant exclamation along with my cappuccino, and settled back in 

my chair, determined not to look too pleased with myself. Had I won her already? 

“So, you were born in Paris and you’re an artist.” In her voice she gave artist the capital 

A. What art are you most fond of?”  

One could tell she was being her most adult; she leaned forward as she spoke, and 

became in an instant subtly more vulnerable.  

“Like you, I find painting is what I do best. Unlike you, I find it a comfort to be limited to 

what I see. But to write, to paint pictures with words… that is what I love.” It was not true, of 

course, but we were all at once kindred, and she smiled at me, resting her lovely chin on her 

small fist. “Now tell me what you write so badly about.”   

“Oh, I don’t know,” she demurred. “People. Tragic things.” 



In Malice, Quite Close Brandi Lynn Ryder 

2009 Amazon Breakthrough Novel Award Finalist 

“With happy endings?” 

“No. Mostly happy beginnings, with tragic ends.” 

“But why is that, chérie?” 

She evaded me with her laugh. “It’s silly to talk about it. I haven’t written anything 

much.” 

“To whom do you show your stories?” 

“Well. No one. My little sister...” 

“Then, you will show me.” 

She stared, started to laugh. “I— well yeah, Jacques, I guess I could show you. If you 

want me to.” 

 

And so we arranged to meet again at the coffeehouse in a few days. But it is a failing of 

my character that I find it impossible to wait. Having met her I could no longer follow her 

movements, and stay removed. The next day I followed her to the park, and ‘happened’ upon her 

sitting on a bench with Hemingway. My tremulously nonchalant, “Karen? Quel surprise!” was 

met with a startled jump. 

“Jacques.” She shifted on the slatted wooden seat, and bit her lip. “What are you doing 

here?” 

“Comment?” 

“I just mean, well, it’s kind of weird the way you pop up everywhere...” But it was a half-

hearted protest; a blush still colored her cheeks. 

“I’m not sure about everywhere, chérie, but I do come here quite often,” I replied. “I 

don’t often run into people I know.” Smiling my most charming smile, I added, “I am a stranger 

in a strange city. When I saw you, naturellement, I had to say hello.” 

“Well. Hello.” She stared at me a moment and then stood. “You can sit here if you want, 

but I’m just going to, you know, walk.” 

“I prefer your company to my own, ma petite. Perhaps I could, you know, walk with 

you?”  My flat American pronunciation produced a slight smile. She had tried to feather her hair, 

but failed; the fog had reduced it to the curled tendrils I loved.  

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Jacques,” she said, “but you’re not some kind of pervert, 

are you?” 

“I don’t think so.” 
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We began to walk. 

“Well, what is it you want?” She plunged her fists into her pockets. “I’ve seen you 

before, you know. At the café, lots of times. And I saw you on the pier, once, watching me—” 

She had a marvelous memory. And it seemed I hadn’t been as discreet as I’d thought. 

“Was I? Well, perhaps you were watching me.” She had no reply for this. Her fair cheeks 

grew flushed again. “Or it could be that we simply share the same taste: coffee, the pier, the 

park.” 

“Well.” She really was very cagey today. “Maybe. But what is it you want?” 

I gazed at her then, wanting nothing more than to do so for hours on end. What did I 

want? I want to rescue you from your father, your future, your fate. I want to touch you, over and 

over, everywhere. I want to treasure you and pleasure you and disturb and frighten you. I want to 

possess you.  

“Your company,” I said lightly. “I just like your company, Karen.” 

“But you’ve got to be, what, thirty?”  

I hesitated to tell her I was even older than that advanced age. “Thirty-four,” I said 

gently. “But you must be, er... eighteen, yes?”  She merely laughed. “Eh, bien. Seventeen, then.”  

It is so tempting for the young to lie about their age; I decided to allow her the 

opportunity. She took it, by omission. “Well, that’s just it. I could practically be your daughter.” 

“Practically,” I agreed. After a moment, “I had a daughter. Once.”  

Her suspicions were for a moment forgotten and she echoed, “‘Once?’” 

“Oui. She died in a car accident when she was just three.” The words sparked an 

unexpected tingling in my fingertips, as if the feel of Marie-Gisèle’s silken baby skin were 

encoded there. In my mind’s eye her wobbly eyes gazed at me. I always remember her that way, 

in all her newborn wonder: rarely older, with the wisdom of her few short years when she could 

walk and talk, but as she was when she was utterly new. And then it is gone. But I found a finger 

of guilt had crept in with her. Had my daughter lived, she would have been Karen’s age. And 

with this startling realization came my only hesitation. I had a fleeting impulse to murmur a 

witticism and a careful good-bye, and leave San Francisco forever. But Karen, knowing none of 

my plans for her, was murmuring appropriate apologies and I could see she hadn’t slept well; 

there were shadows in the hollows of her eyes and I longed to smooth them away. And as 

unexpectedly as my conscience had crept up to tap me, my shoulder grew once again numb.  

“You’re married, then?” she asked, tentatively. 
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“Non. My wife was in the car, as well. It all happened long ago—” The topic irritated me 

now. 

“Oh.” She searched my face. “That’s awful. I’m really sorry.” 

“Thank you. It was a very long time ago.” 

“Did you love her very much?” Her curiosity, it seemed, wasn’t to be deterred by 

propriety.  

I sighed. Love Sabina? “Not as much as I should have. She was pregnant. In those days 

one did the proper thing.” 

“I don’t know why people get married at all. They only end up hating each other.” 

Hmm. “You sound as if you speak from experience, but you are too young to be so 

cynical about love. Is it observation, then? Your parents?” 

“No, it’s just... Well yes, I guess.” A slight melancholy frown. “They got married because 

of me. They think I don’t know, but it’s not exactly complicated math.” 

“And so you have no hope for love because they are unhappy? But that is foolish, ma 

petite. I have been unhappy, and still I have hope.”  

I felt her stare; I caught it out of the corner of my eye, but looked casually ahead, as if we 

discussed nothing personal to me, a careless matter. The path turned onto the green. She rushed 

ahead to a large pond where there were ducks and I watched her go, sauntering behind. I learned 

to do this with her, as in some formal Victorian dance: a quadrille, in which one toys with 

touching and rarely touches. We walked toward each other and pirouetted away. But she came 

back to me, just as I knew she would, from the first day. 

  

After that we planned our meetings: the wharf, City Lights, the Museum of Modern Art 

and the Planetarium, the gallery on one corner and the bookstore on another. Always we met in 

the park at three o’clock. It was our safe haven. We spent every afternoon together except 

Tuesdays. Tuesdays, she said, belonged to Mandy. Weekends, too, were out. It was never 

suggested I meet her parents. Perhaps she was ashamed of them, or knew that I was not merely 

after her company. And too, she was “nearly eighteen.” And so, you see, we were complicit in it 

from the beginning. I was her secret; she was mine. 

I knew that even in our short precious moments together, we must be wary: the petite 

young brunette should not be noticed with the well-to-do Frenchman. Do not think me heedless 

of the risk. When she ‘disappeared,’ every clerk at every business she frequented would come 
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forward to say they recognized her; it was quite crucial that they not recognize me as well. The 

guilty are prone to paranoia. I had the sensation many times that we were followed; I’d turn and 

quiz myself on the crowd: the spare dark-haired man with the camera; had we seen him the day 

before? Was the old woman squinting at us for a reason?  

Variety was not a spice Karen had sampled much, and it pleased her that we scarcely 

went to the same place twice. But there was still the chance I’d be remembered by someone who 

saw us together on any single occasion. And as such, I was careful to alter my appearance subtly 

with a hat or glasses (wire-rimmed with clear glass, though Karen thought I needed them for 

some time afterward, and now fifteen years later, I find I do), or sunglasses. Once I put a dark 

rinse on my blond hair that washed out after a few days, and I went through various stages of 

‘unshaven.’ But I could never bring myself to dress poorly. I rationalized this bit of snobbery 

with the fact that a shabbily dressed person would almost certainly be suspected first. I did set 

aside the showier labels, and attempted, chameleon-like, to blend into my surroundings. To 

Karen, I played it all up as a manifestation of my creative nature. 

I found, at last, a use for my education. At galleries and museums I condensed my years 

of art history for her, and introduced her to real music: albeit not in a concert hall, but in the car. 

We haunted bookstores and libraries and I bought books for her to read, carefully chosen books 

about runaways and rebels, writers on personal odysseys for their craft, romantic tales of Europe 

and New York and the Orient.  

And Karen showed me her poems and stories, dismissed with a self-conscious wave of 

the hand, (“The best ones aren’t finished yet.”) They were as amateurish as one might expect. 

She possessed a sharp mind and a flair for words, but there was no sign of plot: semi-

confessional sketches, they were; tragic, all. She couldn’t bear to watch me read them, and so 

she’d lend them to me for a night, and I’d sleep with them on the pillow beside me. I found the 

poems particularly poignant: written in feminine cursive on stationery, they staggered under 

complicated meter and adolescent anguish, in vocabulary clearly palmed from a thesaurus. Yet it 

was their exposed imperfection I loved, their stumbling.  

Having proclaimed my own passion for the written word, I was forced to play the role 

creditably. In truth, I’d written little of merit and never taken the trouble to seek merit for what 

I’d written. But I phoned my apartment in New York and asked Henri to send out some of my 

stories. My butler and aide, Henri Dupré, was the only reminder of Paris I had in America, and 

well-accustomed to strange requests. I received a package the next day. I had a few dark, clever 
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tales à la Poe and de Maupassant, with the dramatic twist at the end that is so appealing at 

Karen’s age. Others were arcane to such a degree that I myself have no idea what they mean or 

what I meant in writing them. The sound of certain words strung together in certain ways 

appealed to me; a Joycian collage of ideas without any particular beginning or end.  

But, for the first time in my life, I was an artist. I was creating myself for her.  

She had begun to do the same— dressing more and more as she had the day of the fictive 

party, and discarding the habitual sweatshirt and jeans for dresses and sandals. Her make-up was 

more artfully applied. She ran her hand through her hair frequently as we spoke, and was very 

conscious of me as a man: blushing when I held her eyes too long, when I caught her watching 

me, when I opened the car door for her. She was terribly curious about me, and so I cultivated 

mystery.  

“How come there are New York plates on your car, Jacques?” 

“I had it shipped before I flew out. I can’t bear a rental car.” 

“Oh.” A weighted syllable. “So, you’ll be going back there, huh? To New York?” 

“Oui, eventually. But for the moment I live here. In a hotel.” 

“They let people live in hotels?” 

“Certainly.” 

“Do you have a real house in New York?” 

“I have several houses, chérie. My family estate includes a house in Paris and a country 

house in Normandy. But I spend little time in France these days. I’ve lived in New York for 

years.” 

“I’d like to see New York City one day. I think it’s a good thing for artists to go there.” 

“Ah, oui,” I agreed. “Very good.” 

“All the books are published there. Have you ever noticed that? And lots of artists live 

there, don’t they?” (So earnest, so very charming.) “Not the Hollywood kind, but real artists. In 

New York, you have to struggle to survive.” I glanced down at her and the worldly air wobbled. 

“Anyway, that’s what I’ve heard.” 

I tried not to smile. “I live on the Upper East Side, so I’m afraid I miss much of the 

struggle.” 

“You must have a lot of friends there.” 

From her tone she meant the female sort. “Oui.” 

“Are any of them writers?” 
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“Yes, a few. Mostly they are painters. And French expatriates, like me.” 

“Hmm. How come you left France?” 

“It is good to leave the place one is born, ma petite. Otherwise, it stays the same for you, 

and you stay the same with it. When I visit, I find we’re both pleasantly changed.” 

“I like that.” She glanced at me, wistfully. “I’ll leave here one day.”  

Yes, I thought.  

 

The next day, I brought up the topic of her family. “You never speak of them, Karen. I 

know only that you have a sister named Mandy who doesn’t have dance class on Tuesdays. You 

never mention your mother. What is your father like?” I let her uneasy silence stretch. I wanted 

her to tell me, you see. Then we could begin to plot her escape from him. 

But she wouldn’t meet my eyes, and said finally, “Let’s not ruin it, Jacques.” 

“Ruin what, ma petite?” 

She smiled, a touching smile, entirely unmeasured. “Everything’s so easy for you. And 

me too, when I’m with you. It’s like the rest of the world doesn’t even exist.” 

I touched her beneath her chin, tilting it up to me. “It exists only for us.”  

And to my immense surprise, she stood on tiptoe to kiss me. It was a very quick, 

uncertain kiss. Stepping backward to gauge its effect, she had never looked so lovely to me; her 

lips parted and eyes faintly wild, like a kitten when it’s playing. She whispered, “Isn’t that what 

you want?”  

And I said nothing at all, but took her cold fingers in mine, massaging her hands to warm 

them. I bent forward to kiss the top of her head, the soft curls, and she tipped her face up; I felt 

her tremble when my lips brushed hers. That was all. A brush of the lips. I didn’t trust myself to 

go further.  

As we went back to the car, she kept her hand in mine; I slid it into my jacket pocket as 

we walked. 

 

The pivotal day was the first of April, and I remember it still so well, walking through the 

Japanese gardens in Golden Gate Park: the narrow Victorians like trays of pastels cascading 

across the steep hills, the bells of cable cars pealing in the distance, and fingers of fog hovering 

over the pea soup bay. And at last, the cool quiet of the gardens. A wall had come down between 

us; Karen reached freely for my hand.  
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In the stillness it was easy to forget the scrutiny of others. And I decided all at once, that 

it was time. “What if I were to invest in you, Karen? If you were to come with me to New 

York?” 

She stopped before a bed of Japanese azaleas that matched her lips in the cold, and I 

savored the surprised pleasure in her eyes. Then she murmured— at first I did not understand 

her— “April Fool’s.”  

“Mais non. I’m not fooling.” 

She cast me a sideways glance, and caution crept in. She gave a nervous laugh. “I 

couldn’t do that, Jacques. I mean, of course, I’d love to. But my parents would never let me go.”  

Dear sweet child. “No. I’m afraid you would have to give up your old life entirely.” 

“Oh right. I can’t go through life with a ninth grade edu—” She broke off abruptly and bit 

her lower lip. Her eyes focused hard on her shoes and her cheeks flushed red. 

I feigned confusion. “Pardon. Karen? Did you say the ninth grade?” 

“I’m sorry. Oh... god. I was afraid if I told you, you wouldn’t want to see me anymore.” 

There was a long silence. “The truth is I’m not even sixteen yet; I’m fifteen.” A pause. “Just.” 

Her lovely eyes filled with tears. “I should have said. I meant to. It’s just that I feel older inside.” 

And the words were shocking out loud, but I was beyond listening. I paused, feigned a bit 

of consternation, then frowned and feigned a bit of disapproval. It was an exquisite pleasure to 

torture her this way, for it made it clear how important my approval had become. I looked away 

and back again, watching as various teenage agonies played over her features. “Ah.” 

“You must hate me.” 

“I could not hate you.”  

“But you’re angry, I can tell—” 

I spoke gently. “I’m surprised, Karen. That is all.” And played the crucial card. “You 

seem much older, though age in itself means little. We’re all different ages inside. You’re no 

different to me now than you were a few minutes ago.” I cleared my throat. “But it does 

complicate things.”  

She scarcely heard. “What was I to you, a few minutes ago?” It was an adult question.   

“You know that, surely.” 

“No, I don’t.” But without waiting for a reply, she rushed on. “I think I love you, 

Jacques—” 
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I tipped my head and held her eyes. She didn’t breathe. How can I explain the sensation; 

it was as if my pulse rose; I felt my blood beat violently just beneath the skin. She was mine.  

“You don’t know what you are to me, Karen?” I said, softly, “But you are everything.” 

I could see the horror warring with delight in her eyes. “You... you could be arrested.”  

“Oui, Karen. I could. But only if we were careless. We would have to trust each other.” 

“But—”  

“We would continue your education, of course. You would be tutored; I was tutored at 

your age. That way your schedule would be flexible for travel and— and that sort of thing.”  

Doubt crept into her silence. After a moment, “Would I live with you?” 

“Of course.” I paused, gauging her expression. “You’d have your own room, ma petite. 

Nothing would happen that you didn’t want to happen.”  

“For all I know, you could be part of some international ring, white slavery or...” 

“Merde,” I sneered, contemptuous. “Tales your mother taught you?” 

“People do that stuff,” she murmured. “It’s on the news all the time.” I could barely hear 

her, but I could hear that she did not believe it. “There are all kinds of horrible people.” 

“Then I will protect you from them.” I took her by the shoulders and kissed her. Her lips 

were so soft, like the petals of a flower— not a rose, but a delicate flower that needs a 

greenhouse to survive. They were cold, and I was very gentle with her, so that she responded 

first, parting her lips so slightly, then the fluttering touch of her tongue to mine. I enfolded her in 

my arms; she held onto me so tightly and was so slight that I could feel her heartbeat and might 

literally have crushed her. It filled me with a tenderness I had never known. To feel my power 

over her, to revel in my restraint.  

She murmured into the folds of my jacket. “I can’t just run off, Jacques. I can’t leave my 

mom and my little sister—” But the protests no longer mattered. I was sure of her now, and it 

made it easy to be cruel.  

“Perhaps you’re right,” I said curtly, pulling away. “I should not have mentioned it. I 

thought I might— I thought we...” I sighed. “But you’re right, Karen. It would be selfish to take 

you from the life you know and make you part of mine. It was wrong of me. And I can see I’ve 

frightened you.” 

She watched me with wide eyes, and a lip that trembled. “No, it’s just—” 
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“I know what it is. Don’t apologize. I’m the one who’s sorry.” I turned away from her, 

counted five. “We will not see each other much more, I’m afraid.” How sour the words tasted on 

my tongue. “My time here is nearly over. I have to return to New York.” 

“But, I thought—”  

“We will have a few days more together.” When I turned back again she would not look 

at me. In a moment, wordlessly, she turned and ran down the garden path. I let her go. 

 

That night I went to her house. I had not been there since I’d spied her with her father. It 

pained me too much. But I saw her upstairs alone, at her desk before the window. She wrote 

intently, wiping tears from her eyes, and several times crumpled the paper. Imagine what I felt; I 

knew she was writing to me. 

The next day she came to me at three o’clock in the park. There was no letter. She asked, 

“Will you take me with you?” 
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IV— A Corner of the Studio 

 

CANVASES filled the room. Two easels held works in progress. Others had been 

stretched, mounted, and propped in stacks against the wall. Luke pulled them to him one at a 

time, but found no signature in the corner. Nothing on the back. The paintings betrayed no sign 

of their artist, but displayed a relentless scrutiny of their subject: here was Gisèle, from the fine 

carpal bones of her feet to the hollow of her throat, the curve of her hips, her buttocks, her navel; 

the detail was extraordinary, yet erotic all the same. Beautiful. But who knew her so well they 

could capture every freckle and mole, tendon and vein? Who had she let know her so well? 

For a dazed moment, Luke entertained notions of sleepwalking. Could he have struck 

upon genius in his unconscious hours? Ironically, this is how he aspired to paint, the subject he 

aspired to. But in his paltry attempts, Gisèle came out looking like a Baroque cover girl, lacking 

only a border of cherubs and roses. Here, she was three-dimensional and vital. Disturbingly real.  

Having weathered the initial quake, aftershocks began to set in. Jealousy coursed through 

him like a dark poison and by the time Luke reached the last of the canvases his eyes felt 

unfocused, battered and numb. Many of the paintings were not even full nudes, but pieces of her. 

These were worse somehow— the intimacy that lay in the simple abstraction of her body. For 

the first time, he realized abstraction was only possible for one intensely familiar with reality: 

familiar enough to play with flesh and bone, breath and skin. Stop looking. But he couldn’t. 

Someone had painted her and it hadn’t been him. It was suddenly painfully obvious to 

him that Gisèle would have an affair. That’s why she wanted out. She wasn’t a goddess on a 

pedestal, nor was she frigid, after all; she was simply getting it elsewhere. Luke fixated on the 

empty space in the corner where the artist’s signature ought to be: his invisible rival. 

“Dad?”  

Startled out of his reverie, Luke spun around. His little girl was not so little anymore. It 

seemed Nicola had grown up overnight; there was no more giveaway pounding of footsteps.  

“I’m sorry. The door was open.” She frowned and Luke realized she must be alarmed by 

his expression, but he couldn’t seem to change it. “Marc said you’d come down here….” 

Nicola’s voice trailed away, her eyes widening as they traveled over the canvases around him. At 

last she scratched her head, and in her matter-of-fact, perceptive way: “No one knows you paint 

down here, do they?” 
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Luke’s thoughts were spinning. “No, Nic, I didn’t—” But of course she would think he 

had. It would be natural. If anyone was going to paint Gisèle, it should have been him. 

“Not even Mom knows, does she?” A sympathetic pause. “Does she?”  

Did she? Of course, she must. She must have posed for them. “Nicola, I—” The words 

hung there, broken. He gazed into his daughter’s lovely, perplexed face. How could he tell her 

someone else had painted her mother, nude? It was impossible. “You shouldn’t be in here.”  

“It’s okay, Dad.” Her tone was precocious, yet her eyes flitted over the room without 

resting. “Robin lets me check out art books at the college. Nudity isn’t anything to be ashamed 

of. I’m not a kid, you know.” Yet she was, of course, and her faint awe battled her 

embarrassment. She bit her lip. “When are you going to show Mom?” 

Show Gisèle? Luke was silent, dumb.  

“Oh, but you have to, Dad. It could be, you know, an anniversary present.” She frowned. 

“If she knew you’d been painting her, she, well...” Well. “You have to tell her.”  

And he supposed he did. Someone did. “Why don’t you run up and tell her, Nicky,” he 

said, at last. “Tell her to come down here, and see.” 

After she’d raced upstairs, Luke regretted it, of course. Sending his daughter to confront 

his wife? What a pathetic bastard he was. But it gave him a few moments to think. If Gisèle was 

having an affair, her choice seemed equally clear. It would be Robin Dresden.  

Luke had always been jealous of him, for the usual reasons, not the least of which was his 

easy intimacy with Gisèle. Yet despite the persistent feeling, there seemed to be no more than 

close friendship between them. Robin was practically one of the family and always dating new 

women. Anyhow, these paintings weren’t his style at all. One could never tell what the hell he 

was painting, but he never stooped to Realism. Even the abstractions weren’t abstract enough. 

How would he paint Gisèle? Not Picasso-like, with five breasts and three eyes, but even more 

esoteric: from the inside out, or some such rot.  

That left Marc Kreicek. The kind of man women find attractive and men despise, he was 

slippery, cunning. He was too thin and two inches shorter than Luke, but impeccably stylish, 

with a cold precise manner and a strange indifference to almost everything. Some women are 

driven mad by indifference. Luke knew Marc had long had a thing for his wife and Gisèle 

admitted to having been infatuated with him, too, for a short time. “Before we met...” But now 

he wondered. It would explain Marc’s infernal smugness. The only person he showed any 

deference to was Robin, though even there Luke could detect a covetous edge to his sycophancy. 
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He rather suspected Marc wanted to be Robin. With everyone else, it was as if he were having a 

private joke he had no intention of sharing. Maybe it was one he shared with Gisèle. Marc’s 

knowledge of Luke’s own infidelities gave him little solace. Turnabout was fair play. Marc was 

always around the place and a damned good painter— yet Luke had thought it only an odd, 

obsessive hobby: he painted only copies, and he copied only the Impressionists.  

For that matter, there was certainly no shortage of artists in Devon. It could be anyone.  

But then, that wasn’t quite true. And it brought Luke to the fundamental question. Why 

paint her, here? Obviously, the paintings were secret, done in secret, celebrating a secret 

relationship. But why hide the secret here? It had to be a member of the household. Yet Luke 

couldn’t quite picture old Henri hoarding nudes of Gisèle in the cellar, or a lesbian love affair 

with an artistically-gifted maid. And apart from the servants, there was only he and Gisèle, 

Nicola and Tristan.  

He stopped short. Tristan? Tristan painted. It was his house, his wine cellar, his style. He 

was a Realist, at least in the artistic sense, and possessed of far greater skill in the artistic sense 

than Luke.  

But Gisèle’s father?                                      

Surely not. Yet there had always been an odd energy between them. In the beginning, 

Luke thought their relationship refined and progressive, but it struck him that Tristan and Gisèle 

didn’t really act like father and daughter. She called him by his first name and Luke was 

reminded of her words in their first meeting: I didn’t live with him till I was fifteen; he’s not 

really like a father to me. And Gisèle was different when Tristan wasn’t around; she was more 

affectionate, more open to intimacy. When Luke moved to Devon, he’d been jokingly told there 

were only two seasons in the Pacific Northwest: winter and August. His marriage had been much 

the same. And he’d often wondered why Tristan chose the month of their anniversary to go to 

France. Was it that he couldn’t bear to celebrate her marriage to someone else?  

Dizzied by pity and disgust, he gazed helplessly around him. The idea of incest was such 

a foreign one, a thing you heard about on the news, surely not his Gisèle and Tristan… 

And that’s when she came, as if timed for maximum effect, her cheeks slightly flushed as 

if she’d rushed down. Her first expression was one of horror. There was no disguising it. It was 

darker than surprise. Gisèle stood in the doorway, taking in the kaleidoscopic array of nudes 

before her, then her eyes settled on his and didn’t leave. “Nicola said... she told me you’d been 

painting—” 
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It was a question. Luke opened his mouth to speak, but heard voices behind her: Nicola’s, 

exuberant and excited, and then to his horror, Robin’s clipped English accent came in reply and 

Marc’s cynical laugh. An odd little posse coming to lynch him. 

Yet even Robin appeared uncharacteristically dazed as he loomed over Gisèle in the 

doorway. But when he spoke his tone was reassuringly dry, if somewhat insulting. “These don’t 

seem quite your style, Luke. Not a deer or a meadow in sight.” 

Gisèle turned to look up at him. “Rob—” 

He ignored her. “These are very precise. You worked from photographs?” Robin’s dark 

unsettling eyes rested on Luke. 

Photographs. Of course. Luke shifted his weight. He looked at his wife.  

“There were those few,” Gisèle offered. “When we were first married.” 

Robin gave her an odd look. “You really mean to say you didn’t pose for these?” His 

expression was frankly incredulous.  

Gisèle gave a slight shake of her head and seemed to notice Nicola’s presence for the first 

time, murmuring without much conviction that she should go upstairs.  

“A few photographs from twelve years ago.” Robin raised a brow. “More impressive, 

still.”  

Luke had been rendered incapable of speech, and Robin’s ongoing narrative wasn’t 

helping matters. He knew his stuff; he’d never believe Luke was capable of painting these. He’d 

always thought, quite rightly, that Luke wasn’t capable of painting much more than the wall. 

Nicola, sensing tension, piped up. “Aren’t they wonderful, Robin? Good enough for the 

gallery. You could exhibit them, and Dad will be famous.” 

Robin raised a brow. “Mum, too.” Behind him, Marc laughed, but Robin continued with 

a concerned frown. “I’m not sure your mother wants that kind of exposure.” 

“Nicky, run along upstairs. We’ll be up soon.” Gisèle swallowed hard, turning to Luke. 

“They should be exhibited, Luke. They’re very good. Did you think I wouldn’t like them?” 

“Well.” Could she possibly believe all this? “No, I—” 

“Why else have you kept them to yourself?” It was Marc, peering through the sliver of 

space in the doorway not filled by Robin and Gisèle and Nicola. He added cattily, “They are too 

fine to be hidden away. It certainly seems all the art seminars have paid off.”  
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And Luke thought of art seminars and Seattle, photographs and divorce. “For Christ’s 

sake,” he said, in frustration. “These aren’t—” But something stopped him from saying “mine.” 

It came out, “meant.” “Meant for anyone to see.” 

Robin scoffed. “Well, now I’ve heard everything.” 

“My friend, they are too beautiful not to be shown,” repeated Marc, emphatically. 

Luke knew his assessment was based on more than aesthetics. He had a visceral mental 

image of Marc leering at Gisèle’s nude body in one of Robin’s galleries. He gazed back to his 

wife. This was his last opportunity. He could still laugh outright and confess: They’re not mine. 

Ha-ha! Go figure. But he couldn’t manage to laugh over the truth. Photographs? Was it possible 

she hadn’t posed for them— that Tristan had spied on her somehow? Or was she simply lying?  

Only Gisèle didn’t lie simply. In her lies, there was always a certain truth.  

“I think they’re beautiful, Luke.” And for a moment her expression was heartbreaking: 

complicit, imploring. It vanished as quickly as it appeared, leaving Luke to wonder if he’d 

imagined it. She laughed, breaking the spell. “What are we all doing in the doorway?” She began 

to examine the paintings as Luke had, holding them at arm’s length like strangers.  

Robin frowned. “Gisèle…” But whatever he’d intended to say, he seemed to think better 

of it. He entered the studio after her, followed by Marc. And Nicola— having secured her 

father’s future fame— hung back now, clearly uneasy with the source of it.   

Not nearly as uneasy as Luke.  

In the midst of the crowd, he waged an internal argument. Either Gisèle knew nothing of 

the paintings or she had her own reasons for desiring their discovery. But he couldn’t fathom 

what these might be. No, she must truly believe the paintings were his. It was ridiculous. He 

couldn’t exhibit them as his own. Could he?  No, he had to confront Tristan... Yet, Tristan would 

only deny it. He could only deny it. To do otherwise would be an admission of guilt. Tristan 

couldn’t do a thing. 

And then all at once, like magic, the fog lifted. He’d sell the paintings and take Gisèle 

away from here. They’d no longer be under Tristan’s thumb. Luke floated giddily on a sea of 

fuzzy logic. She wasn’t cheating on him after all. She was an innocent victim and he’d do what 

he ought to have done from the beginning. He would protect her. The looming threat of divorce 

dissipated like a balloon losing air, swirled around the room with a high-pitched hiss and landed 

harmless at his feet. With the curtain tugged back, the wizard was only a pathetic, frustrated old 

man. And for the very first time, Luke felt himself superior to Tristan Mourault.  
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It was Tristan’s habit to phone a few times a week while in Paris. From the hall Luke 

heard Nicola answer the phone, followed by a buoyant, “Grand-père!” Lately, her voice rose an 

octave when she spoke to her grandfather. It was an unconscious regression Luke found 

poignant, this awareness that growing up would change things.  

He picked up the extension in the hall and listened as Nicola brought Tristan up to date, 

enthusiastically detailing the discovery of the cellar studio. “I don’t know why Dad hid them 

away in the cellar,” she finished. “You’d think it’d be too cold to paint.” 

Luke listened intently for Tristan’s reply. 

“Oui. It’s very curious, indeed.” Tristan’s voice didn’t sound quite right, but then it 

wasn’t a very good connection. “Eh, bien, you know the temperament of the artist, mon chaton. 

You must promise me you will grow to be something more sensible.”  

Nicola only laughed. “Do you want to talk to Mom?” 

Luke flinched. Surely, Tristan would say nothing to Gisèle. What could he say? 

“No, don’t trouble her. We’ll make it a surprise. I’m coming home earlier than planned.” 

“Oh, cool! Is everything okay?” 

“Oui, chérie. Only I’m getting too old to be away from the people I love for long. And 

I’m rather interested in these paintings of your father’s...” The line crackled. “There’s just one 

problem.” 

“What’s that?” 

“I have too many gifts for you to bring back on the plane.” Tristan’s tone was normal 

again, even light, and Nicola was delighted. She resented the long August without her 

grandfather and could hardly wait till he was back in Devon again. For his part, Luke had never 

felt so much dread. 

True to his word, Tristan arrived home just two days later. Luke avoided meeting him, an 

easy thing in a house of that size. It was early evening. Gisèle and Nicola were still in the village, 

shopping. This was his chance to speak to him alone. Tristan went up to his room. Luke heard 

the shower start and stop as he paced in the hall, playing out the conversation in his mind.  

At last he went to the door, rapping with more assurance than he felt.  

“Come in.” Crisp and clean, the words. Very like Tristan. “Ah. Luke. Comment vas-tu?” 

Was there an edge to the greeting? “Come in.” There was a little more silver in his blond hair, or 

maybe it was only that the tan he’d brought back from Paris accentuated it. His pale blue eyes 
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were paler. He looked well. Luke stepped into the vast opulent room, and shut the door behind 

him. The builder, prompted presumably by the reclusive Bryan Prescott, had made the doors and 

walls heavy enough to keep out invading armies. A small comfort when you were in the same 

room with them.  

Tristan smiled warmly. “I hear I am to congratulate you, mon fils. You must show me 

these paintings of yours. Then we will go into town and celebrate.”  

Luke stared. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it wasn’t a celebratory dinner.  

Tristan went on, “You’ve chosen an eccentric place to paint, n’est-ce pas?  In the cellar?”  

Luke braced himself by studying his father-in-law’s dress socks in detail. Paisley print, 

monochromatic gray. He cleared his throat. “Why don’t you tell me, Tristan?” 

Tristan simply gazed at Luke in his aristocratic unruffled way, but the eyes behind the 

wire rims receded. “Excuse me?” 

“The room in the wine cellar. It’s your art studio, not mine.” 

His voice remained cool. “Well, I suppose the room is technically mine, mon fils, but 

you’ve never concerned yourself before with such things.” Funny, the way he said it, it didn’t 

even seem an insult. “You might have taken any number of rooms for a studio, Luke. We would 

have respected your privacy. I am a firm believer in privacy.” 

The evasion was so perfectly executed, Luke was taken aback. He must have rehearsed it 

on the plane. He plundered onward. “Nicola found me in there, Tristan. Otherwise, I’d never—” 

He floundered. “She just assumed I’d done them and was set on telling Gisèle.” An expression 

crossed Tristan’s face that he couldn’t decipher. Shrewd. Something more. “Ella believes it, too. 

She seems to, anyway. And it’s better for everyone if she doesn’t find out your concern isn’t 

exactly fatherly—” 

“Luke. I’m afraid I don’t understand you at all. Perhaps it is my jetlag.” He slipped off 

his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He did look weary, suddenly. Straightening, he 

slipped them on again, like armor against Luke’s scrutiny. “Where’s my Gisèle, anyway? And 

little Nicola?”  

My Gisèle. “She didn’t expect you back. They’re out shopping.” 

“Ah.” Resignedly, “Well, let me understand you. You seem to think I knew about all of 

this? But I assure you I did not. I can’t imagine a setting less suitable for art. I prefer to paint en 

plein aire.” The careless arch of a brow. “Did the room appear to be intended for a studio? 

Perhaps the formidable Mr. Prescott did his drafting down there. I understand he was a very odd 
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man.” Turning, he riffled through a drawer in the bureau and sighed. “I sense you’re 

uncomfortable sharing the paintings with me, Luke, and I think I know why. I was led to believe 

they’re nudes?”  

The innocent act was very good. But then, what other defense did he have? Luke said 

testily, “You know they are, Tristan.” 

“I know only what Nicola told me on the phone.” 

“And it was enough to make you rush home?” 

“I was curious, yes. Forgive me, but it’s rather a surprise to find you’ve begun to paint.” 

“Begun? There are nearly forty canvases—” 

“Yes. I’m sorry. I see now you’ve been quite busy. Unusually prolific, in fact. And I’ve 

misjudged you. But you should not have kept them hidden from us.” 

“I didn’t.”  

But the words were met only with an expression of guileless incomprehension.  

After a moment Tristan sighed, an elegant French superior sigh, and in frustration said, 

“Well, if you didn’t hide your paintings, mon fils, whomever did?”  

Mon fils: my son. His father-in-law had called him that so often before. A sickening chill 

ran through Luke. Could he have been wrong? Tristan focused on tying his tie, a thing he 

accomplished perfectly the first time. If that wasn’t proof of an untroubled mind, Luke didn’t 

know what was. 

“Robin tells me they’re quite good.” Tristan regarded Luke’s reflection in the mirror. 

“Really, Luke. Did you think I would disapprove?”  

“Not exactly—” 

“The nude body is a beauty to behold.” Tristan fastened a cuff link; it glinted in the 

mirror. 

“Even your daughter’s?”  

“Eh bien, that will give me pause, to be sure.” Tristan’s reflection held Luke’s eyes 

steadily. “But art is art, Luke, and I am French. We do not share the American phobia for nudity, 

and Gisèle is not a child anymore. Do not concern yourself.”  

It was surreal. He seemed very like he always did. Calm and cool. Amiable and 

charming. Was it only Luke’s imagination that they fenced with their evasions? If so, he was 

outmatched. What he imagined Tristan capable of at a distance was laughable when in the same 

room with him.  
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Tristan tipped his head, frowning in concern. “Are you quite all right, mon fils?”  

Luke wasn’t all right. Had the paintings painted themselves? He gazed into his father-in-

law’s worried face. “I’m fine, Tristan. Yes, I’m fine. I’ll just go... change.” And he turned 

gratefully to the door and its sweet ephemeral offering of escape.  

~~~ 

SIX weeks later, the colors had started to turn and an impatient breeze rustled the dry 

leaves. It was September twenty-fourth, a few days into fall. The air smelled of restlessness, of 

approaching rain and chimney smoke: and to Nicola, of anticipation. There was to be a surprise 

party. 

“It was certainly a surprise to me,” grumbled Mrs. Pengilly as she fluttered about the 

kitchen, muttering ill-humoredly, “…things to the very last minute.”  

“We couldn’t plan it till the magazines came out,” Nicola began. “The reviews might not 

have been any good. Did you id you see them?” 

But Mrs. Pengilly was barking an outraged rebuke to one of the hired help, who was 

using her pastry marble as a cutting board, and a delivery man entered with the cake: a frosted 

Mona Lisa atop which, “Congratulations, Luke!” had been inscribed in calligraphic script. It 

would sit upon a great chocolate easel. 

Escaping the kitchen chaos, Nicola raced upstairs to her mother’s room where they would 

get ready together. Normally it was a ritual she relished, but she couldn’t help feeling 

apprehensive. On the surface, things had worked out beautifully since the discovery of her 

father’s paintings. Robin had agreed to exhibit them in one of his galleries, the big one on Front 

Street. And in advance, for publicity, he’d arranged for a few of the paintings to be previewed by 

two art critics in Seattle. The reviews had been “glowing.” Things should have been perfect. But 

somehow they weren’t.  

Everything had changed since her parents’ anniversary. Her father was nervous: talking 

too fast and dropping things at dinner. Her mother was remote. And even her grandfather was 

acting peculiarly. Nicola could tell he didn’t really like the paintings. So why was he pretending 

to like them?  

And then there was the argument she’d overheard between her mother and Robin. He’d 

sounded unusually angry, bewildered. “Once the critics get hold of them, there’s no going back, 

Elle. What exactly do you expect to gain with this farce? If you want to leave, you know I’ll give 

you and Nicola anything you need. You don’t need to sell your soul.”  
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“They’re not my soul, Rob, they’re only paintings.” Her voice sounded odd, steely and 

determined. “And you don’t seem to understand, I’m tired of being given all I need.” 

And then the double doors had been closed to, decidedly, their voices urgent and low like 

the wind in the chimney, coming in spurts too faint to decipher. Since then, they’d barely spoken 

and she had barely seen Robin at all.  

When Nicola asked her mother about it, she had simply shrugged. “He has other interests, 

Nicky.” And maybe this was true, but it had always been true. He was busy with his art and the 

students he mentored at the college, and his galleries, but he’d always made time for them. 

And then something happened yesterday that was even more troubling.  

She’d heard her mother talking to someone in the morning room. Just as Nicola was 

about to enter, she saw Marc Kreicek, his hands on her mother’s arms as he leaned forward to 

kiss her. Gisèle shook her head no and pushed him away, yet she’d done it without anger or 

surprise, as if it were commonplace— a sort of routine between them. Neither of them had seen 

Nicola; she continued quickly down the hall. But she was still shocked, thinking of it. Was Marc 

in love with her mother? Was her mother in love with him? Had her father really had an affair, or 

did Marc simply want her parents to divorce so he could marry her?  

Nothing made sense anymore. Her father had to be madly in love with her mother, didn’t 

he? To paint her again and again? And she couldn’t imagine anyone not loving her mother. Yet, 

suddenly it was as if everyone in Nicola’s life had taken on unsettling new dimensions. It was 

like walking into a familiar room at night and bumping into all the furniture.  

 

She found her mother’s room empty, but could hear her in the closet. An art magazine lay 

on the bed. Nicola thumbed to the article on her father and her eyes ran over the words as she 

trailed into the closet. “What’s ‘objectification,’ Mom?”  

Gisèle let out a startled cry and something dropped from her hands to the floor.  

Nicola stooped to pick it up. It was a stuffed toy: a little black bear wearing a tartan scarf 

and derby hat. One of his button eyes drooped.  

“Darling, no! Don’t touch that—” 

She dropped the bear, as if burned. “What’s wrong?” 

Gisèle pressed a hand to her head. “I’m sorry, Nicky. I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s 

just that he’s filthy. I found him... outside.” 
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He didn’t look filthy. Nicola frowned and studied her mother; she knew her well enough 

to know she wasn’t upset about a teddy bear. “Oh. Well, he’s not mine. He probably belongs to 

Sara. I think she took one of mine.” Maggie’s niece was five and always in Nicola’s things. “Do 

you remember Baxter? She liked his glasses.” 

Her mother’s expression was strange. 

“What’s wrong, Mom?” 

She reached up and pulled Baxter down from a shelf. In his collegiate sweater and 

preppie glasses, he looked prosperous next to the worn little thing on the floor. “I found them 

together.” 

“Oh!” Nicola snatched Baxter up and gave him a squeeze. “I’ve looked all over for him.” 

Gisèle gazed at Nicola a moment and hesitated, but said nothing. Then she reached for 

her hand impulsively, squeezing it so tightly it hurt. What had happened? Something had 

happened.  

Nicola paused, uncertainly. “The cake just came—” 

Her mother nodded vaguely, the worried frown still between her eyes. She turned, 

gathering their dresses before she headed out of the closet. When she’d gone Nicola retrieved the 

discarded bear and set him on a cedar shelf. He wasn’t dirty, just old. A hand-me-down. He 

looked like he was winking at her. Nicola winked back. She liked him.  

“What’s ‘objectification,’ Mom?” she repeated, trailing into the bedroom. “In the 

article—” 

“You shouldn’t be reading that, Nicky. It won’t make any sense to you.” 

Nicola gritted her teeth. “It makes sense to me; I just don’t understand why he used that 

word. It’s a bad thing, isn’t it? To objectify someone?” 

Her mother turned away to lay their dresses out on the bed. “It’s easy to think of nudity 

as objectifying, because it focuses on the body rather than the person inside. But that isn’t what 

these paintings are about. The article goes on to say that.” 

“Oh.” Nicola was silent a moment. “Well, what does ‘voyeur’ mean?” 

“Darling, I… it’s difficult to explain. When you’re older you’ll understand.” Realizing 

this was the worst thing she could possibly say, she smiled ruefully and changed the subject. 

“How should we do your hair tonight?”  

Nicola shrugged; she twirled carelessly across the room, stopping to make a face at 

herself in the vanity mirror. As the only child she’d always been the center of attention, but 
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puberty had begun to wreck everything. Overnight, it seemed, she’d grown two and a half inches 

and gone from full-cheeked and “adorable” to angular and blank. And when was she going to get 

curves, anyway? Her training bra was a brash display of optimism. She twisted a strand of hair 

around her finger; it was thick and dark and had honey highlights from summer, but it was too 

long, just like the rest of her.  

Her mother read her mind, as she often did. “Why don’t we do it up?”  

Nicola brightened. “Okay.”  

Gisèle disappeared into the bathroom and Nicola heard the water running as she washed 

her hands; she was always washing her hands. Reaching down, she grabbed some Kleenex from 

the vanity table and stuffed her bra with it, and this cheered her considerably. 

Predictably, her mother resisted her pleas to wear make-up, apart from a little blush and 

tinted lip-gloss. “You’re so lucky, Nicky; you’ll never need mascara. When I was your age I 

used Vaseline to make my eyelashes show, but yours don’t need a thing.” Gisèle smiled. “When 

you were born everyone said your eyes would change; they were such a lovely blue, almost gray. 

The nurses all talked about how wise you looked with those dark, solemn eyes. I knew they 

wouldn’t change.”  

Nicola smiled; it was nice to be talked about as a baby, and it made her mother happy. 

Gisèle turned back to the mirror, and Nicola watched her put on eye shadow, expertly 

wielding the tiny brush to smudge a rich taupe into the crease, and a pale neutral tone beneath the 

brow. She looked up to meet her daughter’s reflection. “I used to think make-up was glamorous, 

too. I tried to do it like the models in the fashion magazines. But do you know the truth, Nicky? I 

don’t really use it to have others look at me, anymore; in a way, I use it to hide. Appearances can 

be a trap. Once you start, you have to keep them up. But you’re at an age where you don’t have 

anything to hide.” She dropped a lipstick into her evening bag, and met Nicola’s eyes. “You’re 

beautiful. Just as you are. Never, ever, forget that. Promise?” 

Something about the way she spoke was unsettling. She noticed then the slight shadows 

beneath her mother’s eyes and at the corners they were red, as if she’d been crying. “Mom—” 

But her mother was tipping her head back and applying eye drops from a dropper; she 

fluttered her lashes so her mascara wouldn’t run and her eyes glistened, as if with tears. 

“Shampoo in my eyes,” she murmured.  

Nicola’s stomach tightened; she knew it wasn’t shampoo. But with a few more blinks, her 

mother’s eyes cleared, and like magic, they’d whitened. She looked... perfect.
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V— The False Start 

 

IT became almost a joke between us, getting her away. I’m not certain when Karen 

realized the joke was real. I know it didn’t come at once, but later, when she realized she could 

not go back.  

We set the date for Friday, the thirteenth of April, 1979. She had a reverse superstition 

regarding the day, feeling it would be good luck. I felt we’d need it. She was to leave home that 

morning as if to catch the school bus, and meet me on the corner of Mission and Fourth, taking 

nothing with her but the backpack she typically carried. My habit of sending my Mercedes ahead 

when I traveled was a fortuitous idiosyncrasy; an airline ticket could be traced, of course, and 

even a rental car would present an additional element of risk. This way we’d be across the state 

line before she was ever missed. 

In the morning, I checked out after a two-month stay at the Ritz, and stopped at her 

favorite coffee shop one last time. We’d been there together only once since that first afternoon, 

and I doubted any of the bedraggled college students— indistinguishable ponytails and bell 

bottoms— would recognize me. This is a bit of self-delusion, I see now; I was the child who 

covers his eyes and so believes he can’t be seen. I wanted her to have the comfort of something 

familiar as we left her city.  

 

In the car, I dusted the large coffee with sugar and Secanol. She’d be out cold in twenty 

to thirty minutes; she’d be out for hours. My greatest fear at that point was that she would not 

come. It seemed my ribs would crush my heart as I approached the appointed street corner. She 

could so easily not be there. But there she was, waiting for me. Of course, she was. 

She got into the car with an anxious smile; inside, the atmosphere was anticipatory, new. 

Grieg’s lovely “Morning Mood” from Peer Gynt played. Karen didn’t recognize it, but approved 

of it with her smile. Possessing none of the sullen pretenses of her age group, she opened herself 

fully to the experiences I offered her— and they were only beginning. A dark euphoria possessed 

me, so that I had to force myself to take her hand gently in mine. I wanted her to feel she might 

easily slip free, if she wished. 

We sped down the highway and out of the city. It was only eight o’clock, the fog a 

picturesque cloak for the battered tenement buildings, warehouses and billboard signs; even the 

fog was on my side, suspending reality, the bridge a gateway to another world.  
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Karen giggled and turned to me, her eyes wide and feverishly bright. “You’re crazy, you 

know.” 

I smiled; a slight smile, not too sinister, the smile of one sharing an exciting escapade. 

“Have you ever felt so free?” she asked, giddily.  

I gazed at her, amused. “Ma petite, I have never felt otherwise.” 

“Well, I’ve hardly ever left the city. I’ve never been further than Geyserville; that’s up 

north a little ways, where my grandparents live. I have an aunt in Seattle, but we never go to visit 

her. She comes here.” Karen held her coffee in her hands. With all the cream and sugar I’d put in 

it, she wasn’t likely to taste anything, not even the coffee. I watched as she sipped tentatively to 

avoid burning her tongue, and as she swallowed. “Around here we cross the bridges just to cross 

back again. I think I stopped believing they lead anywhere but back to where I started from.” She 

paused, toying with the crude drinking aperture in the lid. The terrible things make the coffee 

taste like plastic, but I’d counted on it hiding any residue of the dissolved drug. Another sip. She 

stared at the cup thoughtfully, and my heart thudded as she met my sideways glance. “You must 

think I’m crazy, too. Don’t you? For going along with this.” 

“Life’s too short to be sane, Karen. We will be crazy together.” 

She took a larger sip, moving with the lurching of the car to avoid spilling. “Of course, 

I’ll have to write my mother and Mandy, eventually. So they won’t think I’m dead or 

something.” Inwardly, I flinched at this; it was, of course, exactly what I intended them to think. 

I wanted a local hunt for a madman, not an interstate search for an abductor. “I feel worst about 

leaving Mandy. We’re really close.” 

I managed a slight nod. 

“I’ll explain things in the letter,” she went on, uncertainly. “Of course, I won’t mention 

you.”  

I was certain she wouldn’t. Just as I was certain there would be no letter.  

Another sip. “A lot of people wouldn’t understand, but the thing is, somehow, I trust 

you.” 

“Of course you do.” I turned. “You have nothing at all to fear, Karen. I’ve told you—” 

“Yes.” She smiled faintly. “You’re satisfied just to wait for me.” 

“That’s right.”  
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“Like Elvis and Priscilla.” She fished in the bag for her muffin, and took a long sip of 

coffee. “My mother would never understand that. Most of the time she treats me like a kid. 

Everyone does.” She halted, gazing up. “Hey, is this decaf?” 

It was. It’s not good to mix uppers and downers. “I asked them for regular. Why?” 

She shrugged. “Just tastes different.” Another absent-minded sip and it was forgotten. 

“Do you know when I first went to school, the bigger girls always wanted to hold my hand to go 

to the playground at recess? They’d treat me like I was their baby doll or something, because I 

was small. Even when I got older, it didn’t change. People think they can pick me up and set me 

down again wherever they want to.” 

“Well, they can’t do that anymore.”  

She paused, biting her lip. “My little sister wants to be like me. We’re six years apart. I 

love her, but I don’t want her to be like me.” I couldn’t see her eyes, only her downcast lashes; 

she’d gotten ready quickly today, her eye makeup haphazard and a bit smudged; it made her look 

bruised and vulnerable. “I hate the idea of leaving her. A letter won’t make it okay, but it’s easier 

to write things than to say them...” 

I nodded, considered safer topics and discarded them; she sipped her coffee and then 

yawned, looking out the window at the passing cars. Then I felt her study me again, her appraisal 

sent a prickling sensation down the side of my neck. She said, “I guess I’m what you’ve lost, 

aren’t I? A little bit your wife and a little bit your daughter. I can see it, the way you look at me 

sometimes.” 

I thought to protest, but did not. I answered, honestly. “I don’t know quite what you are, 

Karen. I’ve known many women and left them, been many places and left. But you, I can’t 

imagine leaving.” 

She gave me a faraway smile. “Well, now I’m like you, Jacques. I’ve left everything, 

too.” Her voice grew softly slurred. “I wonder what I’ll miss.” Heavy-lidded; she laid her head 

against the rest and let her eyes close. I took the coffee from her hands and set it in the holder. 

Within seconds, she slept. 

 

Sleep was, of course, a euphemism for what Karen was; she could have gone through 

open-heart surgery and not woken. I’d given her well over the normal adult dosage of Secanol, 

and she wasn’t a very large adult— less than a hundred pounds— and unused to drugs. She was 

quite unconscious. And this was necessary, you see. I needed her blood and quite a lot of it.  
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I am not a debauched vampire— there was meaning to my madness. When I was not yet 

Karen’s age I was much taken with a popular film in France of the time, called “Pickpocket,” 

and it amused me for a time to pinch various effects from hapless shoppers in the street markets 

of Paris. The best method for this as any reader of Oliver Twist will know is to create a 

distraction, to divert attention from the intended crime and victim. From an innocent jostling in 

the crowd to an overturned basket of pears— in the moment of confusion, one can easily extract 

a wallet, snatch a change purse, unclasp a watch. Once I’d gained confidence, I took even greater 

pleasure in returning the items to their owner. No one suspected me: the well-dressed, well-

mannered youth with pale blonde hair and the blue eyes of an angel. This too, was distraction.  

Twenty years later, I find I still have the advantage of appearances; I am not the criminal 

“type.” But I was determined to send a pear or two rolling underfoot as I whisked Karen from the 

marketplace.  

As with any plan, there were obstacles to overcome. The Secanol had been no real 

trouble; I have a number of useful sources when it comes to obtaining drugs. But it is harder to 

acquire a hypodermic than one might think. So I went to the source: scheduling a physical with a 

local doctor, who sent me to the hospital for lab work. I took careful note of the process as the 

nurse took my blood. She was surprised at my interest. “Most people, even grown men, you 

know, they don’t like to watch when they’re getting a shot.”  

I watched very closely.  

And then I trailed a harried intern through the halls to learn just how things lay. In the 

great confused maze of healers and the sick, no one paid me any mind. When questioned, I 

pretended to be lost. Fluency in another language has its advantages. Less than a week later I 

volunteered to give blood and was given a hospital duffle as a consolation prize. I promptly 

headed to my staked-out supply closet to fill it. The minor theft would be put down to drug 

addicts or the ineptitude of the staff. I concealed a few hypodermic needles and several vials 

inside, as well as a rubber strap to tie off the blood flow. Rubbing alcohol, cotton balls, and 

bandages were added to the mix. The bag had been in the trunk of my car for weeks. 

But now I barely breathed as I pulled into the desolate rest stop I’d selected for the 

occasion. Karen looked so enticingly vulnerable: rolled over on her side so that she faced me, her 

legs curled beneath her on the seat. Her lips were slightly parted, and her dark hair curled at her 

neck. It is impossible to describe the rapture I felt; my fingers trembled as I checked the pulse in 

her slight wrist. The throbbing was faint, but steady. I bent over her, and could see the pulse 
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beating in her pale white throat. Carefully, I eased her upright so her back was flat against the 

back of the seat. Unable to resist, I unzipped her jeans and slipped my hand down the front, 

surprised to feel cool silk beneath my fingers. I suppose I had expected schoolgirl cotton panties: 

white with sprinkled daisies. These were too adult for her and most likely purchased for the 

occasion. I found it quite touching. In a delirium, I slipped my fingers beneath them, down the 

slight silken triangle, and it was a keen ache to stop myself. But I withdrew my hand, almost as if 

it had been slapped away. Pleasure is heightened, I find, by restraint. For medical purposes, I 

slipped my hand beneath her blouse and the satiny fabric of her bra. My fingers slid over her 

breast, a perfect handful, and felt the reassuring throb of her heart. I also felt something else... 

Slipped into her bra was a photograph.  

I extracted it, and found myself gazing down at Karen and her little sister. They stood on 

a lawn before a house that had seen better days. Mandy was beaming; Karen was wistful, 

watching her. Wistful and adoring. On the back was inscribed: Karen Louise and Amanda 

Nicole— Grandma and Grandpa Miller’s: 1976. In spite of myself, I felt a tug of sentiment. 

What harm could it do? I replaced it, carefully.  

I then turned my mind to more practical matters. Taking blood is more difficult than one 

might imagine. Now that I was unconcerned about her drugged state, I had cause to resent it. She 

was unable to stay upright; her head bobbed forward and she slumped either to the right or to the 

left, or forward. Once I barely caught her before her forehead slammed into the dash. And with 

her inability to clench a fist, a visible vein was hard to find. I plunged the needle in, but missed. 

Twice. She murmured once, incoherently, and then nothing at all. I winced and cursed, inhaling 

sharply at each frustration. I am no sadist; I’d sooner have used my own arm as pincushion. By 

the third attempt the hypodermic wobbled tremulously in my fingers, yet I found my mark and 

pierced a good vein, joyously watching as the vial filled with deep red.  

At just that triumphant moment, I heard a horrifying sound: the crunch of tires on asphalt 

and the deep hum of a car engine. I’d chosen an isolated spot beyond the restrooms and was 

reasonably certain we could not be seen unless someone deliberately approached us. Still, I could 

hardly risk it. I quickly extracted the needle and whipped my head around. An RV had parked on 

the other side of the lot, and three children, four, tore after each other across the pavement, the 

only buffer between us. 

Merde. 
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Frantically, I capped the vial, wiped the blood from the needle and hid it in the center 

console. I covered Karen with a fleece blanket from the back seat, and forced myself to relax and 

recline. I was merely an ordinary traveler, grabbing a few winks.  

Gratefully, I closed my eyes, but a tap at my window nearly sent me through the 

windshield.  

I made a show of fluttering lashes, yawned, and turned to glower at a protruding belly 

taut beneath a t-shirt, and jeans that seemed in precarious danger of slipping off. These belonged 

to a vulgar man with perhaps three strands of hair carefully combed sideways. I lowered the car 

window. 

“Morning,” the man said, with a squint.  

I struggled to make my voice steady. “Yes? What is it?”  

He shifted his weight. Paranoia made me think he was angling for a view into the car.  

“Sorry to disturb. Wonder if you can tell me how to reach the 580 from here? We’re up 

from Simi Valley, and damned if I can make my way through this city. Think I’d be used to 

freeways by now—” 

“I’m afraid I can be of little help.” 

“Foreign, are you?” 

“French,” I contradicted him. “I’m not familiar with the freeways; I would only get you 

lost.” I turned, putting my finger to my lips. “You must forgive me. I don’t wish to wake my 

daughter.” 

“Sure, sure. I understand. It’s the only time they’re quiet.” But he didn’t move. He 

dropped his voice an octave. “You wouldn’t have a map I could just take a peek at, would you? 

Hoped to avoid gittin’ off the wrong exit and have the wife thinkin’ I got us lost.” He winked. 

I had a map, of course, but it was in the glove compartment in front of Karen. I didn’t 

wish to draw further attention to her, and I longed to be rid of him. “I’m sorry.” I forced a 

commiserative smile.  

He turned away, no doubt fuming over the insensitivities of the French. The children had 

availed themselves of the toilets and now sent up a great chorus of whines for drinks and 

cookies. I heard the long-suffering clunk-clunk-clunk of the vending machine and pressed my 

fingers to my temples to keep my head from flying apart. At last, they piled back into the horrid 

house on wheels and inched away. 
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With a fresh infusion of adrenalin, I moved quickly, wedging Karen securely into the 

corner of the passenger door and seat and letting her arm dangle so the blood flowed downward. 

I remembered my little rubber strap and tied it around her arm to increase the pressure in her 

veins. I was rewarded with a promising blue swell. Inhaling sharply, I again inserted the needle 

and with lightheaded glee watched the deep crimson rise. It came fast and I nearly dropped the 

first vial trying to attach the next.  

But then some instinct took over; I can only say it was greater than me. In a merciful 

clear-eyed calm I replaced vial after vial without incident, breathing deeply. Six would be 

enough, more than enough. I untied the strap, dabbed alcohol on her arm, and held a cotton ball 

over it to stop the blood. I could not use tape or a band-aid. As it was, I was going to have a time 

passing the needle marks off as insect bites. I positioned Karen’s arm upright and applied 

pressure until the bleeding ceased. At that moment, I felt uncommonly proud of her. Ma petite 

enfant. Tenderly, I kissed her cheek. 

Pulling on a pair of driving gloves, I quickly riffled through the things in her backpack: a 

U.S. History textbook and an Anthology of English literature. Did she really lug that monstrosity 

around all the time? There was a lipstick and a compact, a comb and ponytail bands. Steinbeck’s 

Of Mice and Men. Gym clothes. Keys. That was good; her name was engraved on the key chain. 

There was also a spiral notebook filled with class notes and half-completed homework 

assignments with her name on them. That was even better. And better still, her wallet: complete 

with Student Body and social security card. There was scarcely enough money for a petty thief to 

bother with, but I emptied it anyway, for the sake of appearances.  

I started up the car and turned it around, so that Karen faced forward and I’d be hidden by 

the open trunk. Were another car to approach I could simply close it. Thus comforted, I opened a 

large sturdy garbage bag and laid it on the carpeted bottom of the trunk. I placed her backpack 

carefully inside and with a fish gutter purchased from a sporting-goods store, I ripped a gash in 

the fabric just high enough to prevent its contents from leaking out. I performed the blood-letting 

very slowly and methodically. Vial after vial of Karen’s blood slowly seeped into the blue 

denim, turning it a deep purple where I concentrated it around the ragged tear in the fabric. At 

last it was done. I secured the garbage bag closed with twist ties. 

As I slipped back into the car, I felt an icy flood of fear. This was the most dangerous part 

of my plan: a drugged teenager beside me, her blood-soaked backpack in my trunk. If stopped 

for any reason, I was lost. It’s safe to say I drove more conscientiously than I ever have, and 
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parked at last along the waterfront. A pungent blend of salt water, seaweed and rotting fish stung 

my nostrils as I moved along the edge of the deserted pier. There was a narrow alley that led to 

the water and I moved cautiously down its length. It was exactly the sort of place one imagined a 

brutal rape or stabbing taking place, the victim’s body disposed of hastily into the bay.  

It is what would be thought had become of Karen.  

A little further down, the pier bustled with fishing boats and dockworkers, but I was 

hidden by a seafood restaurant to the right, boarded up and long vacant. Before I moved into the 

open, I made certain there were no nearby boats on the water, no one to witness my actions. 

At last, the coast was clear and I moved with stealthy determination to the water. Soon I 

was kneeling at the end of the putrid pier. I had staked out the location carefully. From here the 

currents led out to sea. I rubbed Karen’s backpack along the edge, a trail of smeared blood that 

led to the gentle green waters of the bay. Beside me, a ladder descended from the dock; it was in 

disrepair, rusted and oxidized. With my gloved hands I reached for the great bolt I knew was 

there; it had loosened so that it projected from the right side of the ladder. Rust came off on my 

glove, intermingling with her blood as I positioned a strap of the backpack to look as if it had 

haphazardly snagged there. It would remain safely above the water, even at high tide. Eventually, 

I hoped it would be spotted by someone further down the dock, or from the water. Its discovery 

was crucial, yet I couldn’t risk a more populated place.  

At that moment, all thought of risk receded. All fear. I was quite literally high: a potent 

brew of endorphins and adrenalin, like a runner’s high, but of course not quite so wholesome. It 

was its very unwholesomeness that intensified it, a giddy sense of omnipotence. Danger was 

everywhere: in the incessant distant hammering and the empty cranes that loomed above me, 

quietly watching. Squinting, I could see a great weathered fishing boat out on the water: Pacific 

Waters Company, it read in stenciled letters on the steel. But I felt invisible. Nothing could touch 

me. Nothing could take her from me. Nothing. 

The final step was to soak the empty garbage bag and leave it to drift, letting the water 

wash it clean. I watched as the current spirited it gently away; my reflection rippled after it as if 

to escape me. And I turned quickly away.
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VI— In the Garden 

 

BY seven-thirty guests had begun to arrive. Nicola stood beside her mother and 

grandfather to greet them as they were led into the vast hall. Mostly there were painters, of 

course, but also a director of plays at the repertory theatre, a balding German sculptor and his 

boyfriend, a pointillist from Oregon; a skeletal media artist from California and a plump poet 

who wrote Haiku. Marc Kreicek arrived and Nicola watched him closely as he greeted her 

mother, but there was nothing at all unusual in his manner. Reassuringly he’d brought a date, an 

attractive woman named Elyse, and he greeted Nicola with mock formality, kissing her hand. 

Distracted from her worries, she focused on the new faces and clothes. She studied the evening 

dresses that swished past, the lines of the suits. 

Robin was among the last to arrive, entering with a cold gust of wind and without his son, 

who was a student at the college and the man Nicola planned to marry once the age difference no 

longer mattered. For now, Joshua Dresden called her “kid” and tousled her hair; the last time she 

saw him he’d tossed her into the pool. Still, she’d hoped he would come. For his part, Robin 

looked very handsome in a black trench coat with a white silk scarf, which he handed off to 

Henri, revealing a charcoal silk suit that matched his eyes. He swept Nicola into a dizzying hug 

and the distinctive scent of his cologne washed over her: spice, musk, and something else. Sharp 

but lingering, and like his paintings, impossible to pin down. She liked it a lot. 

“I haven’t seen you in two weeks,” she said, leveling an accusing glance at him.  

“I’m sorry, Nico,” he said, gently. “I won’t let it happen again.” He rose and leaned 

forward to kiss her mother, whispering something in her ear that made her smile. He shook her 

grandfather’s hand warmly and introduced them to his date, a stunning young brunette who 

might have stepped from a magazine, named Chelsea Delaney. Her perfection depressed Nicola 

so terribly that she was glad to turn and find Great Aunt Eleanor, arriving last, as if to provide 

contrast. Distinguished by her flaming red hair, purple eye shadow and multi-colored caftans, she 

had no children of her own, and was only moderately fond of her nephew— but did, at seventy-

four, enjoy a good party.  

At last Henri motioned that her father’s car had arrived.  

“He’s coming!”  Gisèle announced, and conversation abruptly ceased. There was only the 

swish of fabric, and a few random whispers of Shhh!! as the lights went out. Nicola could still 

see the outline of the cake prominently displayed on its easel at the center of the wide hall. 
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Stacks of Reflex and ARTnews were spread on the table beside it. They heard the door open and 

close, as her father greeted Henri and then the click-clack of his footsteps on the tile floor. “Why 

are all the lights—” 

They flew on all at once: “Sur-prise!!!”  

Her father stumbled backward, bewildered, and broke into a wide grin as her mother 

stepped forward to kiss him. “Congratulations, Dad!” Nicola whispered, and stepped on tiptoe to 

kiss him, too. The music began, and waiters navigated the crowd with trays of drinks and hors 

d’oeuvres.  

As the room hummed to life Nicola stood back, surveying the room. So much for wearing 

her hair up to look older; there wasn’t anyone young enough to notice. With a sigh, she 

reconciled herself to being a “voyeur” of the spectacle around her (having looked up the word in 

the dictionary), and when dinner was served, chose to eat in the kitchen with Mrs. Pengilly and 

Maggie, preferring their gossip to the more cryptic kind at the long table assembled for the 

others. But afterward curiosity got the better of her and she ventured out again into the music and 

laughter.  

As she stepped into the great hall, her grandfather caught sight of her and said, “Mon 

chaton, how lovely you are.” She liked the way he put things; not how lovely you look, but how 

lovely you are. One look at her face and he understood. With a slight brush of his fingers beneath 

her chin, “Ah, but you’re bored with the grown-ups, n’est-ce pas?”  

“A little.”  

“Truth be told, so am I.” He raised a finger to his lips, then bowed before her formally. 

“Will you do me the honor of a dance, ma belle Nicola?”   

“I’d like to, Grand-père, but my shoes…” She winced. “They felt fine in the store—” 

“Eh bien, chérie. They always do. Let’s set the shoes aside then, hmm?”  

Nicola kicked them off gladly, and he whisked her into an old-fashioned waltz. She 

enjoyed the amused smiles of those they swished past, and there was no need to count steps. 

Grand-père whirled her around most of the time, so that she felt dizzy by the end of the song, and 

quite cheered. 

Then her mother brought her punch and introduced her to the sort of people who never 

remembered her name afterward. Her father rescued her, bringing them slices of cake, and she 

and her mother shared Mona Lisa’s smile. But the highlight of the evening was cards. Her 

grandfather and Robin escaped to one of the side rooms and got a game going.  
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For as long as Nicola could remember, they’d played Pinochle and she had played with 

Robin. “It gives me a clear advantage,” he claimed now, going on to tell Chelsea about the 

double run Nicola had gotten the first time they’d been partners. “Barely tall enough to see over 

the table, pink curlers in her hair, and she proceeded to win the game with a single hand.”  

Perched on his knee, Chelsea sipped champagne and offered Nicola an indulgent 

languorous smile. Nicola bet she didn’t even know what a double run was. As if reading her 

mind, Robin caught her eye and gave her a wink.  

Her grandfather partnered with Marc, and he was explaining the rudiments of the game to 

Elyse; Grand-père lit his pipe and shuffled the cards in his funny French way and all was right 

with the world. That night Nicola’s lucky streak continued and she enjoyed Chelsea’s faintly 

startled expression when she announced she was going to ‘shoot the moon.’ They played it out 

though she could have laid it down; Robin knew it was fun to take all the tricks. Afterward, he 

gave her a celebratory sip of his scotch that tasted bad and made her throat burn, but also made 

her feel quite grown up and as though she belonged. 

But at midnight, the party was over for Nicola. They were going to show some of her 

father’s paintings and toast the upcoming exhibition. At the pool house that afternoon she’d 

watched a lighting crew assemble festive torches and place ground lights at the base of at least a 

dozen easels. It would be beautiful at night, with light reflecting off the windows and stars 

visible through the skylights above, and the pool acting as jeweled centerpiece, a cool 

glimmering aquamarine.  

Maggie came to collect her at fifteen minutes before the hour. Nicola could hear the 

music drift tantalizingly up the stairs from below, but faked a yawn for Maggie’s benefit, 

brushed her teeth and hugged her good night. She waited till she heard her footsteps fade away 

down the hall, and then took the back stairs down again. She was still buoyed by the win at cards 

and knew the party would continue well into the night. They were a long way from town and 

many of the guests would stay over. Secreting a glass of champagne from a discarded tray on a 

tabletop in the hall, she slipped out into the garden.  

Before long the music died, voices faded, and Nicola wandered through the cool garden 

in her slippers wondering what it must feel like for her mother to be the object of so much 

attention. Everyone was calling the paintings, “The Gisèle Paintings,” and part of her cringed at 

the idea, but it was romantic too, in a way. One day she hoped someone would want to paint her. 
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The doors to the outer terraces had been flung wide for the guests to move in and out, but 

the walled inner garden was private. Nicola could see through a darkened sitting room into the 

hall, and watched as the three-piece band started up again. Guests were drifting back in and she 

envisioned the elegant couples entwined and gliding across the floor; now and then their 

shadowed silhouettes passed the arched doorway.  

Nicola danced outside by herself. It was funny how naturally the steps came when no one 

was watching. She sipped more of the champagne. The first sip had tasted like toothpaste and the 

second made her pucker, but the rest was fizzy and pleasantly forbidden, and made everything 

seem all at once… lighter. She giggled, and in her mind she danced with Josh Dresden in a great 

ballroom: no longer eleven-year-old Nicola Farrell, but a world-class designer of Paris and 

Milan, her body not awkward and under-developed, but lovely and lithe like a fashion model’s. 

Fashion models didn’t need to pad their bras; they were chic, anyway.  

At last she sank down onto a bench in the far corner of the courtyard, her head still light, 

but her eyelids heavy. From here she could see only a sliver of light from inside; it glowed along 

the trunk of the ancient broad-limbed English oak, whose limbs formed a canopy beneath the 

night sky. Her favorite tree rose from the exact center of the garden and had been there long 

before she was born. Long before the house was even built, her grandfather said. The inner 

courtyard had been built around it. The outline of its trunk was thick and black and immutable, 

even as it softened at the edges and grew hazy. Nicola watched, lulled to sleep by the ballad that 

floated out to her on the cool night air. For a moment, she was strangely weightless and then all 

at once she was dreaming. 

 

With a start she heard her mother’s voice. It was thick with emotion or with wine; the 

words floated in and out of clarity. “Please, leave it alone… it’s nothing.” A murmur came in 

reply, lower than the rustle of leaves. And then the tone of her mother’s voice brought Nicola 

fully conscious. “Yes. But I don’t know why. I’ve never known.” There was desperation in the 

words and Nicola sat straight up, blinking in the dark. She started to rise from the bench, but 

something stopped her.  

Again, the man’s answer was too low to distinguish, but came in a rhythm like poetry. 

She caught random words: “barely dressed”…“indiscreet.” Was he talking about the paintings? 

She squinted hard, but he was hidden by the tree trunk; she could see only her mother’s 

silhouette beside the gnarled oak, her dress glistening like the sliver of moon above. Nicola tried 
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to make herself small so she wouldn’t be seen. She didn’t want her mother to know about the 

champagne. 

Gisèle was saying something, too quiet to hear. Then the man’s hand reached out to wipe 

her cheek. Was she crying? Nicola sat motionless, her fingers gripping the arm of the bench. 

There was an intimacy in the simple gesture she couldn’t interrupt. It must be her father. But 

then a finger of doubt crept in. Why would he think his own paintings were indiscreet? After 

what she’d seen yesterday, could it be Marc Kreicek? Maybe her mother was having an affair 

with him. 

Gisèle’s lips moved and Nicola only heard her last words. “…yes, I love you—” She 

sighed. “Of course, I do.” And then in a slow graceful movement, Gisèle stepped forward; she 

stood on tiptoe and a hand appeared at her waist. Nicola knew what was going to happen next. It 

was always that way in the movies before the kiss. 

But beyond her, across the garden, a figure materialized on the terrace like a ghost and 

Nicola jumped in surprise, kicking the crystal flute with her slipper. It shot out from beneath the 

bench and the sound of shattering glass filled the courtyard. Only it wasn’t a ghost on the terrace; 

it was her father. And for a moment, just a moment, she caught a glimpse of the man behind the 

tree. She knew him in an instant; she’d known him all her life. His black silhouette disappeared 

almost at once, but she understood now why his voice was indistinguishable, its low melodic 

accent lost in the rustle of leaves in the wind. It was her grandfather. 

Gisèle was frozen, uncomprehending, her eyes shifted from her daughter to her husband, 

and back again. Luke stared, his hands limp at his sides. Light shown on his face and he looked 

like Nicola felt. Utterly horrified. 

“Nicola, go in.” Gisèle’s moonlit form did not turn, but her voice was so sharp, so 

unfamiliar, that Nicola’s body responded automatically, rising from the bench. Hesitating, she 

turned back again. Her father had gone.  

“Go to your room—” Her mother didn’t exactly yell; it was something worse than that, 

something awful, like the sound of a teapot screeching; it made the hair rise on Nicola’s arms.  

She ran as fast as she could from the garden, pushed open the French doors and raced up 

the stairs without turning back. But once in her room, she ran to the window. The thick fingers of 

her broad oak were just discernible beneath the leaves that stretched forward to touch the glass. 

But no one was there; it was empty and black. The moon too had disappeared. 

~~~ 
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LUKE stepped in from the terrace. Escape. Escape. It beat in his brain, sounded in his 

ears. He had to get away. Walking quickly through the darkened sitting room, his head was 

awash with half-formed thoughts and undefined sensations that told a single story; like the scent 

of jasmine made him think all at once of the river in Virginia where he’d lived as a child and his 

father’s brooding frown, and his mother dying, and his first kiss, and a dirty novel he’d read 

when he was twelve and hid in a hollow tree trunk covered with moss: longing, loss, and 

loneliness like a cloud of mosquitoes buzzing at once.  

Luke could smell jasmine in the dimmed light of the hall. 

He gazed blindly through the thinning crowd of couples, no more than oblivious props 

now, well-dressed puppets on a string. It was a party thrown for the benefit of others, a masque, 

but one he’d almost begun to believe. And all the time Gisèle had been in on the masquerade. 

Robin Dresden stood across the hall from him, in the doorway of the drawing room, 

contemplating him over a snifter of brandy. Luke glanced around for some means of escape. He 

was in no condition to speak to anyone. And who, he wondered, was going to speak to Nicola? 

Had she seen Tristan? Surely not. It was his only comfort. The oak tree was in the way; it was 

dark. She had only witnessed her mother kiss ‘someone’ that wasn’t him. A wave of nausea 

made him close his eyes, but in his mind he saw their silhouettes joined, Gisèle’s fingers 

caressing her father’s neck. 

“Luke?” There was a sharp glint in Robin’s dark eyes that made Luke feel he’d read the 

story of his life in that one unguarded moment. “You look knackered. Too much champagne?”  

Luke managed some sort of wordless reply.  

“Where have Tristan and Gisèle gotten off to?” 

To his jaded mind, it seemed a double entendre. “Not sure,” he replied acidly. “Bed?” 

Robin slipped a hand in his pocket, and raised a shrewd brow. “Had a falling out with 

Tristan, have you?” When Luke only stared, he went on, “The two of you can barely stand to be 

in the same room lately. It’s no surprise, really.” 

“No?” 

“You’re coming into your own.” Robin swirled his brandy and Luke’s head spun round 

and round with the amber liquid. “The paintings show every sign of success, and I know the 

signs. You must think it’s time you were independent of Tristan.”  

Luke hesitated. “Somehow I don’t think Gisèle will go.” 
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“Ah. Well, there is that.” A weighted pause. “Perhaps it’s time you were independent 

then. Theirs is a complex relationship. You see it more often between mothers and sons, this sort 

of dependency. But I see its effects on Nicola, too, and that troubles me.” He frowned. “It often 

happens in wealthy families. One would think their world limitless, but it’s often perversely 

small.” 

It’s often simply perverse, thought Luke. He swallowed. “Listen, I need to ask you—” 

But Robin’s date, a lovely thing half his age, had floated down the stairs and tugged now 

on his hand. He turned. Her green eyes sparkled with youth and champagne and utter infatuation. 

“We’ve switched rooms with Marc and Elyse,” she murmured. “She liked our view better.” With 

a flirtatious dip of her lashes and a giggle, Luke could barely hear, “… bigger bed.”  

Robin slipped a hand around her waist. “We’ll talk in the morning, eh? Get a bit of rest.” 

But Luke had a feeling neither of them were going to get much rest. 

~~~ 

THERE had been no yelling, as Nicola expected. Her mother’s voice and her father’s: 

slammed doors and angry words she couldn’t make out. Then she remembered the house would 

be full tonight. It was a tradition: brunch the day after for an intimate bleary-eyed group, those 

closest to the family. And so there had been no yelling. There had been no noise at all. 

She must have fallen asleep, because very late or rather, very early, there came a knock 

on her door: a soft knock, her mother’s. “Nicola? Please let me in—” 

Nicola sat up; the bed springs giving her away with a slight squeak that screamed in the 

stillness. She watched as the knob twitched under her mother’s fingers but did not give. She had 

locked it. 

“Darling, can you hear me? Please let me explain.” 

She said nothing. 

“Nicola… I— please forgive me, darling. Please forgive me.” Gisèle’s voice broke, and 

still Nicola sat perched on her bed, staring at the door. She opened her mouth to answer, but no 

sound came. Her mother’s voice had made it real. The kiss in the garden hadn’t been a dream or 

a figment of her imagination. It had all been real. 

And at last she heard her mother’s soft steps receding down the hall.  

~~~ 

LUKE liked to think he was capable of understanding, of empathy. It was this that drove 

him to Gisèle’s bedroom at half past two that morning. Her door was locked, yet he could see a 
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tiny crack of light at the bottom. He rapped hard on the wood. In the silence, it sounded bullying. 

But she knew his knock.  

“Please, Luke.” Her voice, so weary. “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk. Not now.” 

Luke’s pride was too far gone for that; it was as if there was a sinking ship at the center 

of his soul. “I’ll stand out here till morning if you don’t talk to me.” And then, “Please, Ella.” 

And at last the door opened. Gisèle had undressed and was softer in her silk robe, her hair 

in waves down her back and shiny from brushing. But her face was drawn, her eyes cold and 

stricken. She turned away from him when she spoke, and her voice was ragged. “You must 

despise me.”  

And he couldn’t then, the way she said it; she crept under his skin. He followed her into 

the room. “I don’t despise you... I don’t understand. You— your own father.” No, he couldn’t go 

that route. “Listen. It’s Tristan’s fault, for god’s sake, not yours.”  

If only she’d agreed, collapsed into tears, asked his forgiveness, told him how horrible it 

had been and begged him to take her away. Asked him anything, but what she asked. “How long 

have you been having an affair?” 

He doubted his ears. It was like complaining of sniffles during a holocaust. What was an 

affair to incest? But she went to her writing desk and retrieved a photograph. Turning, she held it 

out to him. He didn’t need to see it; he took it robotically. To do something with his hands. He 

and Amanda were walking together, up Pike Street, from the look of it. He was laughing; so was 

she. And for a moment, Luke was overwhelmed with the desire to be there with her, instead of 

here, to be anywhere but here. It made him see red. “Is this a contest? Which of us is the bigger 

sinner?” His voice sounded like a stranger’s, a stranger he couldn’t control. “Incest trumps 

adultery, I think.” 

Gisèle flinched; she didn’t want to talk about that. And so they wouldn’t? He felt the rage 

building inside, waves of heat that consumed him.  

“What is she like?” Her voice broke on the words. “Amanda? Or, does she go by 

Mandy?” 

Mandy. But only with him. “I don’t want to talk about her. It’s not fucking about her.” 

She flinched; the word was too coarse for her. The act. “I’m not angry with you, Luke.” 

“That’s big of you.” 

This hurt her. He wanted to hurt her. She said, softly, “She’s so beautiful...” 

“Is she? She reminded me of you.” 
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And for a moment the light in her eyes gave him hope. Even then. The anger ebbed away. 

That was the power Gisèle had over him, even when he hated her. She was his redemption; in an 

instant she could wash him clean. Or not.  

“How did you meet?” Her voice was barely a whisper. 

“Marc introduced us through a mutual friend at the university. Her professor, if you must 

know. What does it matter? It doesn’t fucking matter. He was in the city, we met up.” 

“I see.” She closed her eyes; her breathing was uneven. “Does Robin know about her, 

too?” 

“No, Gisèle. I haven’t done anything to embarrass you, if that’s what you’re worried 

about. Nobody knows except Marc, and he said he wouldn’t tell anyone. She’s never been to 

Devon. She doesn’t even know my real name. It was all very discreet.” He laughed. “Look who 

I’m talking to about discreet? All these years, right under my nose, and I never suspected a 

goddamned thing—”  

Gisèle frowned. She spoke very quietly, and something in her restraint enraged Luke 

even more. “You have the paintings, Luke. Take them and go away. Please. Sell them, do 

whatever you like with them. But if you see Amanda again, I’ll come out with the truth. You 

can’t see her again. Promise me.” Her voice softened. “It’s not jealousy. I know it’s been over 

between us for a long time. It’s just… her. I can’t explain.” She bit her lip. “I’m sorry.”  

But it wasn’t sorry for the garden, for the kiss, for all the lies. It was: Sorry, I don’t love 

you. Luke would forever remember her expression: reflective, full of pity and sorrow, one who 

spins mirages and yet not without feeling for the madman who raves.  

 

And then he knew she must actually love Tristan. She didn’t even try to apologize for it. 

Luke saw it all so clearly then: he had been nothing more than a façade of respectability, a red 

herring, a prop for the audience. Is that why she was so worried about this affair? People might 

begin to see that he’d only played husband to Gisèle and father to Nicola, when all this time— 

Gisèle stood very still, inviolate as a sculpture, her washed face an unblemished ivory and 

her robe wrapped tightly around her, so chaste. And Luke wanted the woman in the cellar, the 

woman of the paintings. He wanted Tristan’s Gisèle. He wanted in.  

~~~ 

LATE the next morning, consciousness penetrated the hazy residue of Nicola’s dreams in 

a single slash. Her eyes fluttered open and light splashed through the window onto her 
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bedspread, washing her in its glare and making the night before the stuff of nightmares. Dimly, 

she remembered getting out of bed to go to her mother, but she hadn’t been able to talk to her. 

Through the door, she’d heard her parents arguing in voices too low to hear and she’d retreated 

back to bed. At three-thirty, unable to sleep, she’d risen again and from her bathroom window 

she saw her father’s tall lanky form striding through the glass corridor back from the pool house. 

He must have gone out to his paintings.  

She blinked now, and the images receded. Everything would be all right. It had been 

stupid to lock her mother out last night. Without even pausing to brush her hair, she slid out of 

bed and padded down the hall to Gisèle’s room, rapping softly on the heavy wooden door. 

“Mom?” 

There was no answer, but the door was ajar. Nicola pushed it gently inward: the room 

was neat and ordered, the down comforter in perfect square tufts beneath the duvet, the cherry 

sleigh bed polished and gleaming in the clean morning sun; the stone fireplace stood in the 

corner, its iron grate cold and dark. Nicola sniffed. There was a funny, too-sweet scent in the air. 

The window was shut and outside it was autumn cool, yet inside there was the scent of 

honeysuckle on a still summer day; cloying fruit… flowers.  

It was perfume, her mother’s favorite: Paris, it was called. Yves St. Laurent. She saw it 

lying on its side on the carpet; the lid off and an oblong stain beneath the bottle, the color of 

apricots.  

“Mom?” Nicola walked through the room to the bathroom, but it too stood dark. There 

were traces of water around the drain in the bathtub, but nothing more. Funny. Her mother never 

took a bath in the morning. A towel was folded on the marble ledge, but it was hardly damp. A 

mug sat beside it, empty. 

Nicola went back into the bedroom. Her eyes traveled over the great armoire and sturdy 

chest of drawers, writing desk and bureau, all dusted and tidy and beyond reproach. Even the 

vanity table was pristine, holding none of the clutter of the night before. Something was wrong 

with the mirror, though. Nicola couldn’t see her reflection in it. 

The vanity mirror was a triptych: the wide central portion bolted securely to the wall and 

flanked by two narrow mirrored panels on each side. She’d never realized these could be closed, 

but they covered the mirror neatly, revealing an intricate carving in cherry wood: three bouquets 

tied loosely with ribbon.  
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Her mother had never closed them before. There was something eerie about it, something 

final. The room itself felt utterly vacant.  Alarms went off in Nicola’s mind. Had her mother 

gone away without her? 

She ran to her father’s room. When he came to the door, rumpled and grumpy, she could 

not tell him why she was crying. 

 She pulled him down the hall to her mother’s empty bedroom, pointing out the perfume-

soaked carpet and the covered mirror. “She never closes it—” 

“Maybe she couldn’t stand her own reflection.” 

She stared at him; he avoided her eyes. “Her bed’s not even slept in,” she said. “I think 

she’s gone away.”   

Her father’s voice was hoarse. “For God’s sake, Nic, your mother wouldn’t go away 

without you. There’s nothing to get so upset about. A little spilled perfume….” 

“Well, where is she then? It doesn’t look like she’s been here since last night. And 

something happened last night—” She broke off and stared at her father, begging him to 

contradict her, to make it better. “Didn’t it?” You were in the garden, too, her eyes said. You 

saw. Too. 

Luke sighed. He looked peaked and haggard, his hair sticking up in awkward angles like 

an octagon. “What do you think happened, Nicky?” 

“I-I don’t know. I didn’t see anything, really,” she lied. “Only Mom was so upset, and 

you looked angry.” She stared at her father. “And I thought I saw her... kiss someone.” 

Her father inhaled sharply. “It wasn’t that kind of a kiss. It was only your grandfather she 

was talking to. It was just a fatherly kiss. In the dark, you couldn’t see.” 

“But Mom yelled at me and she never yells—” Fresh tears stung her eyes.  

“You weren’t supposed to be up.” 

“Is that all?” I don’t believe you. “What’s wrong with everyone, lately?”  

Luke rubbed his eyes hard with his forefinger and thumb. “We had a sort of argument last 

night, Nic. That’s all. It didn’t have anything to do with what happened in the garden.” 

“Are you going to get a divorce?” 

He sighed heavily. “I don’t know, Nicky. I don’t want you to worry about it.” 

The more he told her not to worry, the more worried she became. “We have to find her, 

Dad. She tried to talk to me last night, and I— I just have to talk to her.” She has to tell me. She 

has to tell me it was a fatherly kiss, not you. 
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Her father said gently, “Well, we can’t go beating on doors. She might be downstairs 

already. We’ll go see, huh?” He reached for her hand. “Did you have a bad dream, or 

something?” 

Nicola simply nodded, wiping the tears from her cheeks. She was ashamed of them; she 

never cried anymore. 

Downstairs, Maggie was disposing of the last remnants of the party. She hadn’t seen her 

mother all morning: “She’ll be sleeping in, hon, surely…” But she’s not. A sensible shrug: “I 

don’t know then, dear.” Henri hadn’t seen or heard her since the night before. Mrs. Pengilly had 

set up the breakfast buffet and then left to run errands in town. The kitchen was empty, spotlessly 

gleaming; the buffet was untouched. None of the cars were missing, but hers. 

Grand-père came down in his robe. He looked a little sleepy, but otherwise just the same 

as always. Nicola gazed at him and her tongue turned to mush. In daylight, it was hard to 

imagine him as he’d seemed last night. It was impossible to imagine. He smiled his normal smile 

at Nicola, and she tried to return it. “Mon chaton,” he said, peering down at her. “Have you been 

crying?” 

“Have you seen Mom, Grand-père? She didn’t sleep in her room last night.” 

Tristan raised a brow, but his expression was not terribly concerned. “Well, she’ll be in 

the cabana, I imagine, by the pool. That’s the only place she could go. The other rooms are full.”  

“Well,” her father said darkly, “We should have known to come to you first.” 

“Mais oui.” Tristan turned and plucked a grape from a fruit platter on the sideboard. His 

voice sounded strangely distant. “The house must have gotten too cramped for her.”  

But Nicola hardly heard; flooded with relief, she ran to the door, was outside. The 

morning air was chill on her skin, a reminder that she was wearing only pajamas and slippers. 

Dew soaked her feet and she slipped on the wet grass as she ran across the lawn to the pool 

house. Behind her, she heard her name but kept running until she reached the French doors. 

Through the glass, she could see that the paintings were still set up, a ghostly audience of draped 

easels gathered around the spectacle of the pool. Nicola was surprised; she’d thought her father 

had come out to put them away. Humidity wasn’t good for paintings.  

She stepped inside. The door to the cabana was open to her right and the vast pool lay 

sparkling before her. Sunlight shone through the skylights above and the smooth clear water was 

gently rippling. And then she stopped short.  
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From here the edge of her mother’s scarlet robe looked like a dropped handkerchief in the 

water, or a great streak of blood. There were no rational thoughts: Why would her robe be in the 

water? There were no thoughts at all. Nicola’s stomach clenched into a tight coil, twisting tighter 

and tighter. “Mom?!” Nicola’s voice rose, but it was still a question: Mom? Behind her, she 

heard steps. Her father, her grandfather. 

“Mon Dieu—” 

“Nicola, stop!”  

But she’d flown mindlessly across the flagstones to the pool. A deafening roar rose in her 

ears. The world tilted and then she was wet in the water, struggling with her mother’s slight 

weight; Gisèle’s dark hair spread and covered her face. Nicola tried to lift her, but she slipped in 

her arms; she was so very heavy. Her head fell back and her eyes— her mother’s warm, familiar, 

dancing eyes— were fixed and staring, horribly still.  

Nicola came up screaming. Her father and grandfather were in the water, pulling her 

back, forcing her out of the pool. No, let me go! Mom?? Mom!  But she couldn’t fight them, and 

her throat constricted so that her cries were no more than a sobbing hiccup, an absence of sound, 

her thoughts black and still, an endless downward tumult. 

 

Robin was there before the police. Marc, too. They were coming across the hill as Nicola 

was led away. Who led her? Maggie, Henri. Over her shoulder, she saw the four men grouped by 

the pool, talking with their hands, their voices indiscernible. Inside the house, it was chaos, 

confusion, whispers. Strangers stared at her as she was led past, dripping wet. A doctor came and 

gave her something that made all the whispers in the house fade. All the noise in her head was 

compressed, forced down, down, like the sound underwater: tinny and distorted.  

Marco… Polo. Like the children’s game. Marco… Not real. Polo. Nicola heard noises 

fade in and fade out, and hid there under the clear blue water. She imagined her mother was there 

with her, and like her, just fine. Just playing. Marco… Polo.  

But she knew it wasn’t true. And she did not want to come up again.  

 

VII— Psyche 

 

I felt the change in the car when she woke. It was the awful tension before a baby begins 

to bawl, or a dog realizes you’re a stranger. Karen watched me through bleary eyes and I felt the 
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hair stand up on my arms. She said nothing; she pulled the fleece blanket tight around her and 

burrowed into the soft folds. 

“You’ve been asleep such a long time, ma petite, are you all right?” 

“I don’t think so,” she murmured. “I—I feel kind of funny.” 

“That’s natural, chérie. It’s only nerves.” 

“No,” She sat up quickly. “I feel sick.”  

I pulled over. She was indeed very sick. “Poor darling.” I stroked her forehead; her hair 

was slick with perspiration and curled in ringlets. “It’s all right, it’s only carsickness.” I spoke in 

soothing tones, though my heart pounded erratically. “We’re over the state line now. We’re 

stopping just ahead.”   

 

I had chosen Oregon over Nevada. I had no taste for the desert and hoped the greater 

distance from San Francisco would decrease the likelihood of news alerts. We entered Ashland, 

just across the southern border, a charming town famed for its Shakespearean festival, it seemed. 

Unfortunately we wouldn’t be taking in any theatre. I’d selected a rambling inn with private 

cottages. Night was falling as I checked in. I left Karen in the car, safely cloaked in darkness. 

Inside I chatted with the clerk, but declined the bell-boy. 

As I switched on the lights in our room, I could see she was still a bit green. I kissed the 

top of the head. “It is good to be still, n’est-ce pas? We won’t drive so far tomorrow.” 

“I just want to take a bath. Where’s my bag?”  

I frowned, turning. “I’m afraid I had to get rid of your bag, Karen. While you were 

sleeping.” 

Her voice rose a little shrilly. “What do you mean, you got rid of it? 

“You have to understand. If I were pulled over for any reason—” I inhaled deeply. “I’m 

sorry, chérie, but you were sleeping and I didn’t want to wake you.” 

Her eyes were dilated, from the drug or from fear I didn’t know. “But what if it’s found?”  

I didn’t answer. I wanted it all to dawn on her, what would be thought if her things were 

found in a dumpster. It would make it easier, eventually, to tell her the truth.  

“Well, I don’t have anything with me,” she said, at last. “Not even a toothbrush.” 

Had I overlooked that? “You didn’t put a toothbrush in the bag, did you, Karen?” I asked, 

tersely. “Anything that would imply an overnight stay?” 
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“No,” she said, equally irritable. “You told me not to bring anything, and I didn’t. I 

thought we’d stop somewhere today. I just had gym clothes and makeup—” She stared at the 

floor. “A few of my stories.” 

Relieved, I said in a gentle voice, “I didn’t know that, ma petite. I’m sorry. I’ll take you 

shopping as soon as we’re far enough away, I promise. Naturally, I picked you up a few things 

till then.” 

“When?” 

“Yesterday.”  

She looked very fragile, very pale, as she contemplated me. “What did you get?”  

“Everything.” I smiled. “Did you think all this luggage was mine?”  

She gazed dazedly at the bags in the corner, and her glassy eyes brightened. 

I’d taken great pleasure in shopping for her, and as she opened the suitcase she let out a 

cry of delight. I’d purchased clothing from the best department stores: shades that suited her and 

styles I wished to see her in, but also suited to her taste. I didn’t want her to feel I was trying to 

make her over too soon. I’d studied her so well that the sizes were correct, down to the shoes. I’d 

also bought underclothes and silk pajamas sprinkled with tiny yellow daisies. There is something 

very cheerful about daisies. 

Marriage to Sabina taught me the lengths women went to, and I’d packed all the essential 

toiletries into a cosmetic case: toothbrush, toothpaste, hairbrush and comb, hairpins, a makeup 

remover and facial cleanser, a good shampoo and a conditioner made for her curls. Even in the 

finest hotels, one cannot acquire a decent shampoo. I’d even bought her feminine products; how 

was one to know when the need would arise? I didn’t want her discomfited. The make-up, too, 

was carefully chosen. I’m afraid the saleswoman at the Lancôme counter took great advantage of 

my zeal. To the usual array of powders and lipsticks, she’d enlightened me to the need for a 

tremendous lot of compacts and creams. Even Karen examined several of the items quizzically, 

but she was utterly enchanted with it all, her semi-drugged depression turned to Christmas 

morning glee. Money has the wonderful easy faculty of smoothing things over.  

And as Karen took her bath I took my first easy breath of the day. What a thrill to hear 

her splashing about behind the door; I had even thought of bath oil, imagining the lavender scent 

on her skin. She emerged quite relaxed and feeling, by design, very pampered. I ordered pizza— 

hardly haute cuisine, but her favorite— and we ate a late supper in the room. We had a little 

wine, which proved charming as she was unused to it and began to giggle a great deal. She had 
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never touched a drop of alcohol before, can you imagine? For a Frenchman such a thing is 

inconceivable, and even for an American teenager she seemed singularly devoid of vice. To this 

observation she retorted indignantly that she’d once smoked an entire cigarette, “At summer 

camp.” She paused, wrinkling her nose in distaste. “Yuck.” 

We avoided all mention of San Francisco, her family, her backpack, her future. We talked 

about airy things and practical ones: weather, the surrounding area, the long trip ahead. We could 

stop anywhere she liked on the way to New York, I said. Not only could we, I thought; we must. 

By the time we reached New York, I had to be very sure of her.  

At last we retired to our twin beds, (very chaste, you see), to sleep.  

Sometime in the night I awoke to the drumming of rain on the roof, and soft muffled 

sobs. I fought the urge to comfort her; yet, I was a violin she was born to play. I listened, hardly 

breathing, until her crying at last diminished and stopped. I knew I had to let her leave her way 

as well as mine. 

 

The next day, I grew more concerned. Karen insisted a little hysterically that we stay in 

Ashland. “I don’t want to drive today, Jacques. Can’t we just stay here? Please.”  

It was impossible, of course. Until her bag was found, it would be thought she’d been 

kidnapped; the FBI might be called in, the borders alerted, her picture plastered all over the 

news. Such a furor was rare in 1979, when milk cartons had yet to carry anything to interfere 

with one’s wholesome hearty breakfast, but I couldn’t take the chance. “I’m sorry, ma petite. We 

should get back on the road, I think.” 

Her eyes filled with tears. “Why do you call me that? I don’t even know what it means.” 

I was startled. “I— oh. Well, it’s not really translatable, Karen. It’s just affectionate. My 

little darling.” My precious little one. “I will stop if you don’t like it.” Could I stop? I wondered.  

“It’s okay,” she said, grudgingly. “I kind of like it.” She turned away from me, her gaze 

raking over the drawn curtains on the windows, a pent-up kitten with aspirations for the 

outdoors. “There’s just a lot I haven’t thought about. Like my name. I can’t go by my real name 

anymore, can I?”  

“Oui, I’ve thought of that.” I tried not to pace. I hadn’t thought we would have to face 

this particular issue quite yet, but there was nothing to do. “It’s a simple process, Karen. It’ll be 

fun to become someone else. That’s what you want, isn’t it?” I returned her stare with my most 
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charming smile. “Do you remember I told you I had a daughter who would have been about your 

age?” 

“Yes. She died—” 

“Oui. She was just three.” I fidgeted with the handkerchief in my pocket. A bad habit. I 

balled it in my hand, clenching and unclenching it. “When were you born, ma petite?” 

“February twenty-fifth,” she said, softly. “1964.” 

“There, you see. My daughter was a little younger; she would have turned fifteen on June 

third, but I have her birth certificate and her social security number—” 

Her stare turned stony. “I don’t understand. I don’t want to be your daughter.”  

“Listen to me, Karen. You can’t apply for a license or an ID or a passport in your name. 

In France, my daughter is dead. She died there. But she was born while I was in college at 

Princeton. She has dual citizenship, you see, and the records here are non à jour... er, that is to 

say, not up-to-date.” 

“How do you know the records are ‘non à jour’?” She spoke calmly enough, imitating my 

accent, but I thought I detected a faint note of hysteria. “Have you tried this before?” 

“Of course not.” I shrugged. “My American tax attorney wasn’t aware of the accident. 

My taxes are rather complicated and I wasn’t aware he’d continued to declare her. When I 

became aware, it was a painful matter I never bothered to rectify.”   

“My dad used to say the tax write-off was the only reason to have children.”  

“Nice fellow. Do you wish to go back to him?” I held her eyes. “I don’t want to be your 

father, Karen. It’s a disguise, ma petite, like a hat or a moustache. It’s a game. Our game. Come.” 

She didn’t turn. “Come.” 

And at last she came to me. 

 

We left the town of Ashland and drove north to the Columbia River, where I distracted 

her with the wonders of the river gorge. I was nervous and we scarcely left the car, finally 

crossing into Washington. Off of Interstate 5 there is a bland town called Centralia where I found 

a big bland corporate hotel. We ate a room service dinner over desultory conversation. Karen’s 

sparkle had gone and so had her appetite; as she ate, she picked at her food, tipping her head as if 

listening for something. There was nothing to hear.  

At last, we slept. Or rather, I slept— for I awoke bleary-eyed to find Karen’s bed empty.  
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Tripping out of bed, I found her fully dressed and a few steps from the door. Was I 

dreaming? I grabbed her, dragging her through the sitting room and threw her onto her bed. She 

squirmed under my weight, her breath came fast and shallow. “What the hell are you doing?” I 

whispered, furiously. 

Her irises were no more than tiny rings around the dilated pupils; she said nothing. 

“You’re being a stupid child, Karen. “I gave you credit for more guts than this. More 

brains—” 

“If I’m such a child, what are you doing with me?” The precocious little imp. She writhed 

beneath me, but I had her hips pinned firmly between my knees. “Let me go! I’m leaving.” 

I raised myself above her, supporting myself on my palms. “No, you’re not.”  

“You’re a liar,” she whispered, fiercely. “You gave me something yesterday. That’s why 

I slept so long, and got sick.” Wriggling, she managed to push up her sleeve. “You injected me 

with something. Look at that.” I had expected a few tiny pinpricks, but she was such a tiny thing 

her vein was purplish-green with bruising. “I saw it in the bath, and I’ve been pretending since 

then. I wasn’t carsick; I never get carsick.” She clenched her hands into tiny fists, and beat 

against me. I grabbed her wrists, and her eyes swam with helpless tears. “Why did you do this to 

me?” 

“What did I do to you, chérie? What exactly have I done to you?” 

She sobbed, “You must’ve known I’d change my mind or you wouldn’t have doped me 

up.” 

I took a deep breath, rolling over and sitting on the bed beside her. “You haven’t 

committed any crime, Karen, I have. Do you understand that? I’ve invested in you, just as I said I 

would.” I swallowed. “I wanted to do it and I don’t regret it. But now there is only one thing in 

the world neither of us can do. I can’t change my mind,” I said, quietly. “And neither can you.” 

“You can’t keep me a prisoner here. I want to go.” 

“Go where?” 

“I’ll go to my aunt’s. I’ll take the bus to Se—Seattle.” 

“Will you? With what?” 

Her eyes darted to the chair in the corner where I’d laid my slacks, a pocket of which 

held a money clip. It was a tiny unconscious gesture that let me know everything. The little 

minx. “Don’t make me tell on you, Jacques.” She had the temerity to say this. “It’s my fault. I 

shouldn’t have led you on—” 
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“Have you led me on?” I asked.  

I held her down and kissed her, not gently like before, but hard. I could taste her distrust 

on my tongue. But after some moments, she stopped struggling and clung to me. When I pulled 

away to look at her, her mouth was open and hair mussed, eyes wide and bewildered, and I knew 

it wasn’t me who bewildered her, but herself.  

I reached for the robe I’d left lying across my bed, and pulled the belt from its loops; she 

swallowed hard and sat up, but I forced her down again. “What are you going to do?” she 

murmured. 

“Put you to bed.” 

She squirmed and tried to kick me.  

“I’m sorry for this, Karen, but how can I possibly trust you now?” I wasn’t thinking very 

clearly. Was this real, or only a game? It was, of course, both. I wrapped the belt around her 

wrists, and tied it. She opened her mouth to scream; I slapped my hand over her mouth. “If you 

scream, I’ll gag you.” 

She did scream, of course. 

It was only a muffled sound against my hand; she couldn’t open her mouth wide enough 

to bite my palm and so wriggled violently and kicked instead. In the end I grew tired and 

annoyed and did gag her. Then I tied her feet. Her eyes were wide and still so dilated it seemed 

they’d stay that way permanently. Looking at her bound on the bed, it was like something 

someone else had done, not me.  

I lay beside her. I explained what I’d done with her bag and with her, while she was 

drugged. I explained to her that she was ‘dead.’ The timing could not have been much worse, but 

was unlikely to get better. I told her she wasn’t going back: not now, not ever. Her family would 

mourn her and recover. She would have a new identity. She would have a new life. She would 

have me, and the life I wished to give her. My voice grew stronger in the telling, more certain; 

she remained utterly motionless. 

I said, at last, “I want us to be as we were, ma petite. The trouble is you haven’t learned 

how to be free. But I will teach you. I will teach you everything.” She did not seem to blink. “Do 

you know what would happen if you went back? You’d settle back in and within a week be 

dreaming of escape. You know it as well as I do, ma chére fille. You see, I know you. I know 

you better than you know yourself.”  

A tear rolled down her cheek. I wiped it tenderly away. 
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I told her stories then, slanting them to suit my aims. I seem to remember the tale of 

Cupid’s abduction of Psyche. Others of that ilk. I spoke endlessly, softly, like a perverse lullaby. 

But her eyes did not close. At last I said, “I have something to relax you now, Karen, so you can 

sleep. It won’t make you sick, I promise. You’ll just slip into a nice sleep. Wouldn’t you like to 

sleep?” 

And she closed her eyes, as if to say yes. 

I was flooded with relief. Though I had a number of sedatives that could be taken orally 

or injected depending on her mood, I didn’t want to force her. “In the morning, things will be 

different. I’m going to take the gag out now, so you can swallow the pill with water. Can I trust 

you not to scream?” 

She nodded.  

The “gag” was merely a clean handkerchief of mine. I removed it and eased her up; she 

opened her mouth for the pill I offered her and drank when I lifted the water glass to her lips. Her 

helplessness was touching, so very intimate and touching that I drank it in as she drank, and then 

rested her head back on the pillow. I tucked her in. She closed her eyes gratefully, then, as if 

shutting a door. But I remained beside her, watching until her lashes were still and breathing 

rhythmic; I took the spare blanket from the closet and covered her. As I did so, she rolled over, 

reaching instinctively for the pillow with her bound wrists, her dark hair spread across the 

starched white. Gently, I untied her wrists. She was no threat, anymore; she murmured 

something in a dream. I heard, “Jacques.”   

“Sshh...” I murmured, kissing her on the mouth and then lightly on the cheek, where I 

could still taste the dried salt of her tears. 

 

I woke just after dawn. The sash of my robe lay twisted on the floor like a snake, and my 

handkerchief was a ball on the bedside table. It was a startling sight in daylight. Karen didn’t stir 

as I gazed down at her. She didn’t wake until noon. I had lunch sent up, and was rearranging the 

furniture, moving a table and chairs by the window. When I turned, she was sitting up straight in 

bed.  

“Are you hungry?” 

She swallowed. “My mouth is dry.” 

“Would you like iced tea? Or there are soft drinks in the mini-bar—” 

“Just water.” 
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 I got her water. She gazed at me over the glass as she sipped.  

“I ordered sandwiches,” I said, making my voice as pleasant as possible, my tone as 

normal as possible. I’d stored away her bindings, placing them at easy reach beneath the bed. I 

didn’t know if she’d be tempted to replay the night before, but sadly I could no longer trust her. 

Karen yawned and stretched and went into the restroom. When she reemerged, she’d 

combed her hair. She chose a 7-Up from the mini-bar, sat down and said politely, “This looks 

very good. Thank you.” She wore an expression of wary appraisal, as a rational person might 

regard a madman. I didn’t care for it. 

“Typically I prefer to dine out,” I said. “We’ll do a good deal of that in New York.”  

She said nothing. And neither, anymore, did I. 

 

Early evening became late evening, and then night again. We used the drone of the 

television to avoid speaking. Oddly I did not feel caged in; on the contrary, I felt infinitely 

patient, as Ahab must have been content to stare out to sea. But bedtime presented challenges. I 

said to her, “Shall we make a plan?”  

Her laugh was harsh, and a little off pitch. “What’s your plan? To keep feeding me drugs 

till I turn into a vegetable?” 

“If necessary,” I said coldly. “You’re not exactly living up to your part of the bargain.”  

“How do you expect me to feel, Jacques? Seeing as how I’ve been murdered—” 

“Don’t talk nonsense. I haven’t murdered you. I’ve set you free. Do you think they’d ever 

stop looking for you otherwise? Do you think they would ever forgive you?” 

This was quite cruel, but effective. The silence was audible. 

Finally, she said, “Well, they won’t believe it. They won’t believe I’m dead.” 

“Whyever not?” 

“I wrote about you.” 

A diary? I stared. A diary. My mind spun. Could she have been so foolish? But of course 

she could have. She was fifteen. Did it matter, in the end? I kept my voice calm. “Really?” 

“It’s good for a writer to keep a journal.” 

I reclined on the bed and studied the popcorn ceiling. “You left it for them to find?” 

“Yes.”  

I scratched my head. “Then it’s rather a good thing I didn’t tell you my real name.” 
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We sat a moment in silence, on our separate beds, split by an end table and a too-large 

brass lamp that made it impossible to gauge how much the other was lying. I had the advantage. I 

was telling the truth, of course, and in light of it, it didn’t matter whether she was or not— 

whether she had written about me or not. In a moment, she comprehended this, and it made her 

furious.  

“I’m not going to be very much fun, Jacques. Or whatever your name is.” She spat out 

the words. “I don’t want anything to do with you and you can’t keep me drugged all the time. 

It’ll attract attention, don’t you think? A middle-aged man carting a stoned teenager through the 

lobby?” 

“We’ll stay in.” 

“The maids—” 

“The reason for the sign on the door, chérie. I’ll get us fresh towels when I pass them in 

the hall.” 

Her voice rose. “When you pass them.” 

“Clearly, you can’t be trusted to go out. And yet, I do hate a cluttered hotel room. I 

dislike unmade beds. Perhaps I’ll drug you and we’ll sit on the terrace while they make up the 

room. I’ll say you’re ill.” 

“Why are you doing this to me?” She yelled. I rose from my bed and she dropped her 

voice to a whisper. “Do you think one day I’ll call you Daddy? Do you think I’ll fu—” 

I slapped her across the face. Not hard. But I’m ashamed to say I enjoyed the effect it 

had, the rush of red to her cheek, the stunned silence. Tears sprang to her eyes.  

“Calm down.” I told her sharply. “Do you hear me, Karen? I want you to calm down.” 

I felt her fear flood through the room and settle there like a low fog, curling at my ankles. 

She pushed herself back against the flimsy headboard, and gone was all the confidence. She 

sounded like a little girl. She murmured. “Are you going to rape me?” 

“No,” I replied. “I’m going to give you everything you ever wanted in your life, and I’m 

going to worship you from afar. If you’re good.” 

“And if I’m not?” 

“We’ll do this forever.” 

“I hate you!” 

“I don’t think you do.” And she didn’t hate me, you see. I could see it all the time in her 

face; along with the fear lay attraction. Ours is a marvelously shallow society. Had I looked like 
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Quasimodo or worn dirty clothes and smelled, she might have hated me. As it was, she was 

growing to love me. Once attracted, we are far more drawn to things the harder time they give 

us. By this time, I was quite overwhelmed with love for her. 

“You’re a monster.”  

“You make me a monster, Karen. But I’ll tell you a secret...” I leaned down; my lips 

brushed her ear. “You can make me anything you like.”  

She didn’t move; I stood. Arms curled around her knees, she fixed me with a glassy stare. 

So I left her alone in the bedroom, and went into the sitting room of our suite. I opened the mini-

bar and poured myself a scotch, neat. There was no door she could close, and she would have to 

pass me to leave. Earlier, as she slept, I’d unplugged the phone beside the bed. I found a perverse 

pleasure in keeping her there. Oh, I had all the proper emotions; I was nervous, anxious, even 

guilty— not for taking her, you understand, but for tormenting her— and yet I would not be 

honest if I didn’t admit also to a very poignant triumph. I had captured what I loved. I would 

keep her. She was mine.  

And so you see, what I told her was not true. I was a monster. This I knew. 

 

We spent two weeks in that hotel. I had her drugged nearly all the time, not unconscious, 

but floating in a haze of artificial well-being. You think this cruel, but she was to tell me it was 

one of the most restful periods of her life. I swear this. When I asked her why, she replied, “It 

was nice not to have to think.” In her short life she’d had more than her share of cares. Can you 

see that I felt I was doing something almost benevolent? Smudging her leaden memory and 

leaving her a new blank page to write on.  

Eventually I trusted her to be quiet as we left the hotel. It was to be a symbolic victory. I 

would not drug her; she would leave with me willingly.  

It was the first day of May, and poetically, the very day the discovery of her backpack 

was reported in the San Francisco papers. I’d been scanning the Chronicle each day for news of 

her. It had been sparse, but enough to make my blood run cold: there had been reported sightings 

of her and a few contradictory sightings of me. There was discussion of the epidemic of 

runaways in the city. And then, at last: the discovery of the bloody backpack that brought a tragic 

end to the search for Karen Miller.  

I did not tell Karen. As it was, the morning didn’t start out well. She refused breakfast, 

refused my attempts at conversation. She didn’t put on make-up or wash her hair; she pulled it 
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back in an unruly ponytail and wore her new clothes in an unfortunate way. I decided clashing 

colors were inadequate cause for alarm— half of America is discordant to my eye— and so we 

left the room at last. I’d already arranged the bill with the front desk; we had only to walk 

through the lobby to the car. There was no doorman, no valet. I carried our suitcases. Damned 

heavy they were, too. She toted her cosmetic case. We made it across the expanse of the lobby 

without mishap. The automatic glass doors slid open wide, and we both inhaled at the shock of 

fresh air. She had uttered not a single word.  

In the car my uneasiness was replaced with a foreign sensation: I glanced at her profile 

beside me in the car, and with a startled pang, took in the unwashed hair and the pallor of her 

skin. Her attempts to appear unalluring troubled me. It was the tactic she’d tried with her father, I 

recalled: concealing herself in oversized sweatshirts and jeans. In the glare of sunlight, we were 

awash in reality, and it wasn’t glamorous or reassuring. I was flooded with panic, like an actor 

who has suddenly forgotten his lines. 

But I drove, and as we drove something miraculous happened. I don’t know if it was the 

beauty of the Pacific Northwest, with its towering evergreens and raging rivers, or the sudden 

tangibility of our freedom— but her mood shifted. I stopped at a music store and let her assault 

my ears with Blondie and the Bee-Gees. John Lennon was her favorite and we listened to 

“Imagine” more times than I care to imagine again. Snacking on French fries, she said suddenly, 

“The thing is I liked it better when it was my idea, too. Something we’re doing together. I don’t 

like it when you try to run everything.” 

I tried not to laugh. “I can understand that.” 

“I’m not a little girl, Jacq—er... whatever your name is,” she said. “So let’s just pretend 

we’re starting over, okay? We’re starting now.” 

“All right.” I matched her serious tone. But the incongruity struck me, the touching little 

irony: “I’m not a little girl,” followed by, ‘Let’s pretend.” Oui, ma petite. Let’s pretend, let’s 

pretend, let’s pretend. 

She curled up on the car seat, curving her legs beneath her. “So what was your daughter’s 

name?” 

I cleared my throat. “The truth is, she wasn’t my daughter. Not technically. Sabina and I 

were friends; French students at Princeton, of similar backgrounds. Her family would have 

disowned her if they knew she was pregnant. She was more Catholic than not and an abortion 

was out of the question.” 
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“You mean the baby wasn’t yours, and you married her anyway?” She blinked. “You 

must have loved her very much.” 

“Not really... I liked the way she looked.” 

Karen bit her lip. “Do I remind you of her?” As the words came out, she seemed to 

realize she’d gone to great lengths to make herself unattractive today. She smoothed the unruly 

curls that had escaped her ponytail, though in truth, it hardly mattered to me. Without make-up 

her skin was pale and her lips full but faded; her eyes had a smudged, bruised quality that made 

her look very vulnerable and lost.  

“Not a bit,” I replied. “She was blonde and Brigette Bardot-like. While we were married 

she made plenty of friends.” 

“Do you mean,” her voice actually dropped, “Lovers? Didn’t that bother you?” 

I shook my head. In truth, I’d had Sabina describe her encounters to me, detailed settings 

and sensations, but I couldn’t say so to Karen. “I did not love her, you see? I didn’t believe in 

love then.” 

She squirmed in her seat to look at me. A flush appeared on her cheek. “I didn’t really 

write about you in my diary. I don’t even keep a diary. I tried once, but I wasn’t any good at it. It 

felt so phony. I was just bored in Geometry and wrote my name with yours.”  

“Mrs. Jacques Barnard?” 

She made her voice cool. “I don’t imagine that’s enough to make them look for you. And 

anyway, it’s probably soaked in blood.” But she didn’t sound sorry, suddenly. “What name 

should I have written?”  

She was asking me to trust her. I weighed it, and said at last, “Tristan. Tristan Mourault.” 

“Oh! I like that much better than Jacques. Jacques is almost too French for a Frenchman.” 

I laughed, as she repeated, “Tristan... what’s my name?” 

“Gisèle.” Without hesitation. “My daughter’s middle name. I chose it. Do you like it?” 

“Gisèle.” She tasted it, tested it like a fine wine on an undeveloped palette.  

“It is more charming when you say it.” 

She turned, tipping her head to one side, a little doubtfully. “Do I look like a Gisèle?” 

“Exactly like.” 

And she smiled at me.  

 


