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For my beloved Karen

A wife of valor who can find?
She is far more precious than jewels.

Proverbs 31:10


Things fall apart; the center cannot hold …

The ceremony of innocence is drowned …

––W. B. Yeats, ‘The Second Coming’


1

‘I have an important message for you, Dr Beckwith.’

‘I’m tied up right now. Can I get back to you?’

‘Actually, Professor, I’d prefer to speak to you in person.’

An ‘urgent’ phone call had summoned Robert Beckwith from the final departmental meeting of the term. It was the French consulate.

‘Can you get to Boston before five?’ the undersecretary asked.

‘It’s almost four-thirty now,’ said Bob.

‘I will wait for you.’

‘Is it that important?’

‘Yes, I believe so.’

Totally mystified, Bob walked back across the hall to where the five other senior members of the MIT Statistics Department were waiting. Citing the unimportance of their agenda when compared to the excellence of the weather, he moved that they adjourn until the fall. As usual, there was one objection.

‘I must say, Beckwith, this is rather unprofessional,’ huffed P. Herbert Harrison.

‘Let’s put it to a vote, Herb,’ Bob replied.

The score was five to one in favor of vacation.

Bob hurried to his car and began threading his way across the Charles River through the heavy rush hour traffic. Moving slower than the passing joggers, he had plenty of time to speculate on what could possibly be so urgent. And the more he thought, the more the odds seemed to suggest one thing: They’re giving me the Legion of Honor.

It’s not so impossible, he told himself. After all, I’ve lectured lots of times in France – twice at the Sorbonne. Hell, I even drive a Peugeot.

That must be it. I’m going to get one of those little red anchovies for my lapel. I may even have to start wearing jackets. Who cares? It’ll be worth it to see the jealousy on certain faculty faces. God, Sheila and the girls will be proud.

‘This message came to us by telex,’ said M Bertrand Pelletier the moment Bob sat down in his elegant high-ceilinged office. He held a narrow slip of paper.

Here it comes, thought Bob. The award. He tried not to smile too soon.

‘It requests that Dr Beckwith of MIT contact a Monsieur Venarguès in Sète immediately.’ He handed Bob the paper.

‘Sète?’ repeated Bob. And thought, Oh no, it can’t be.

‘Charming little village, if a bit gaucho,’ said Pelletier. ‘Do you know the south of France?’

‘Uh – yes.’ Bob grew even more uneasy when he noticed that the consular official wore a rather solemn expression.

‘Monsieur Pelletier, what’s this all about?’

‘I was only informed that it concerns the late Nicole Guérin.’

My God, Nicole. So long ago, so well suppressed he almost had convinced himself it never happened. The single infidelity in all his years of marriage.

Why now? Why after all this time? And hadn’t she herself insisted they would never meet again, never contact one another?

Wait a minute.

‘Monsieur Pelletier, did you say the late Nicole Guérin? She’s dead?’

The undersecretary nodded.

‘I regret that I have no details. I am sorry, Dr Beckwith.’

Did this man know any more?

‘And who’s this person I’m supposed to call?’

The undersecretary shrugged. Which, translated from the French, meant that he didn’t know – and didn’t care to.

‘May I offer my condoléances, Dr Beckwith?’

This, translated from the French, meant it was getting late. And M Pelletier no doubt had plans for other things. It was, after all, a balmy evening in the month of June.

Bob took the hint. He stood up.

‘Thank you, Monsieur Pelletier.’

‘Not at all.’

They shook hands.

A bit unsteadily, Bob walked out onto Commonwealth Avenue. He was parked diagonally across, right near the Ritz. Should he get a quick shot of courage at the bar? No. Better make that phone call first. And somewhere private.

The entire corridor was silent. Everyone seemed to have left for the summer. Bob closed the office door, sat at his desk and dialed France.

‘Wuy?’ croaked a sleepy voice with a thick Provençal accent.

‘Uh – this is Robert Beckwith. May I speak with Monsieur Venarguès?’

‘Bobbie – it is me, Louis! At last I’ve found you. What a task …’

Even after all these years, that voice was unmistakable. The rasp created by the smoke of fifty million Gauloises.

‘Louis the mayor?’

‘Ex-mayor. Can you imagine? They put me out to pasture like some ancient dinosaur. The Council—’

Bob was much too tense for lengthy anecdotes.

‘Louis, what is this about Nicole?’

‘Oh, Bobbie, what a tragedy. Five days ago. Head-on collision. She was coming from a cardiac emergency. The whole town is in mourning …’

‘Oh. I’m sorry—’

‘Can you imagine? She was so young. A saint, unselfish. All the Faculty of Medicine from Montpellier came to the service. You know she hated religion, Bobbie, but we had to.’

He paused to sigh. Bob seized the opportunity.

‘Louis, this is terrible news. But I don’t see why you wanted me to call you. I mean, it’s been ten years since I last saw her.’

Suddenly a silence on the line. Then Louis answered almost in a whisper: ‘Because of the child.’

‘Child? Was Nicole married?’

‘No, no. Of course not. She was an “independent mother,” so to speak. She raised the boy herself.’

‘But I still don’t see what this has to do with me,’ said Bob.

‘Uh – Bobbie, I do not know how to say this …’

‘Say it!’

‘He is your child too,’ said Louis Venarguès.

For a moment there was silence on both sides of the Atlantic. Bob was stunned beyond speech.

‘Bobbie, are you still there? Allo?’

‘What?’

‘I know you are perhaps shocked by this news.’

‘No, Louis. I’m not shocked. I simply don’t believe it,’ Bob replied, as anger helped him to regain his powers of speech.

‘But it’s true. I was her confidant in everything.’

‘But what the hell makes you so sure that I’m the father?’

‘Bobbie,’ Louis answered gently, ‘you were here in May. The demonstrations, you recall? The little boy came – so to speak – on schedule. There was no one else in her life at the time. She would have told me. Of course, she never wanted you to know.’

Jesus Christ, thought Bob, this in incredible.

‘Dammit, Louis, even if it’s true, I’m not responsible for—’

‘Bobbie, tranquilize yourself. No one’s saying that you have responsibility. Jean-Claude is well provided for. Believe me – I am the executor.’ He paused and added, ‘There is only one small problem.’

Bob trembled at the possibilities.

‘What?’ he asked.

‘The boy has absolutely no one. Nicole had no other family. He’s all alone.’

Bob did not reply. He was still trying to gauge the direction of this conversation.

‘Ordinarily, we would take him in, Marie-Thérèse and I …’ Louis paused. ‘We are his guardians. But she is ill, Bob, gravely ill. She doesn’t have much time.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Bob interjected softly.

‘What can I say? We had a honeymoon of forty years. But now you see why it’s impossible. Unless we can find some alternative – and quickly – the authorities will take the boy away.’

At last Bob sensed where this was leading. He grew angrier with every breath. And frightened.

‘The child is inconsolable,’ Louis continued. ‘He is sad beyond tears. His grief is so great he cannot even cry. He just sits there—’

‘Get to the point,’ said Bob.

Louis hesitated.

‘I want to tell him.’

‘Tell him what?’

‘That you exist.’

‘No! Are you crazy? How could that possibly help?’

‘I just want him to know that somewhere in this world he has a father. It would be something, Bobbie.’

‘Louis, for God’s sake! I’m a married man with two young daughters. Look, I’m truly sorry about Nicole. I’m sorry about the boy. But I refuse to get involved in this. I will not hurt my family. I can’t. I won’t. That’s final.’

There was another silence on the line. Or at least ten seconds of nonverbal static.

‘All right,’ said Louis at last. ‘I’ll trouble you no more. But I do confess I’m very disappointed.’

Too damn bad.

‘Good night, Louis.’

Yet another pause (for Bob to reconsider), and then at last capitulation.

‘Goodbye, Bobbie,’ he mumbled, and hung up.

Bob put down the receiver and buried his head in his hands. This was too difficult to take in all at once. After so many years, Nicole Guérin, back in his life. And could their brief affair really have produced a child? A son?

Oh, God, what should I do?

‘Evenin’, Perfesser.’

Bob looked up, startled.

It was Lilah Coleman, on her daily rounds of tidying the offices.

‘How are you, Mrs Coleman?’

‘Not too bad. How’s yer statistics?’

‘Oh, pretty good.’

‘Say, you ain’t run across some likely numbers, have ya? Rent’s due an’ my luck’s been pretty lousy lately.’

‘Sorry, Mrs Coleman, I don’t feel too lucky myself.’

‘Well, as they say, Perfesser, “if you don’t feel it, don’t play it.” Anyway, that’s my philosophy. You gotta trust your gut.’

She emptied his wastebasket and whisked a cloth across his desk.

‘Well, I’ll be rollin’ on, Perfesser. Have a good summer. An’ rest that brilliant brain o’ yours.’

She left and softly closed the door. But something she had said stuck with him. Trust your gut. Quite unprofessional. But very human.

He sat frozen, staring at the telephone, long after Mrs Coleman’s footsteps faded down the corridor. He felt a desperate inward struggle, heart and mind at war. Don’t be crazy, Bob. Don’t risk your marriage. Nothing’s worth it. Who knows if it’s even true? Forget it.

Forget it?

An impulse he could not control made him pick up the phone. Even as he dialed he wasn’t sure what he would say.

‘Hello – it’s me, Bob.’

‘Ah, good. I knew that you would reconsider.’

‘Listen, Louis, I need time to think. I’ll call you back tomorrow.’

‘Good, good. He is a lovely boy. But do ring a bit earlier, eh?’

‘Good night, Louis.’

They hung up. Now Bob was terrified. He had placed his whole existence in jeopardy. What made him call again?

Affection for Nicole? No. All he felt for her now was enormous rage.

A little boy he’d never met?

He walked like a zombie to the parking lot. He was panicked and confused. He had to talk to someone. But in the entire world he had only one close friend, one person who really understood him.

His wife, Sheila.
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