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To the strong women in my life, most of all my mom




Prologue Barbe-Nicole Clicquot
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Letter to her great-granddaughter Anne

JUNE 1866


If a woman does not tell her own story, then a man will surely do it for her. And even if he is a good man, he will be incapable of telling it true. Instead, he will twist and turn it so the woman in question fits his own imagination and preferences. He will recast events and experiences so he is the center of her story.

In my eighty-nine years of experience, including surviving that toad Napoleon and his wars, I have learned men always see themselves as the fulcrum that determines the balance of women and the world. If they had any idea how much is decided for them by the women in their lives, they would be shocked. They mistake loud, grand gestures for strength and disregard the quiet iron that underlies most soft things.

No, my darling Anne, if anyone is going to tell you my story, it will be me, your great-grandmother, while I still can. I want to tell you all that happened because I ache to share it with someone, and the fear that my mistakes will be used against me is past. It is my hope that you can learn from me, by following in my steps where wise and avoiding any ill-chosen paths.

Though some will say I’ve always had a grandiose idea of my own importance, especially where the champagne business is concerned, that simply isn’t true. Knowing one’s worth isn’t vanity, provided you also know your weaknesses and are honest enough to admit both. It isn’t false modesty when I tell you that despite what I have accomplished, I know I will disappear from history’s record. I am both a woman and a merchant, and those two things render me inconsequential in the minds of men who record important events. But their overlooking of my life makes it no less marvelous.

Let that be the first of the lessons I pass to you, my precious great-grandchild. Know your worth and tell your own stories.

Now, my story begins nearly sixty years ago when I discovered my husband, François, dead…






Natalie
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PRESENT—APRIL 14

My home looked as if a bomb had gone off, obliterating my life.

I shook my head. That was too negative. My life wasn’t obliterated. Sure, I was leaving my dream home, where I’d painted every room, chosen each stick of furniture, and hand tiled the bathroom, but it was still just a move. People do it every day. There are entire companies dedicated to helping others haul their things from one place to another. So not obliterated, just… off track. I put down the cheese grater and took a deep breath.

After almost a year of therapy, I could hear my therapist’s voice in my head all the time instead of just one hour a week in her office. “How could you reframe this in a more positive way?” she’d ask.

So My life was ruined when the man I loved most in the world, for whom I would have crawled through broken glass, walked away from our twenty-plus-year marriage became Will isn’t the man I thought he was, but his choices don’t define me. My life isn’t ruined; it’s temporarily derailed.

I’m fifty and no one will ever love me again and I will die alone, eaten by the pet cats that will be my sole companions became I don’t know what the future holds, but I’m a vibrant, smart woman who deserves happiness. And a cat if I feel like it.

My husband’s mistress, Gwen, is a lying, cheating, husband-stealing whore, who clearly doesn’t understand the basic concept of women supporting one another and greatly deserves to have all her hair fall out became… Well, my counselor let me have that one. I suspect she figured anger was progress over despair. On the grief scale it was practically kissing cousins to acceptance.

I meandered through the house, searching for the tape gun to seal more boxes. I wanted to be someone who handled divorce with a sassy attitude, took up a new hobby like pottery, and discovered that I could give myself a far better orgasm than Will ever had, but the truth was, I felt abandoned. Not fully part of a new life, but unable to return to the one I’d had before.

My best friend, Molly, took me to a sex shop after Will moved out. I thought it might be good for my “healing journey,” a way to get over the fact that nearly my entire sexual experience had been with Will, unless you counted my prom date, which I definitely did not.

At the shop, an older woman wearing an airbrushed sweatshirt bedazzled with “Number One Grandma” over two kittens sold me a vibrating silicone friend. So, on the upside, I had checked “better orgasms” off the postdivorce list. Now all I needed was a pottery wheel.

My new bracelet sat on the edge of the coffee table. I slipped it on before it disappeared into a box, never to be seen again. That had been another of Molly’s help-Natalie-post-split projects. Worried that I wasn’t bouncing back, she’d invited me to weirder and weirder activities, culminating in a Wiccan weekend retreat for women to find their “soul power.”

The retreat had involved a lot of vegan food and chanting, and I’d ended up buying an overpriced crystal bracelet that was supposed to have magical powers. I couldn’t remember all the details: rose quartz for self-compassion, moonstone for guidance, the rest I’d forgotten. I’d come back from the weekend filled with energy and hope that I was finally fully emotionally above water, but only a few days later I was back to waking up in the middle of the night and pacing in circles trying to figure out the exact moment everything had gone wrong. But maybe the rocks had a bit of magic. I’d been able to at least act like I was holding it together. Until now. Something about having to decide who would get our dented cheese grater had tossed me back into the deep end.

There was a knock on the door, but it opened just as I reached it.

“I brought champagne,” Molly trilled, dangling a bottle aloft and swaying it back and forth as she barreled past me.

I stared out at the SOLD sign in the yard for a moment before shutting the door and trailing after her to the kitchen, my slippers shuffling along.

“I don’t know where the champagne glasses are.” I surveyed the wreck of my home. There were boxes everywhere, along with tumbleweeds of crumpled brown packing paper littering the floor.

“No problem. There’ll be something we can use. Necessity the mother of invention and all that.” Molly worked her way through the kitchen, opening and shutting the mostly empty cupboards. “Ah, here we go!” She pulled out two mason jars and spun the metal tops off with a flick of her finger, sending them skittering across the kitchen island.

“It’s not really a champagne occasion,” I mumbled.

“Every day is a champagne occasion if you want it to be. I splurged for the good stuff, Veuve Clicquot.” Molly picked at the foil covering the neck of the bottle.

In a second the cork would smack into her face. It’s all fun and celebration until someone loses an eye.

“Give me that.” I grabbed a towel and twisted the cork, freeing it with a loud pop.

Molly clapped, took the bottle back, and poured a fizzy mason jar full for each of us. “To new horizons,” she said.

“To new horizons.” I clanked my jar against hers and took a sip.

Molly surveyed the space. “How’s it coming?”

I shrugged. “It’s coming.” Moving was a Sisyphean task. For every box I packed, the remaining items in the cupboard multiplied overnight. Tupperware breeding with baking dishes giving birth to random kitchen gadgets. Everything had to be divided into his, mine, and things to be donated.

“You’ll be ready for the movers?”

“I think so.” I picked up a large serving platter and wrapped it in paper before tucking it into a box already partially filled with Bubble Wrap. I didn’t know why I was keeping it. My new condo didn’t even have a dining room—fancy dinner parties weren’t in my future.

“What else can I do?”

“I don’t think there’s anything. It’s all stuff I need to finish.” Molly had earned her best-friend status over and over in the past few months. Most of our couple friends had drifted away as if divorce might be contagious. But not Molly. She’d helped with everything from picking up boxes to hauling loads to the Salvation Army.

“I took some time off to wrap up things here and get settled in the new place,” I said.

“Good! You must have weeks of unused vacation.” Molly wagged her finger in my face. “You need more balance.”

I took a sip of champagne to avoid saying anything sharp. Molly had been harping on the topic for months. She didn’t seem to understand I liked going to work. Insurance risk evaluation might not be the most exciting field, but there was a certainty to it that satisfied me. A sense of putting things in order, warding off disaster when possible, and returning things to normal when it wasn’t. At my office, everything was still together. Each file in my cabinet had tidy, typed labels. Papers were stacked on the desk in priority order. Crisp check marks down the side of my daily to-do list made me feel capable and in control. I might not be able to control the mess of my own life, but I could take care of others’ mayhem. I’d come in early, shutting out the noise of my personal life as soon as I swept in the door. I’d drop off the venti latte (extra foam) that I had picked up for our receptionist on my way and knit myself together by the time I sat at my desk.

Most people at work didn’t even know I was getting divorced. At first, I didn’t say anything because I was afraid that I would start crying, and then it seemed like a strange thing to bring up over the photocopier or while grabbing lunch in the break room. In the office I was the same Natalie Taylor I’d always been. Eventually, I had to tell HR because I’d needed to change my emergency contact and the beneficiary of my life insurance policy, but it had felt like a dirty secret. Disclosing something unpalatable that was best kept quiet like an intestinal illness.

I threw myself into work, taking on more and more files and volunteering for everything from heading the birthday celebration committee to updating our company policy-and-procedure manual. When my boss heard I was moving, he all but insisted I take time off after the extra work I’d done in the past year. He thought he was being thoughtful, and I didn’t know how to tell him that routine was what held me together.

“It’s going to be fine. It really is. I know you didn’t want to sell, but it’s going to be good. A fresh start.”

If I had a dollar for every time someone used the term “fresh start,” I would have been able to afford to stay in my house in our expensive Naperville neighborhood outside of Chicago. “I’ll be okay,” I said.

Molly lightly kicked my foot. “You’re going to be more than okay.”

I sighed. Okay still felt like a vast reach. Some days were fine, but others felt like I was moving through a thick fog as I took apart the only life I’d known as an adult.

Molly put down her glass with a thunk. She had that come-to-Jesus look in her eyes of a woman who had been binging the Brené Brown podcast for too long. “Look, it’s time to pull yourself together. It’s a divorce. Not death. You saw that article I sent you, right? The one on silver splitting?”

Even divorce had been rebranded. At least for people fifty and up. Apparently, we were all living our best lives as newly minted single people. The women they interviewed in the article were all starting businesses, learning Mandarin, taking up Pilates, and having sex with people young enough to have gone to school with their kids.

“Did I tell you Will brought Gwen to the meeting to sign the house papers?” I asked. “You should have seen Justine’s face,” I added with a smile. My lawyer reminded me of one of those sleek whippet dogs, thin and angular. Her clothing all looked vaguely European. Justine disliked Will more than I did, a professional courtesy that came with her high hourly rate. I hadn’t needed my therapist to tell me I’d hired Justine to voice the things I couldn’t say aloud. I might have complicated emotions where Will was concerned, but I had at least managed to employ someone who didn’t.

“Hey,” Molly said, breaking my train of thought. “Stop talking about Will and Gwen. Focus on the upsides of your new life.” She must have seen the doubt in my eyes, so she pressed on.

“You won’t have to compromise all the time. You can do anything. Move to Paris and take cooking classes. You love entertaining. Paint your new place any color you want. Decide to have popcorn for dinner.” Her hands waved in the air, champagne sloshing in her glass. “Anything you want is possible!”

I stood in my nearly empty kitchen and tried to not cry. Why was it so hard to think about what I wanted? Was I that out of practice?

There was a knock at the door, and I flinched. “That’s going to be Will,” I said, warning her.

Molly’s nose wrinkled up like she’d smelled something foul. “Why is he here?”

I took a fortifying gulp of champagne from my jar. “He came to get some things he’d left in the basement.”

I stepped toward the hall, but Will was already opening the front door. “Hey, it’s me,” he called out uselessly. He stopped short when he saw Molly step out. “Oh, hi. Nice to see you.”

“Wish I could say the same,” Molly said.

I shot her a look.

“I’ll go finish packing.” She ducked back into the kitchen after giving him one more withering glance.

“She hates me,” Will said when she was gone.

“No, she doesn’t,” I replied automatically. We both stood there awkwardly, knowing that was a lie. Molly and I became friends in college, but we’d quickly expanded to include our spouses. The four of us had gone on vacations together. We were godparents for their child. We held regular summer barbecues with Will and John manning the grill. They’d drink entirely too much craft beer and discuss sports with the intensity of doctors reviewing a terminal cancer diagnosis.

This was an occasion where previous ownership made a difference. I would get Molly and John in the split, just as Will had claim to the barrister bookcase in the living room that I had always loved but had originally belonged to his grandfather.

“Guess I’ll get this out of your way.” Will hefted his golf bag over his shoulder, clubs clinking together, and picked up a box of books that I’d dragged to the foyer. I watched him walk them out to his BMW and tuck them gently into the trunk like they were the child we never had.

Will looked around when he returned. “Is there anything else you need me to do?”

I shrugged. Be the person I thought you were didn’t seem to be a reasonable thing to ask at this point.

“It looks weird so empty.”

I stared into the shell of our dining room. I swallowed over and over.

Will’s forehead furrowed. “You okay?”

I shrugged, trying for casual but knowing I wasn’t pulling it off. I refused to cry. “Sorry, it’s just so…” My brain searched for the right word to encompass the feeling.

“You know, this is hard on me too.”

His words clanged in my brain, discordant.

“I’m also losing my home and previous life.” His voice sounded shaky.

Something inside me tipped over. It might have been the sight of the empty room, or the last of my fucks picking up their bags and heading for the door. No amount of crystals, chanting, or reframing would make that comment okay.

A wave of pure rage boiled up from my stomach in a rush. “You’re not losing anything,” I said. “You’re throwing it away.”

He stared at me with sad eyes. “I can’t be the husband you want.” His voice was soft and low, but for some reason, that made me angrier.

“What, faithful?” I put my hands on his chest and shoved. He acted as if I’d wanted the impossible from him. That I’d expected too much, when the truth was, I hadn’t asked nearly enough. How dare he want me to feel sorry for him? And what made it worse was that I did feel bad. I knew he was hurting, and the fact that I cared sat dark and seething in my chest.

“Maybe it would be best if I left.” He held out his worn leather key ring. “You can give these to the Realtor.”

I reached for it, then pulled back. “No. You take care of it.”

“Look, I know you’re upset—”

“I’m not upset!” I yelled, clearly lying. “Take care of your own damn keys. And you’ll need to meet the cleaners, too, to let them in, make sure they get everything done before the closing. And there’s still the ladder and mower in the garage. Those need to either be sold, or donated, or whatever. The new owners want a walk-through, and the yard service is coming one last time to trim the bushes out front.” The list of to-dos spewed out of me. I was done. I wouldn’t spend one more minute, not one second, on tasks to make this divorce easier.

Will sighed. “You told me you had time off to deal with all of this.”

“Too bad. I changed my mind.”

“Nat,” he said, his voice full of strained patience.

“What? You changed your mind. You decided that you didn’t want to be married anymore. Changed your view on the whole till-death-do-us-part thing, so yeah, I changed my mind about taking my vacation time to do this.”

“You’re upset, but you have the time off already. I’m in the middle of a project at work.”

As if his time was more important than mine. But I’d taught him that, because I always treated it that way. We booked our vacations around his work schedule. We’d moved here for his job. When I was sick, I moved to the guest room so my cough wouldn’t wake him. Even the meetings with our attorneys were at his lawyer’s because it was close to his office. I’d put this man first my entire adult life and never noticed that it wasn’t mutual.

“You have to do it. I won’t even be here,” I said, my voice flat.

Will’s eyebrow shot to his hairline, a farther journey than it had been when we’d started dating. “Where are you going to be?”

“Paris,” I said, surprising myself as much as him.




Natalie
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APRIL 17

I perched on the cab seat, gripping the torn leather with sweaty palms. I gasped aloud as the driver dodged in and out of traffic on the Boulevard Raspail, apparently hell-bent on ending my trip, and my life, when I was barely out of the Paris airport. I pressed my mouth together when I realized any sound resulted in the cabbie taking his eyes off the road to check on me in the rearview mirror.

This is an adventure. It’s going to make for a great story.

This was my new mantra. Spiritual quests required one, and I’d decided that was what this trip was. It had more gravitas than saying I was on vacation. You can’t deny someone on a quest. A quest has a purpose. Validity. A quest ends with Julia Roberts playing you in the movie adaptation. Vacation means you’re played by Chevy Chase.

For the past year since Will’s affair came to light, I’d kept my head down, simply surviving the upheaval in my life. I’d read every book out there on divorce and starting over. I spun between motivational Eat, Pray, Love–type tales and, on the flip side, stories of women who chopped up their husbands and buried them in the garden. Honestly, the soil under the hydrangeas in our backyard was pretty soft. Will should thank me for going the motivational route. Now it was time for a reset. A chance to choose a new direction, a new life. Assuming I survived this cab ride.

Closing my eyes, I said a quick prayer as the car darted around a group of cyclists with a squeal of the brakes and a string of curses from the driver. I typed a quick text to Molly to let her know I’d landed and snapped a photo out the window as proof.

I had to admit I was more present in the moment than I had been for months. This must be what Dorothy felt like when she found herself somewhere over the rainbow: spun around, out of place, but also excited. I’d been waiting to feel different, to feel like I’d arrived on “the other side” of all of this. But I hadn’t done anything different. Or at least not different enough. The end of my marriage was a cataclysmic shift in my life, a tornado, and it required me to take an equally dramatic step. A weekend retreat wasn’t enough—hell, I hadn’t even organized that; Molly had. Dropping everything and running away to Paris was about as dramatic as I’d ever been.

I wasn’t the type of person to take off to Europe on my own. I didn’t do risk; I managed it. I worked in insurance, for crying out loud. A solo international trip with only a couple days’ notice was irresponsible. It was insanity. It was terrifying.

The cab darted in front of a pedestrian crossing the street, nearly taking him out. Then the cabbie slammed on the brakes, almost catapulting me through the windshield. The driver turned, resting his arm on the back of his seat.

“We are here.”

I peered through the window. A small brass plaque by the door was the only signage for the boutique hotel. The exterior of the building was the same shortbread-cookie-colored limestone as most everything in the city, with large paned windows outlined in black. The door, a bright red, like lipstick on a pale face, was the only thing that stood out. As I fished through my fanny pack for cash to pay the fare, a well-dressed gentleman came down the stairs and opened my car door. He bowed dramatically as if he’d wandered off the grounds of a royal palace.

“Bonjour, bienvenue à la Delphine.”

I smiled nervously. “Hi.” Why did I run away to France? Why hadn’t I run away to a country where they spoke English? Ireland maybe. Or Canada. Canada was supposed to be nice. Moose. Beavers. Handsome men in red Mountie uniforms.

“Welcome.” The doorman held out his hand and guided me out of the car. For a moment I forgot I was rumpled and smelled sour after the long flight and sleeping in my clothes.

“Allow me to get your suitcase.” He turned and spoke in rapid-fire French to the taxi driver, who popped the trunk.

“I can help,” I said, standing uselessly next to the cab with my overstuffed tote bag.

“No, no, madame, it is my pleasure.” He gestured to the open door of the building as he hefted my bag out of the car. “Please, make yourself at home. The clerk inside will assist you.”

Stepping into the hotel, I took in the sumptuous lobby that made me feel as if I’d crossed the door into a Jane Austen novel. I could already imagine sitting in one of the navy velvet chairs by the fireplace, watching out the window. Through an archway, a library with tables, clusters of comfortable chairs, and a bar at the back looked cozy and inviting. A gentleman sat reading the paper with a cup of coffee, and a couple hunched over a guidebook with glasses of white wine. The shelves of leather-bound books reached toward the high ceilings. Screw the rest of Paris; I might never leave this hotel.

“Bonne journée,” the man behind the carved front desk called out. I stroked the wood as I approached him. It felt like cool satin under my fingertips. I slid my passport and confirmation number over. Never in my life had I stayed someplace so fancy. I expected a loud buzzer to ring out, declaring that I very much did not belong, then a hole to open under me and shoot me back out onto the street. This was a hotel destined for curated videos on social media feeds shared by people who used the term “influencer” non-ironically.

Normally I would never stay in a place that cost this much, but when you book Paris last minute in the spring, your choices are limited. I’d almost backed out of the trip altogether, but I couldn’t face telling Will I’d changed my mind. My stomach twisted. What if I’d made a huge mistake?

This is an adventure.

The desk clerk’s fingers danced over the keys as he pulled up my reservation. “Here we are, madame. Just one key, I believe. You are alone in the room, correct?”

My heart slammed into my ribs before sinking toward my feet. I nearly burst out that I was alone all the time. All I could picture was years of being alone until I died and the cat I hadn’t even bought yet feasted on my corpse.

This is part of the adventure. My breath hitched as I tried to speak. I swallowed over and over. I hadn’t cried in months. I wasn’t going to start now.

“Madame Taylor?” The desk clerk looked panicked.

“My husband’s gone,” I managed to choke out, my face spasming with the effort to hold the tears in.

The man’s eyes widened in horror, and his mouth pressed into a thin line. “S’il vous plaît, pardonnez-moi.” He pressed his hand over his heart.

Shit. He thought I meant Will was dead. My throat tightened another notch. It would be easier if he were. If he’d left because he had no choice. Not that he simply didn’t want me anymore. That he’d chosen someone else. What was wrong with me? Why was I about to cry over someone who was so very much not worth it? I was supposed to be past this. I started to shake. Oh God. Now the people in the library bar alcove were watching the drama. Their faces wrinkled in concern and their expressions made me want to cry even more.

It’s a quest! my brain repeated as I gripped the side of the desk. An adventure. You didn’t see Dorothy sobbing when she saw the yellow brick road, and she had a dead witch under her house.

“Madame? May I show you to your room?” A young woman straight out of a 1940s classic film appeared at my side. Her icy-blond hair was pulled up in a chignon and her outfit looked like it had never even conceived of wrinkling. Taking my hand, she placed it on her forearm as if she were about to escort me down the aisle. She spoke in French to the clerk, and he stammered something and, after a quick sharp word from her, handed over a plastic key card.

“Come, Marcel will bring your bag up momentarily.” She guided me toward the elevator, moving smoothly like a pageant queen. “My name is Sophie.”

The doors slid silently shut, and I took a deep breath, shoving my emotions down where they belonged. “I’m sorry, I must be overtired.”

Sophie patted my hand, which was still linked over her arm. “It is okay. I understand.” We exited on the fifth floor, and she led me down the hall. The outside of the building was old, but the inside had clearly been gutted and rebuilt. There wasn’t a creaking floorboard to be heard or wonky light fixture to be seen. Every detail screamed luxury. The hotel had its own smell, as if they pumped perfume through the air. Jasmine. Orange blossom, perhaps vanilla.

“It’s been just over a year,” I said. “Honestly, I have no reason to be upset. This is supposed to be my grand adventure. My life reboot.”

The woman made a noncommittal noise. She pressed the key card to one of the doors. It swung open, and I froze in shock, the words explaining that Will wasn’t dead drying up in my mouth. This wasn’t a hotel room; it was a palatial suite.

“You have my sympathy, madame. Time doesn’t make a loss better, only a bit easier.” Sophie gently pushed me into the room, where my feet sank into the thick carpet.

The bed was immense, topped with a puffy duvet covered in linen, the palest of pinks. The color of the inside of a puppy’s ear. The expansive room was L-shaped, a sitting area with a camelback sofa and a chair at one end and the bed at the other. Through an archway, I spotted a large free-standing bathtub and marble floor.

Sophie passed me and pulled the heavy curtains open, the sunshine flooding the room. “There is a view of the Musée d’Orsay, and the Seine.” She pointed out the window.

“I think there’s been a mistake—” I said. The space was easily double—no, triple—what had been promised online, and the basic room had been eye-wateringly expensive. This? This room would require me to sell a spare kidney for one night, let alone two weeks.

She waved off what I’d been about to say. “I had Marcel upgrade you to a suite for your stay at our expense to make up for his thoughtlessness.”

My face flushed red-hot. “Oh, that’s not needed. Really. It’s not him, it’s me.” The understatement of the trip so far. I opened my mouth to explain, then paused, looking around; perhaps it was a mistake I should let stand. Explaining it seemed more complicated than letting them think Will had died tragically.

Maybe that was the way I needed to see it, as a death. Grieve the death of my marriage and who I thought I’d spent the last twenty-plus years with and then move the hell on. I felt the resolve that had spurred the trip leak back in. It would be easier to grieve in a room with this view.

There was a soft knock, and a bellhop brought in my giant suitcase and effortlessly popped it up onto the tufted bench at the foot of the bed. Behind him trailed another young man about Sophie’s age, his pencil-thin mustache struggling to hang on to his upper lip, holding a silver tray.

“Champagne,” Sophie said, taking the tray. “To welcome you to the hotel and wish you, how did you say it? A grand adventure.”

I recognized the egg-yolk-yellow label. “Veuve Clicquot.”

Sophie’s face lit up. “Oui. You know your champagne, Madame Taylor.”

“Not really,” I admitted. “A friend got me a bottle recently.” I would have to text Molly pictures of this room. She wouldn’t believe it.

Sophie expertly opened the bottle with a muffled pop. “Well then, I shall have to tell you the history of the wine. Perhaps it will help you on this journey, act as a guide. ‘Veuve’ means widow, you see.” She met my gaze and smiled kindly. “After the Revolution, the only way a woman could own a business in France was if her husband had passed. Barbe-Nicole took over after her husband’s death. She faced many obstacles.” She shook her head sadly, as if she’d known the couple and their tragedy personally.

Sophie poured the champagne into a glass and passed it to me. “The Widow is a hero of mine. There’s much that can be learned from a woman such as her. Once you have had a chance to rest, then I will tell you all about Madame Clicquot and the other widows of the time.”

“There were more?” I sank into the cream silk–covered chair, feeling the tension in my back release. I wanted her to tell me stories while I drifted off to sleep.

“Oui. Most of the great champagne brands were built by women: Pommery, Bollinger, Laurent-Perrier.” She counted off the names on her slender fingers, her ballet-pink manicure flawless.

I sipped the champagne; the bubbles snapped in my mouth. “You know a lot about this,” I said.

Sophie smiled, her chin lifting in the air with pride. “It is my job; I am in charge of wines here at the Delphine. I was born and raised in Épernay, the heart of the Champagne region. And the widows of champagne are legendary.”

“Guess there’s no telling what a woman can accomplish,” I said.

“Exactement!” Sophie gave a curt nod, and I felt absurdly proud of myself, as if I’d come up with the answer to a tricky question. “Never stand in the way of a determined woman,” she said, thrusting the bottle in the air like a salute.




Barbe-Nicole
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REGARDING THE EVENTS OF OCTOBER 1805


Dearest Anne,

While I wish your life to be free of challenge and pain, I know that they are unavoidable. To live is to feel both joy and sorrow. Perhaps in some ways it is better to have difficulties early in one’s life so that you know you can survive them. You must learn to thrive even when it is hard, to seize opportunity when it comes, for unlike bad luck, it won’t linger. Some say that those of us who lived through the Revolution and then the Terror walled off our feelings, that we became less than fully human. This is not true, our hearts beat the same as any other, but we did learn to contain emotions so that they did not overwhelm our reason. Perhaps this is why even in my greatest moment of loss I could sense both the opportunity and the challenges it presented.

To begin, let me tell you of your great-grandfather’s death.





My gaze took in everything at once. François lying deathly still on the bed, his eyes already beginning to cloud. The jumble of blankets at his feet, as if he’d been kicking in his final moments, and most damning of all, the small bottle balanced on the table.

The maid, Margot, stood shaking in the corner next to the fireplace, her hands still gripping a coal bucket. Her eyes were wide in her pale face. Time seemed to slow as if thickened. My heart paused between beats.

One of my greatest skills had always been to see how things were connected, looking forward and back. To glance at the slope of a hill in winter and envision the runoff of rain in the spring. To crush a pinot noir grape still warm from the sun between my teeth and know how it will taste after pressing and aging in a bottle. To tally up figures in the ledger and predict their value at year-end. And in this instance, I could see it all, what people would say. What they would do. How it would be viewed by everyone from the cheesemonger to our priest and the parents of our daughter’s playmates.

And I knew what this would do to our already shaky business. I could not allow my husband’s death to define my life.

I stepped forward and, before I even touched my beloved, scooped up the bottle of arsenic. It was small, fitting easily into the palm of my hand. Where had François gotten this? I pushed away the question. It didn’t matter. Our scullery maids used arsenic to keep the kitchen free of mice, and the cellar master used it to rid the cellars of mold. The important question wasn’t where François found it, but why it was in his possession. The near-silent gasp of the maid let me know she’d seen me take the bottle. I turned to face her and held her gaze. There must be no question. No doubt.

Truth is the story we convince others to embrace.

“My beloved husband has passed from his fever.” I bent and carefully straightened his linen nightshirt, then pulled the covers over his bare legs. My voice was clear and steady. There would be time for tears later. Cope. Adapt. Leave the tears for others who have the freedom for them.

Margot stared back, and I could practically see her thoughts swirling round her head like bees. She was pretty, but in a simple way, the type that fades with youth. She was a small, slight girl. In my mind, I called her the Mouse. I could overlook her vanity, for when a girl has beauty but limited brains, she must cling to its importance. But what I couldn’t abide was that Margot was also lazy. She was constantly daydreaming and took double the time to complete any task as compared with another. Like a mouse, she did little to build her own home and instead stole the crumbs of others. I couldn’t fathom why anyone would do something if they didn’t intend to do it well. Why did she have to be the one to find him?

“He—”

“He must have been sicker than we realized,” I said firmly, cutting her off before she could put the idea into words. She didn’t know for certain what had transpired. Nor did I. The vomiting, the muscle cramps he’d had the past few days, could have been the result of sickness. The presence of the bottle didn’t have to mean the worst. Everyone knows fevers are as unpredictable as the sea. François had returned from Germany two weeks ago, complaining of the greasy pork and how the loud, braying laughter of the men he’d met with had given him headaches. He retreated to our room, but no one in our household had been concerned. His behavior was not unexpected.

François’s fits of melancholy were frequent, his dark moods leading him to claim illness and stay in bed. His father told me it had ever been such. My husband was a man who felt things deeply, both happiness and pain. It was as much a part of him as the way his hair curled above his ears or the blue of his eyes. But to do this? To me. To our daughter. My teeth ached, and I realized I was clenching my jaw. I forced myself to take a breath. Anger at the dead was like being enraged by the weather. It changed nothing.

Margot’s gaze dropped to my hand, which was still holding the bottle out of sight. I stood still, not fidgeting. Let her ask, if she dare be so bold.

“Go downstairs and tell Madame Martin to send for the priest,” I demanded. I was her employer. She had no right to question me.

The girl nodded.

“We’ll need to send a message to my husband’s father as well.” I wanted to weep thinking of it. The news would break my father-in-law. “Have Madame Martin send up some hot water. My husband will need to be laid out.” My mind began to create a list of all that would need to be done in the coming hours and days.

Margot blinked, as vacant as a cow in the field. She could be commanded only one thing at a time.

“Just go downstairs and have Madame Martin come here,” I requested.

The girl nodded. She took a few steps toward the door, staying close to the far wall as if she expected François to leap up and grab at her ankles.

Margot stopped at the door. “I’m so sorry, Madame Clicquot.”

I pressed my mouth together, my throat suddenly tight.

“ ’Tis a horrible tragedy,” she added.

I nodded, but when I lifted my eyes, Margot was looking at my hand as if she could see through the flesh to the bottle of poison, and then back at my face. She paused, not moving.

The girl would be trouble. Margot wasn’t bright, but she was no fool either.

“You may go,” I said. Why was it that Margot wasn’t smart enough to collect chicken eggs without breakage, but she had the wits to realize what the bottle could mean, and how she might use it to her advantage?

She didn’t move, but I couldn’t tell if it was insolence or her usual lack of effort.

“Go!” I barked. Margot finally moved into the hall toward the back staircase.

I waited until I heard the whisper of her shoes descending the steps. Panic fluttered in my chest like a bird trapped by the netting in the fields. I wanted to shake François and yell at him. Why? Things were going well. Not perfectly, but well enough. Why did he always see the darkness of the clouds and never the benefit of the rain?

I wanted to collapse to the floor and give over to sobs, but there wasn’t much time. If I threw the bottle from the window, there was the possibility it would be found. And if I left it here, there would be questions as to its purpose in our bedroom. The truth of what happened did not matter as much as what people believed it to be. We would never know if the presence of the bottle was mere chance or the cause of his death, but I could afford no inquiry into his illness. My gaze searched about the space. I had no doubt Margot would suddenly discover a thoroughness when cleaning this room. She’d shake out each one of my chemises, feel the hem of my gowns for secret pockets, and unroll every stocking.

With a quick glance at the door to ensure the girl hadn’t moved swiftly for once in her life, I wrapped the bottle in a handkerchief and shoved it into my bosom. I said a quick silent prayer for my breasts, which had never been small but, after the birth of our daughter, Clémentine, had become ample enough to make short work of hiding one small bottle. I’d dispose of it later. I wiped my hand on my skirts as if the glass had left an oily residue. With the bottle gone, I had time for my husband.

“Why, mon amour?” I sank into the chair at the bedside, suddenly tired. I should have sat with him this afternoon. Distracted him with conversation. Read to him. Taken his mind out of its dark place. But I’d been too busy. François’s trip had been successful. He’d returned with more orders than ever before, but that wasn’t enough. It was just the beginning. We had to ensure we could meet those orders, secure bottles and transportation. And all of it at the whim of the weather and harvest.

A letter from our employee Louis Bohne lay discarded under a pair of gloves on the table next to the bed. I touched it lightly; it was an artifact from another time. When it had arrived a day ago, I’d thought my largest problems were the issues he’d raised with our orders. Louis had long stopped writing to François when he needed questions answered or a direction for his employ. My husband was either traveling or poorly inclined to keep up with the minutia of our business to be helpful in the day-to-day details. Louis had faith I would know the exact count of bottles in our cellar, the poundage of grapes expected, the correct tally in the ledger, and the state of our wines.

Every dream I had for the business was lying cold and dead with François in our bed. I stroked the thick paper as if it could tie me back to the moments before the maid had called out. Louis was our most trusted employee. His mind was quick and sharp. He would need to know what had happened. Perhaps he would have thoughts on what should be done.

François’s body was still. I brushed his hair to the side of his forehead. I had failed my husband as his wife, but I could not allow his dream of our business to die with him.

I dipped a flannel in the pitcher of water and dabbed away a bit of dried froth at his mouth. I regarded my husband’s face. He had always been handsome. We were not well matched in that regard. Oh, I was fine-looking enough with my strawberry-blond hair and petite frame, but I had my father’s nose and little grace. My sister once said I danced like a puppet, as if strings jerked my limbs one way, then the other. But François had never minded. He called me “ma choupinette,” his cute little cabbage. And in our marital bed, he’d always shown that his affection was true. His calloused hands roamed over me like he was playing an instrument. Unlike other women, I never worried that my husband would stray on his travels.

François needed me. It wasn’t that he was weak, but rather, he was like a new plant. Vulnerable to harsh winds or heavy rain, he required tending and care. Like a vine grafted to one that was stronger, he did better with me at his side. But when he shone…

Oh, when he shone, he was incomparable.

Exhaustion settled on my shoulders like thick, wet wool. I should have done more for him. There were never enough hours in the day or enough patience in my heart. The house staff needed supervision. Vines had to be watched, the cellars inspected. The ledgers with their columns of marching numbers were like an army ready to revolt at any moment if I didn’t stay vigilant. My daughter clung to my skirts, wanting attention. François’s moods added another weight, and I suspect he knew I found them wearying. Tears held fast in my eyes, hot and burning. I could have found more energy if I had known how close to the edge he had been. If I had allowed myself to see.

I had no doubt Father Joseph would chastise me for failing to call him out when François was ill. The old goat. Our local priest was one of those dour men who used God as a cudgel to feel powerful. In my experience, it takes a large amount of arrogance to believe you alone have a portal to God and his thoughts. I refused to accept that our Lord would choose the scowling, overperfumed Father Joseph as his mouthpiece. A burning bush, yes. That man, never.

I lowered my head onto François’s still chest, taking his cold hand in my own. The ache in my heart expanded, threatening to swallow me whole.

“Mon amour. I miss you already,” I mumbled into the fabric of his nightshirt. “Rest easy.” I swallowed over and over and then forced myself to lift my head. The housekeeper, Madame Martin, would be here soon. The staff would look to me for direction, for assurance that all would be well. Our daughter would need comfort. At six, she was old enough to feel this loss keenly.

I would order the Mouse to her room in theory to rest, but in truth to bury her silence. With every minute that passed where neither of us raised the question as to the cause of François’s death, the greater the chance that no one else would ever know. But our silence also became a secret bond that would tie me to the girl. If I allowed even the tiniest hint of what may have happened to go beyond the Mouse and me, the priest would deny my sweet husband blessings into the next world. I could not abide that. The church preached that to take one’s life was a sin, but I did not believe a loving God would feel the same. And if this priest felt he knew God’s thoughts, why should I not be as certain?

The edge of the bottle dug into my chest. No one would know. They would have no choice but to accept that a fever had swept him away, even if they wondered and gossiped. As long as the Mouse stayed silent.

“I will keep your secret,” I whispered into my husband’s ear. I gripped the side of the bed, as if trying to hold him to this world. Then I pushed away the thought that I was keeping the secret for myself and our champagne business, not for him.




Natalie
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APRIL 18

I stumbled off the hop-on/hop-off bus, dizzy from spinning first one way and then the other on the top viewing deck as the bus careened past every Parisian monument. The Eiffel Tower, Notre-Dame, the opera house, and around the Arc de Triomphe. Molly had suggested I start with a bus tour to get an overview of the city, but I couldn’t stand it anymore. I felt disconnected from reality. I hoped it was just jet lag, but I worried it was a sign that the trip had been a horrible idea. Going halfway around the world wasn’t going to fix anything, and I’d been delusional to think it would.

“Excusez-moi,” a man said as he barreled past me, rolling his eyes. Realizing I was blocking the sidewalk, I scurried out of the way, feeling clumsy and out of place.

Up ahead lay the bouquinistes that clustered along the banks of the Seine by the Quai Voltaire. The row of green wooden stalls had flung open their canopies to expose stacks of new and used books jumbled together under the spring sunshine. Sophie from the hotel had mentioned them as a possible activity, so I walked that way, trying to look like I belonged and not like a tourist. Although if I’d wanted to blend in, I should have taken a scarf-tying boot camp like all Frenchwomen appeared to have done.

If the books had an order, it made sense only to the proprietors. Illustrated flower guides were shoved next to copies of Proust and cookbooks from the early 1900s. The owners looked less interested in selling than they did in clustering together, smoking, and debating in mumbled French. No one bothered me as I browsed from one cart to another.

I’d always loved reading. At my local library I used to play a game where I would choose one book at random off the nonfiction shelving cart at every visit and give it a shot.

I closed my eyes and let my fingers slip over the faded covers as I inhaled the musty scent of used books. My hand paused and I plucked a slim book from the pile. After opening my eyes, I blinked in surprise when I saw the cover: Guidance from the Grande Dame of Champagne: The Translated Letters of Barbe-Nicole Clicquot to Her Great-Granddaughter.

My breath caught. It seemed like an omen. Didn’t any good quest require a mentor, a wizened figure to provide wisdom and guidance? Why not a long dead Frenchwoman? It seemed nothing less than ordained that I kept coming across her. The bottle from Molly, the tales of champagne widows from Sophie, and now this. Perhaps she’d be able to give me the direction I so clearly needed. I clutched the book to my chest and bent my head to smell the faint scent of perfume and old paper, feeling the stir of hope in my chest.

“Excuse me, how much is this?”

The owner of the stall, his thin, wispy hair like dandelion fluff pinned down only by a tweed cap, had half-heartedly wandered over. Opening the book, he pointed to a faint pencil mark on the inside cover, eight euro.

A ripple of excitement ran through my body. It was much cheaper than I’d feared. I’d been prepared to pay ten times that. He took my pause as reluctance.

“Okay, cinq euro.” The stall owner held out his hand, nicotine-stained fingers splayed, and repeated, “Five.”

“Sold!”



I settled into the creaky wicker chair at the café across the street from the bouquinistes, then peeled off my cardigan. The sun warmed the top of my head, and the buzz of the motor scooters zipping along the street provided an oddly relaxing soundtrack. The waiter would be back at any moment, so I reached for the menu, but my hand fell on the book instead.

There was a soft crack from the brittle spine as I flipped through the yellowed pages. There were copies of letters in French, with the translation in English immediately following. My eyes fell on the sentence Seize opportunity when it comes, for unlike bad luck, it won’t linger. I snorted. That was the truth.

In the middle of the book was an illustration plate showing a painting of the Widow Clicquot. She stared out from the page seated in a chair that was nearly a throne, an open book on her lap. The painting must have been done later in her life. She was older, thick, and stout. I guessed her age to be somewhere in her sixties or seventies. Her hair was styled in long sausage curls on either side of her face and topped with a lace cap. She wore black, which I suppose was to be expected, given her widow status. Like any good Frenchwoman, she’d tied a scarf around her neck. She looked like a woman who seized whatever she wanted without apology. A woman in control of her destiny, not just along for the ride. My finger rested on the page, and I held my breath as if I almost expected her to speak.

“Madame?”

The waiter stood next to me; his long apron was blindingly white in the spring sun. I dropped the book and grabbed the simple one-page menu. My eyes danced over the French words as though, if I stared long enough, I would gain the ability to translate what they said.

“A glass of white wine?” I said tentatively.

The waiter sniffed. “Yes, of course. I will bring you Château Florales, if that is all right?”

“Sure, that sounds fine.”

“No, no, no.”

Surprised at the voice, I spun to see a man sitting down at the table next to mine.

“May I?” He reached past me and took the menu from the waiter’s hands. He smelled of clean cotton dried in the sun. He mumbled to himself in French as he gave the sheet a quick glance, his dark eyes taking in everything. “The lady would prefer the Sancerre.” He raised an eyebrow. “And perhaps something to nibble?”

I nodded.

“And the plateau du fromage.” He directed the waiter with a flick of his finger. Once the waiter was gone, the man smiled and lowered his voice. “The wine he suggested is overpriced and thin. They sell it mostly to tourists. Trust me, the Sancerre is much better.”

I wasn’t sure if I was annoyed or relieved. “Thank you.”

He nodded slightly. “I recognized you from the Delphine.” He gestured over his shoulder in the direction of the hotel.
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