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 Joseph Reed loosened the knot of his gray wool tie, removed his cufflinks, and 

pushed up the sleeves of his white dress shirt. “Voila,” he cried, thrusting both arms 

across the Romrielle’s sunlit oak kitchen table.  

 Alan, his Mormon missionary companion, pushed blond hair out of his eyes and 

frowned at Joseph across the table. Dabbling in the occult was against mission rules, his 

expression clearly said, and Joseph had no business encouraging Natalie Romrielle to read 

his palm. 

 Ordinarily Joseph would have done anything Alan wanted. Alan was the senior 

companion, and he was the best-looking, best-natured guy Joseph had ever met. Joseph 

even wondered, sometimes, if he should like Alan so much. If it was--well- normal. But 

Alan sure wasn’t the best-natured guy today. Natalie wanted to tell their fortunes, her 



 2 

mother Mme Romrielle approved, and it was their home. Joseph and Alan were lucky to 

be welcomed as weekly guests in their lovely, hilltop apartment, with a view out the 

kitchen of the Seine River and farmlands beyond, the smell of a beef potage simmering on 

the back burner of the small stove, and the sound of the Romrielles’ soft, cultured French 

as they discussed a missionary lesson. Besides, having their palms read would be a fine 

diversion from presenting the usual lesson about the Gospel, much as Joseph enjoyed 

teaching about the Church.  

 Natalie took Joseph’s left hand in both hers, rotated it palm up, and peered 

carefully at each line. Joseph peered too. Some lines ran into the folds of his wrist. One 

started between his first and second fingers and wandered off the side of his hand. Several 

intersected to make a somewhat abstract “m.”  She had him make a fist and studied more 

lines along the ridge from his baby finger to his wrist, running her index finger along them. 

“Je vois une longue vie,Ó she told him as she traced a line that ran the length of his palm.  

 A long life? Could Natalie really see beyond 1938?  Maybe. She looked like a 

gypsy, dangling gold earrings, black hair tied back with a bright scarf, a long skirt. Like the 

gypsies he’d seen in movies back in Ogden and Salt Lake City, Utah anyway. He didn’t 

think he’d seen any real gypsies in the six months he’d been serving in France, first in 

Paris, and now, for two months, in Blois.  

 He glanced at Alan, still sitting with his arms folded. It wasn’t like him to be such 

a stickler about rules. What of the ball game he’d started on a Sunday with the other 

American missionaries at their last mission conference? Or the way he’d suggested the 

previous Tuesday that he and Joseph knock off putting up posters about a street meeting 
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and go swimming in the Loire River to beat the summer heat? Was something besides 

Natalie’s palm-reading bothering him? 

  “Mais cÕest un artichaut! Natalie’s smile faded and her forehead gathered in a 

puzzled frown as she studied Joseph’s hand and explained that in his palm she saw not 

just one heart line, but a series of heart lines, like an artichoke with a leaf for every love. 

 “Un artichaut?Ó Joseph was just as puzzled. He doubted even one love lay in his 

future. If Natalie didn’t make his heart race, who would? She’d make a fine French bride 

to take home and marry in the Salt Lake temple, but he’d have to feel more than a 

brotherly affection for her to do that. He supposed that some day he’d meet the right girl, 

but a whole artichoke of them?  

Natalie’s mother leaned forward from her upholstered, straight-backed chair and 

suggested that Natalie read Joseph’s right hand, the hand of actuality. 

“Oui, Maman, cÕest une bonne idŽe.” Natalie took Joseph’s right hand and studied 

it, turning it this way and that, then shook her head. Its heart lines looked just the same. 

“À bon, Prince Charmant. Un artichaut.” Alan smiled thinly. 

Now he was being nasty, using the nickname bestowed on Joseph by President 

Hays, president of the French mission. True, Joseph had always gotten along well with 

the local people. After all, his mother was half French. But he was hardly Prince 

Charming in the eyes of the other American missionaries. Prince Misfit was more like it. 

Those fellows talked of nothing but sports and their girlfriends back home, while Joseph 

preferred art, literature and music, and at age twenty-three had never had a real girlfriend. 

He suspected he was called a sissy behind his back, but he couldn’t help who he was.  
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 Natalie lowered Joseph’s hand carefully to the table with a sincere wish that his 

love lines would not bring him great problems in his future. Then she turned to Alan. 

“Non, merci.Ó Alan maintained his stiff posture, insisting that he knew his future 

very well. He was marrying his fiancée, Lydia, as soon as he got home, and joining his 

father’s hardware business.  

 Joseph winced at Alan’s refusal. True, Alan spent as much time studying the 

picture of Lydia tacked over the couch-cum-pullout-bed in their two-room apartment as 

he did studying the Book of Mormon. Still, considering how gracious the Romrielles were, 

he should be more cooperative. Something had him going. 

 But Natalie didn’t seem bothered. Her dark eyes danced. “Vous avez un secret?Ó  

“Ok, Ok.” Alan stretched his left hand across the table. 

Natalie pushed back his shirt sleeve enough to reveal his wrist, held his hand palm 

up, and studied it for several minutes, tracing each line as she had Joseph’s. Then she set 

it down and reached for his right hand, her lips pressed together in concentration.  

 Alan’s expression softened as she assured him that he, too, would have a long life, 

and money besides. 

 Joseph glanced at his slacks, already shiny with wear. He wished Natalie had seen 

money in his future. He’d experienced enough poverty on his family’s farm growing up to 

last the rest of his life. The Depression made it even tougher for his parents to provide 

the forty-dollar a month allowance each French missionary must get from home. If the 

church hadn’t helped out on a regular basis, he couldn’t have come here to serve the Lord.  
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 Natalie predicted a marriage with many children for Alan and he smiled broadly. 

Then her eyes grew sad, and he stiffened again. “QuÕest-ce que cÕest?” he demanded. 

 Natalie looked once more at his hand and shook her head. She would tell him 

nothing more, insisting that he must learn it from life.  

 Alan stood up, shook his shirtsleeve back over his wrist, and announced that they 

needed to leave and prepare a report for the mission president. 

 Reluctantly Joseph stood too, disappointed and embarrassed.  Reports came the 

end of the month and this was mid-August. They always spent several hours with the 

Romrielles. After a lesson Mme Romrielle would offer them something to eat – a French 

delicacy like cavaillon, a wonderful melon from Southern France that he’d never heard of 

in Utah, arranged on a china platter in bite-sized pieces wrapped in proscuitto. Or banon, 

soft goat cheese sprinkled with savory and wrapped in chestnut leaves, four bundles 

neatly tied with raffia, and the fifth surrounded by slices of baguette. While they ate, 

grateful for their best meal in days, she’d talk to them of French literature and the history 

of Blois when it was home to royal families in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Louis 

XII. Francis I. Catherine de Medici. The names alone made Joseph’s imagination spin.  

But Alan could officially call the shots. There was nothing for Joseph to do but to 

offer a heart-felt prayer on the Romrielle household, take his hat and suit jacket from the 

mahogany rack in the entry, and follow his companion out the door. 

 “We should never take part in that hocus-pocus.” Alan kicked a rock out of the 

way as they walked up a narrow cobblestone street.  

“It doesn’t mean anything. We were just doing what they wanted.”  
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“I hate all that crazy stuff.” 

 Joseph touched Alan’s arm. “Hey. Something happened I don’t know about?” 

Alan kicked another rock, sending it flying. “It’s Lydia, if you want to know. She 

doesn’t write as often. And her letters –  - they don’t sound like they used to.” 

“Everything will be fine. You’ll see. She’d never pass up a guy like you.” 

 “Yea, right.” Alan said nothing more as they turned up a stone stairway that 

joined two streets, then continued up the hill towards their apartment. The aroma of pieds 

et paquette drifted from a restaurant and Joseph remembered how once he’d wrinkled his 

nose at the thought of eating pigs’ feet. Traveling changed a person. They passed an 

apothecary with its identifying green cross, a boucherie with a full side of beef hanging in 

the window, a fromagerie with an amazing assortment of cheeses, all shops on the ground 

floor of slate roofed, medieval two and three story buildings with apartments above. At 

the corner they breathed in the aroma from a cart filled with snapdragons, lilies and roses, 

then turned into the boulangerie next to it, where glass cases held long, gnarled loaves of 

bread and baskets of rolls. They traded a franc for two baguettes and walked on up the 

hill, Joseph’s heart lightening as the medieval charm of Blois settled around him. 

He wished he could cheer Alan up. He’d never seen him so glum. They’d had a 

grand time scouring every inch of Blois during their free time, from the hilltop estate 

where they rented their apartment on the third floor of the main house, to the Chateau of 

Blois in the middle of town with its elegant red brick and gray stone façade and its 

famous spiral staircase. They’d trekked to the bathhouse across the bridge in the faubourg 

of Vienne for a weekly bath in huge copper cauldrons and dipped into local cafes on a hot 
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day for a grenadine, a sweet, fruit-flavored drink. He thanked God every day for such a 

fun companion. The tense young man beside Joseph seemed almost a stranger. 

How could anyone stay depressed for long in this exotic country? The place 

looked like a backdrop for “La Grande Illusion,” the famous war drama he’d seen in Salt 

Lake several years before he came on his mission. He started to hum, “Wrap Your 

Troubles in Dreams.” 

Alan’s scowl softened. “Tell you what, Reed. Let’s go swimming. Tomorrow we 

can work on that street meeting near the university.” 

Joseph agreed instantly. He’d learned to swim in the muddy irrigation ditches of 

Hooper and always paddled awkwardly, barely keeping his head above water. Nothing 

like Alan, who swam with strong, sure strokes. Still, he always had a good time. 

Back at the apartment, Joseph tossed his dark suit jacket on the big square couch 

that served for a bed and went on into the kitchen. He took a tomato from the windowsill 

over the sink, pausing for a moment to watch a woman wrapped in a black cloak 

rummage through what seemed to be a pile of garbage alongside the convent. The order 

was sworn to poverty, dependent on the community for their food, and he’d seen the nuns 

scavenge before. This was a hard year for a lot of folks, though the proud French kept 

their neediness in their homes, behind closed doors.   

This was the best year of his life. 

He halved the tomato, tore chunks of bread from one of the baguettes, and cut two 

slices of cheese. He and Alan ate it all in a few hungry bites. Then they removed their 

temple garments – the special underwear they wore to remind them of their covenants to 

Lord. – and put on swim trunks under their casual slacks. They set off through the busy 
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downtown district to a beautiful public park that ran along the Loire just upstream from a 

huge stone bridge spanning the river. Beyond the formal gardens and clipped trees of the 

park, where cautious bathers had erected a bathing area complete with sandy beach and 

roped-off swimming zone, warning ropes stretched out into the current and marked the 

limits of safety. Several small, barefoot children played at the water’s edge, watched by 

two older women in dark, shapeless dresses, probably the grandmothers.  

Joseph stripped to his trunks and walked to the shore line. 

 “Last one in is an artichoke,” Alan called as he strode past the women, children, 

and Joseph, and dove from the shore, slicing the silver-gray water. He struck out through 

the swim zone, his arms extending rhythmically, his body turning slightly from side to 

side.  Joseph braced himself for the shock of the cold river and splashed in.  

 A gentle breeze stirred the warm afternoon air. Alan returned to where Joseph 

paddled and swam slow circles around him. “Say Frère,” he said, “see that sand dredger 

anchored upstream? Let’s swim to it. The current will do most of the work.”  He dove 

under the boundary ropes and swam toward the barge with long, sure strokes. 

  Joseph treaded water for a moment. Alan was swimming well beyond the swim 

zone now.  Finally Joseph ducked under the rope and paddled after him. 

When Alan reached the dredger, he turned back toward Joseph and shouted 

encouragement. Joseph reached the cable anchoring the dredger and clung to it, exhausted, 

struggling to catch his breath as the current played against his body and legs. 

 “Race you back,” Alan soon challenged, his face a broad smile. 

 “Some contest.”  
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   “The river’s slow today. Just keep working toward the shore. I’ll give you a head 

start.” 

“No rest for the weary.” Joseph’s chest still heaved from the swim out, but he let 

go of the cable and struck out for the beach. 

 Halfway across the river, Alan appeared by his side and swam on in with him. 

When they reached the shore downstream from the swim zone, at a place where the bank 

of tall, wild grasses sloped gently up to the park, Alan climbed out and extended a hand. 

 “Thanks.” Joseph grasped Alan’s hand and clambered up the bank. “I could never 

get out of this river by myself. Another twenty yards and we’d be at the stone walls near 

the bridge.”  

 “You don’t have to worry. I’m with you.” Alan squeezed his hand, then dropped 

it.  

 IÕm with you. The words slipped into Joseph's heart. Suddenly he felt he could 

swim the entire breadth of the river if Alan stayed by his side.  

 His expansive mood lasted the entire walk back to their apartment. When they 

reached their door, a pile of letters awaited them. Alan stooped, picked up the mail, and 

took it to the kitchen table where he sorted it, four for himself and a solitary envelope for 

Joseph. Alan always got the bulk of the mail, but Joseph didn’t care. He sat across from 

his companion, watching Alan’s face as he read -- a quick smile that lit his eyes and 

played with the corners of his mouth, then a frown that made a slight “v” between his 

eyes and drew his brow into furrows. Joseph glanced at his own letter from time to time, 
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but was little interested in his mother’s questions and reminders. Again the words IÕm 

with you crossed his mind. 

 “No!” Alan’s cry shattered the afternoon’s tranquility. Alan erupted from his chair 

and began to pace the length of the room.  

“What happened?” Joseph dropped his letter and joined Alan in his furious 

pacing.  

 “Lydia’s marrying someone else. I knew it.” Alan’s words came out a mix of 

anger and strangled sobs. 

 “No way.” 

 Alan sank back on his chair and dropped his head in his hands. “So that’s what 

Natalie meant.”  

 Joseph sat beside him, and reached out to pat his shoulder. “She’ll change her 

mind and come back to you.”  

 Alan buried his face in his hands and his shoulders heaved. Joseph watched in 

silence, wishing he could help somehow. After several minutes, Alan pulled out a 

handkerchief, wiped his eyes, and blew his nose. “Other missionaries get dumped by their 

girls and live through it, so I guess I will. Be a pal and don’t tell anyone you saw me cry.”  

 Alan spoke with a husky voice throughout the evening, as they prepared their 

supper and made plans for the next day. At bedtime he prayed longer than usual. But he 

said nothing more about his former fiancée before he fell asleep. 

 Joseph couldn’t sleep.  The assurance IÕm with you filled his mind, wrapping him 

in a cloak as warm and sensuous as cashmere. He thought of his companion--his quirky 
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grin, the cowlick on his forehead, the sprinkling of golden hair on his chest -- as they lay 

side by side. 

  Alan turned in his sleep and their legs touched. "Lydia," Alan murmured and 

threw his arm out, drawing Joseph to him.  

Joseph knew Alan dreamed of the woman who had broken his heart, yet it was he 

experienced Alan’s growing hardness, a gentle pressure against his thigh. Cautiously he 

lifted his fingers to Alan’s shoulders and pulled the neck of his one-piece garment wide.  

Alan stirred.  “Lydia,” he moaned. 

Joseph pulled the garments slowly toward Alan’s hips, moving his lips against 

Alan’s chest and on down where a line of hair spread into a blond mat of exquisite 

promise. 

Alan lifted his hips in response and his breathing grew ragged. 

Joseph trembled with a desire that burned hot and entirely new to him.  

Suddenly Alan shoved him so hard Joseph sprawled on the floor. “What in H are 

you doing, you filthy pervert?” 

Joseph struggled to his feet as Alan yanked his garments back over his shoulders 

and came toward him, his face ablaze.  

“Don’t you ever – ever – get near me again. Got that?” Alan slammed him against 

the wall.  

Joseph crumpled to the floor, his eyes shut, expecting another blow. He got it.  

The What he’d been about to do with Alan was a terrible sin. He’d been taught that all his 

life. But it felt as natural as taking in air and he still longed for the feel of Alan’s body. 
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 “Get out of my sight,” Alan growled, turning away. ““What a piece of work you 

are. Sleep in the kitchen or the john. Or better yet, go throw yourself in the river. I can’t 

stand the sight of you.” 

  Joseph’s body trembled as he scrambled to his feet. He pulled on his bathrobe, 

grabbed his overcoat for a cover, and shuffled into the kitchen. Through the archway 

between the kitchen and bedroom he saw Alan dropping to his knees in prayer. “Father, 

forgive me for any part I had in this,” he heard Alan say. “The serpent beguiled me.” 

 Joseph knelt too, resting his forehead against the oven door. Shame mixed with 

confusion welled up in him. The Bible’s words, Get Thee behind me Satan, came to his 

mind. He was obviously the serpent and must have beguiled Alan. He wasn’t sure he was 

worthy to pray. But didn’t Alan remember his part in it all? Did he really think Joseph 

was fully to blame?  

 Joseph rose to his feet and stood staring out the kitchen window into the dark, the 

tile floor cool on his bare feet. A parade of men he’d found appealing over the years 

passed through his mind. He’d kept his distance from all of them, losing himself in a 

poem he was writing, a book he was reading, his chores on the family farm. He had told 

himself some woman would come along who outshone all the men. Until now he had 

never thought something might actually be wrong with him. He guessed it might be, and 

if so he’d better change it fast.  

 


