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			Cool rain on a blue lawn. Damp summer grass, whiffs of black earth. Always these August showers falling on the closely-mown blades burned with gold. Heavy drops stream down the windowpane, meandering, snaking their way, weaving into long ribbons of liquid light. So many afternoons spent behind the gauze veil of curtain, fingers tracing their path, nervous and languid at the same time. Fine downy hair curling around my cheeks, and I’m surprised that it’s so white, when I’m so young, radiant with light at the window. And suddenly my gaze drops from the window to the hand parting the curtains, and that hand is old, so old.

			 

			

			There are places that harpoon you. That coil their net around your dreams, that retract their claws just enough to let you grow up, but in your flesh they leave the scars of their ascendancy.

			There are doors that let out a cry when they are opened, as if time has broken into forgetting, once again.

			There are staircases I would so like to climb again, just once, to let the cool shine of the banister flow over my palm. 

			 

			That is the House.

			 

			But then there are places that chill the back of your neck with the damp unease of the unfamiliar. Places that fail to resonate inside you. Places imposed on you, that you are forced to put up with, it’s temporary, transitory, you have no choice. When the world tires of you, you are offered the TV by the bed, the night table for your glasses case, and yellow wallpaper. Yellow is cheerful, and besides, you have everything you need here, you’ll be looked after. You are made to swap the House for a room in a medically approved place where old people go to die. That yellow wallpaper—it’s the blow of the bludgeon against my old neck.

			 

			Besides, the only thing I like now is the armchair. It’s the only piece of furniture I was able to bring with me. It has always been an old person’s armchair: it was my great-grandfather’s, I didn’t know him, and then it was my Great-Aunt Babel’s, when she came to visit. I understand why a body comes to love it as one gets old; you find a kindred spirit in its dust, its softness. With my fingertip I worry the worn patches in the old rose velvet.

			The comfort of settling one’s arms into the intimacy of the armrest. The fabric rubs gently, like a second skin snuggling close. It’s like finding the embrace of a sweet lover, one who has stayed far more constant than all the men I might have known.

			 

			When I think about it, I was the only one who really loved the House. Even my great-great-grandfather, who wanted it, imagined it, and built it, did not love it as much as I did. I loved it enough to stay there all my life. To give up my studies in the City, because it made me too unhappy to be so far away from the woods of my childhood. To say no to Oktav, when he held out the little ring on the Pont-Noir bridge one Wednesday afternoon, because he would never have agreed to live in the House. He wanted us to move into a large apartment in the old city center, not far from the secondary school where he would have been a teacher and where our future children would have learned to surpass us. I loved the House enough not to wish for anything else my whole life long, other than to stay there, nestled in the hollow of familiar things, to submit to the burnishing of time, just like the banister on the spiral staircase.

			 

			I always close my eyes when I want to remember. I do it every day, every moment of consciousness, perhaps. I struggle, impatiently, sometimes even violently, to re-create every room, every nook. I cling to details, to the shape of the light switches, the sound of the door handles as they are pressed, the fine film of dust on the yellow lightbulbs. I want to hollow out the space of the present and, with the power of frenzied memories, bring back the places I loved so much, which I knew by heart, which I walked through all my life and which, now that I am no longer there, are fading, disintegrating.

			 

			I do remember the House as I left it, the House of four, maybe five, months ago. I remember it a bit too well, even. The slow decline of the deserted rooms, the scuffed parquet floors, the cold corridors where the paint was peeling: that I do remember. The broken pane in the stained-glass window that allowed dead leaves to blow in, and swirl feebly across the floor of the entrance hall like a couple waltzing exhausted at the end of the night—that I can still see, and very clearly. And the faded white cast-iron radiators, too, icy to the touch in rooms where no one lives anymore—fireplaces walled up, dust sheets covering the furniture in rooms where no one sleeps anymore. That’s how it was, at the end.

			 

			I want to banish that image of the House. To revive the colors, throw open the clear windows and let the intoxicating morning air rush in, wax the staircase, clean the huge dining room table. Lay out place settings for a dozen people or more, like in the heyday when everyone came, without exception.

			I want to see the tall white wooden House, how when we came in from the garden it would suddenly appear, nestled among the tall blue spruces and the maple trees, with the grass parting in bursts of emerald on either side of the steps leading up to the entrance. To see the façade with its narrow windows, and the veranda jutting out on the left-hand side, and the high pointed roof spiked with chimneys and immaculately white gables, and the oeil-de-boeuf in the attic gazing out like the round, bright eye of a reassuring giant, trimmed with sculpted wood all around. I want to see the strange sharp roofs again, how they covered the bow-windows and were fringed in winter with icicles. I want to see the windows glistening in the cool air again, caressed whenever a gentle breeze blew through the branches of the trees that had grown too near the House. I want to see the big House again, with its ornate wooden pillars framing the entrance, and their warm varnish of solid caramel, and the stained glass window of intertwining flowers which, when the sun shone through it, caused shards of color to filter into the hall. The hall itself, painted with a huge trellis of tropical foliage, glowed a soft blue. From there the spiral staircase wound its way upwards in a whirlwind of coppery wood.

			Everything was open, and smells from the kitchen would waft out unrestricted, permeating the entire House. From the salon to the attic, voices murmured, like a restful mountain stream flowing within the walls. Deep in my ears I can still hear it. The parquet creaks and gives off a scent of pine, and even the lightest of our childhood footsteps causes the thick floorboards to moan. We run up the staircase, because it’s more fun to feel dizzy when you reach the top. The corridor on the first floor leads to the rooms that were our aunt’s and uncle’s when they were small, and which they still occupy when they come back to visit with our cousins. And those cousins sleep directly across from the bedroom I share with Harriett. It’s more practical for playing, they have only to cross the corridor and whisper the password at the door to let us know that they’re not bothersome grownups come to scatter everything with their long clumsy legs. At the very end of the corridor there’s a bathroom, the green one, with its window that squeaks a little, but which overlooks part of the orchard. Opposite, there is Great-Aunt Babel’s room, for when she comes for a visit, her trunks oozing camphor. When they’ve all gone away again, we have almost the whole floor to ourselves. We can’t really play on the second floor, it’s our parents’ floor, and it’s a serious place, with the two most spacious bathrooms. Lastly, lucky Louisa has her own bathroom, with a little porcelain tub behind her wardrobe. Because she’s the eldest daughter, she has the biggest bedroom all to herself. But I wouldn’t swap my room with her for anything on earth, because if I did, Harriett and I would no longer be able to make so much noise, given how near we would be to our parents’ room. That’s also where the storage room is, which we no longer even use for games of hide-and-seek: we know only too well that it’s the first place anyone thinks of when it’s time to hide. The best hiding place is, naturally, the attic. It’s not as big as when Petit Père was a boy because since then they’ve divided it in two, to make a garret room for Klaus. I like Klaus’s room. It smells of boy, because he doesn’t open the window very often. And as the grownups never go up there, no one bothers us. We can hear how the roof creaks on stormy nights, and there’s something so comforting about being in that warm attic room; like a cocoon of wood hanging above the forest.

			 

			But the images reel past in faded colors, emptied of life. Faces are blurred, and that’s the most painful thing of all, to realize that the image of my family, young and alive, has been lost forever. And I have been lost. Who was I at the age of eight? Now that old age bends my back and twists my fingers, I can sense how annoyed I would have been, as a child, by the person I am now, encumbered by everything that no longer exists. I would have hated this puppet theater I constantly evoke to replay dead images. Who were we, in the woods and in our bedrooms, in the kitchen where the soup is steaming? I manipulate the marionettes, and their faces vanish. It doesn’t matter, there comes a time when some have become so familiar that we no longer even need their physical presence for them to be there. We can only say we truly know someone when we’ve grown up with them. Our individual development has been lightly colored by that of others, like water into which a drop of syrup has fallen, a single drop, enough to color the entire glass a pale mint. I know exactly what Petit Père or Louisa would have made of such a comment, I can still see Petite Mère’s smile when she watched us dance on a spring evening. And so, I sense that, for a while, in the body I have today, this awkward creaking body, I’m reliving the days that ended and the days that followed, in the depths of the House.

			 

			I want to remember the glorious children’s voices as our limbs tangled together, Petit Père’s cold, modest affection, Petite Mère’s bursts of inspiration when she suddenly sprang up from the table, grabbed her brushes from the jar on the buffet, and rushed out to her studio in a corner of the veranda. I want to remember when Klaus, Louisa, and Harriett were still at the House, and Klaus was already on the threshold of adolescence. He was handsome, my big prodigy of a brother, brilliant, funny, insolent with talent. I wish I could complain, once again, about his playing one scale after the other at six o’clock in the morning, the sweet, hoarse lament of his trumpet waking the entire household. I want to see Louisa again, the loveliest of the daughters. It was as if she had absorbed all our mother’s radiance, leaving none for Harriett or me. I remember how I would go up to the second floor and drag my feet along the parquet past Louisa’s half-open door, and she was neither on her bed nor in her armchair but always at her bathroom mirror, gazing into her own eyes, searching for specks of gold deep in her iris. 

			What I would give to see the room again, with its two little beds side-by-side, Harriett’s and mine, and the lamp in the middle, the cause of so many fights between us, because I always wanted to read later into the night than she did. To see her sly little baby face before she hid under the comforter, shouting that I was keeping her from getting her eight hours’ sleep. “Then don’t get up so early,” I would say, jubilantly, turning the pages of my novel ever so slowly to enrage her all the more. “You know very well that Klaus will wake us up with his stupid trumpet, so switch off the light!” she protested, indignant, her eyes welling with tears as she punched her pillow. “I’ll switch off when I’ve finished my chapter.” “Show me how far you’ve got.” I showed her the wrong page, deliberately. “You see, I’m almost done,” I assured her. She began hissing like a snake, I was a liar, I was the worst sister ever, just wait until she told Louisa . . . She let the threat hang over me and shot me a furious look from under the sheets. Harriett constantly turned to our older sister to put an end to our quarrels, because Louisa was absolutely partial and unjust. She always sided with Harriett, who had adorable dark curls that Louisa loved to style, whereas my mop, she said, was “perplexifying.” But since Harriett was anything but docile, most of the time Louisa went out slamming the door and seeking refuge in her own room to dream of chandeliers and dinners among friends.

			 

			Even the House of my adolescent years: I wish I could see it. The House that haunted me every night in my student lodgings, and which made me hate the Collège and curse my studies. They had torn me from my home, from my life, from my walks in the woods and my afternoons reading curled up on the too-hard window ledge. But the elation of Friday evenings! I hurried to the train, leapt onto my seat, fidgeted with impatience, and then my lips spread wide in an irrepressible grin, as the inexorable machine carried me far away from the towers of the City. How I loved that moment of arrival at the station, although it seemed endless until we got there, then seeing Petit Père by the open trunk that was just waiting for my suitcase, with Harriett already there in the car, because she finished earlier on Fridays.

			 

			

			“Madame Aberfletch? Can you hear me? I’m putting your tray on the desk, you can eat when you like.”

			And here’s the cheery nurse who comes and dispels everything with her rose-scented perfume. She can go to hell with her white coat and insolent youth, that limpid voice of hers, a lively young woman who goes home in the evening. She must yearn for summer all year long, that season of melting bodies, and endless sunlit evenings. 

	 
		

	
		
			
SUMMER


		
		

	
		
			  


			There was nothing I liked better than summer at the House. Everything was radiant, in the muggy languor of vacations that seemed endless, drawn out by long days of delicious ennui. With the first heat of June everything began to sparkle, to brim with life. The maples and spruces seemed to overflow with an incandescent sap; the grass was a brash green, splashed with vast sheets of sunlight.

			 

			Everyone returned from the City, flooding back toward the familiar countryside, to forests suffused with lustrous shade. You had only to stand at the edge of the woods to feel the resin-­scented wind exhale its murmur. When we were children, my father’s brother and sister, Uncle Bertie and Aunt Hilde, came every summer with their families. Such joy when we were told, “Your cousins will be here this evening!” The day was suddenly filled with impatient agitation, as we hopped in circles around the salon, and when Petit Père scolded us, back up the staircase we’d go, stifling our nervous laughter. The afternoon was spent in a flurry of preparations; I loved helping my parents, with painstaking attention. Like a petty despot I took care that the attic had been aired out, that the toy chests were open, and that the sheets had been carefully folded on the beds. I went tearing down the spiral staircase, waxed for the occasion; I whirled around the entrance hall where the crushed light of the stained-glass window fell. I went twenty times or more into the kitchen, leaned over the stove, breathed in the fumet as I raised the lid of each soup tureen with a trembling hand. I knew that this was the signal, when the food was almost ready: our cousins would be here any minute, and in no time we would all be sitting at the table together amid an unbearable hubbub of loud laughter, releasing the frenzy of a long day’s waiting.

			 

			The evening our cousins arrived, every year in early summer, was always the same. As a rule, they were exhausted from their day on the road—the hot breath of tar, the stifling closeness of traffic, the sun reflected on the bright surface of the car. But still we gathered eagerly around the table. When everything seemed to be dancing with light and laughter and pleasant smells, when we were constantly interrupted in our storytelling by a dish being passed around, or another story suddenly being told at the other end of the table, and when I leaned back in my chair to examine furtively everyone we hadn’t seen since Christmas, I was as if plunged in a bath of liquid joy, golden and sparkling, fragrant with the scent of honey from Uncle Bertie’s cigars, or the thyme permeating the juice from the chicken. My gaze circled the table, moving automatically over familiar faces, to catch on those of my girl cousins, ever prettier with each passing year. I was fascinated more than anything by their nose, small and round, which came from Bertie’s in-laws. He had not been spared our family nose, long and hooked, where light glided as if on a blade. Amelia and Magda took after their mother in every way, a sort of fair, fleshy grace, the skin below their neck all rosy, a skin of fresh petals pearling with water in crystal-clear vases. Always seated side by side, cautiously passing the pitcher when it was placed before them, they laughed wholeheartedly at all of Klaus’s or Harriett’s pranks. Every summer, as soon as the two cousins had climbed out of the car and set foot on the steps up to the entrance, they would look Louisa up and down, as she did them. In the first moments of their reunion we were never certain they wouldn’t tear each other to pieces or exchange the typical catty remarks pretty girls make; on the contrary, they fell into each other’s arms and went into the House, laughing, leaving in their wake a scent of precious oils. Harriett and I didn’t spend much time with these cousins, who were the same age as Louisa and similar in character. We were little pests, noisy and rather troublesome, I believe. Klaus showed no particular interest in his cousins and sat at the table next to Aleksander, my aunt Hilde’s beloved son. In addition to the typical Aberfletch nose, Aleksander had a steel gaze which clashed with the murky-pond depths of our own eyes. His hair was lighter, more ashen than ours, and he held his head very straight, catching the light from the dining room lamp, which cast its warm glow over the entire table. Aleksander and Klaus didn’t really get on all that well, but as they were the eldest children, they had learned to coexist in a sort of defiant brotherhood, halfway between rivalry and solidarity. They vied in dexterity when it came to pouring the water, to see who could raise the pitcher highest without the fine flow of water straying from its course. We applauded, staring as the troubled water quickly filled the glass, and shouted the moment it was about to spill over.

			The grownups were nervous and sent us to bed early, telling us not to “carry on until all hours like last year.” We exchanged gleeful gazes with the cousins at that point, our complicity suddenly revived by that reminder of a shared past. For a split second memories bathed in summer light streamed past our inner gaze, trembling with laughter and scraped knees. We went up to our cousins’ room with them, dancing, so excited to have them here again, and Klaus acted the “eldest” and said, with a growl of his fine voice, which was in the process of changing, “I’m going up to my room. Behave yourselves, kids.” Aleksander seemed a little put out: although he was the same age as Klaus, he was obliged to share a room with his girl cousins, whom he cheerfully ignored most of the time. Louisa and Klaus disappeared into the gloom of the stairway, and Harriett, our cousins, and I stood in the dark corridor of neutral territory between our two bedrooms. We were so glad to see their suitcases through the half-open door, miraculously brought up by a devoted parent; they now lay on their respective beds in the yellow lamplight. This room was empty all year round, the bed bases cold and bare, except when our cousins came. We got out huge clean sheets for them, still smelling of the lavender scattered throughout the wardrobes. On the first evening the cousins still looked tired, but seemed truly happy to be back. Harriett and I stood in their doorway, watching as they ran to the window, as if to make sure the view hadn’t changed since the previous summer. Then, satisfied, they rubbed their eyes, yawned, and wished us good night. I took Harriett forcefully by the shoulder to lead her back into our room, because she was far too wound up to sleep, and wanted to play, right now—hide-and-seek in the dark, or spy on the grownups, or sneak up on Klaus in his garret, creeping ever so quietly up the stairs so they wouldn’t creak. I told her we had every evening, all summer long, to play, and she came along, her resignation tinged with delight.

			 

			As I lay in bed staring up at the ceiling, now veiled in blue shadow, I felt the weight of the two floors above me, and I could sense the busyness of the grownups as they cleared the table below us, with the warm murmuring of their husky voices. I listened to the night noises of bedtime preparations, Louisa upstairs walking hurriedly from her bathroom to her bed, the cousins on the other side of the corridor putting their things away in wardrobes, disembarking, settling in, taking possession once again of the room they came to every summer. I felt part of a whole, now, surrounded by the people I loved, and the House, full at last with this large family who shared my blood, had truly come alive. I knew it wasn’t such a bad thing, that we’d gone to bed a little early tonight, because there would be other evenings. Harriett always ended up breaking the silence, her husky little voice saying, “Isn’t it great the cousins are here.” Any other night I would have told her to be quiet, because I didn’t feel like talking. But there I was, curled up in my sheets, and the summer breeze was blowing gently against the shutters. So I answered, simply, “Yes it’s really great.” We talked about what we’d do the following day. In the near total obscurity of the room, all I could see of Harriett was a dark little mass on the pillow swollen with a lighter shadow, enormous in comparison to her head. This was my favorite moment of the day, the flow of promises, plans, and ideas made even wilder because they were already mingling with a semi-conscious store of dreams. We slipped into silence, like a flash of light on the surface of a pond, and waves of sleep closed over our eyes.

			 

			We let the days flow past like a stream of liquid light. It was a precious time of yielding hours, evanescent mornings, endless afternoons.

			 

			The morning was always a time for each of us to be alone. You could hardly tell anyone else lived in the House, we were all so silent, with the closed doors of those who were sleeping in, the empty salon still smelling of Bertie’s honey cigars.

			I always woke before Harriett, because my bed was closer to the window, and a ray of white sunlight filtered through the slits in the shutters to mark out a warm spindle on my sheets. I stayed there for a few minutes, but then I heard the birds outside, the confused buzzing of wasps against the window frame, and I had a certain mad urge to look at the garden, to see the sparkling morning lawn spread wide before my gaze, and to feel the glorious breeze billowing my dress. So as to avoid waking Harriett, I didn’t open the shutters. My eyes, which had adjusted to the pale shadow could easily make out the obstacles between my bed and the door. I slowly made my way out of the room, careful not to cause the floor to creak. My toes first encountered the hard solid floor, then the scratchy carpet that tickled the soles of my feet. I cautiously avoided the sharp corners of our beds, the toy chest, and the wardrobe, and I glanced anxiously at the little round form curled beneath her flowered comforter, to make sure she hadn’t moved. Then I put one hand on the door handle, the other on the latch, and I pulled abruptly, so that the door wouldn’t groan—a poorly oiled door always makes more noise when you open it slowly. The morning light flooding the corridor left me unsteady for a moment. The row of closed doors intimidated me, made it impossible to tell whether I was the first one up or not. Still rather dazed, I went down the staircase. There, too, I had to avoid causing the wood to squeal, to be careful where I put my feet, choosing certain steps over others, so I took giant steps, clinging to the banister to keep my balance. It was the first adventure of the day, to be repeated every morning. 

			When I went through the deserted hall, the foliage appeared terrifying now as the morning light cast a cold shimmer. The painted flowers looked smudged, like ancient stars disappearing. The tiles were always freezing, and I hurried on to the kitchen. There the clock was ticking, and it was the only moment of the day I noticed it, because the rest of the time its mechanical pulsing was hidden by the sounds of the House—the laughter, voices, discordant clatter of pots and pans being put away. The kitchen was cool, the windows and shutters had been left open onto the garden to allow the night air to circulate. In the morning, we had to banish the bark-colored moths that had slipped in to huddle against the walls for warmth. They flew about clumsily, unable to find the way out, and their trembling wings flapped against the window panes.

			I closed the windows, biting my lip when they banged, rather loudly. The dishes by the sink had dried, and a puddle of cold water was dripping from the edge to the drain. I loved the kitchen windows, with their little white frames that looked out onto the waking orchard. I hoisted myself up onto the counter top, cluttered with jars and spatulas, and pressed my nose against the pane. Through the vapor of my breath I observed the vague outlines of the trees heavy with fruit. Timid emerald leaves quivered in the sun like little green-veined fish.

			I went into the salon, then the library, both deserted, and already I sighed with boredom. Honestly, the grownups were just too lazy, sleeping like this when the day was already on its way; it wouldn’t wait. Suddenly, I hear something moving overhead. Light slippers, making the parquet creak—now the game is to guess who it is. If they come down the staircase quickly, it will be Harriett or Klaus. Our cousins come down quickly too, but not as quickly as us, especially the first few days; they have to get used again to certain tricky steps with shiny wood. A slow, heavy step, that will be Uncle Bertie. In the morning Bertie smells incredibly nice, because he always has his bath before coming down, and once I saw him generously splashing eau de Cologne onto his freshly shaven neck with the palm of his hand. The skin under his chin turns red and shiny, blooming in his wake is the smell of tall grasses swaying in the wind.

			Then, gradually, the entire House was astir, stretching, yawning, throwing open all the windows onto the garden. The wind caused the white sheets to billow, and scattered pollen onto pillows. Our cousins came down one after the other, their little faces still drowsy, with crease marks from the sheets on their warm cheeks, and Aleksander with his coarse flaxen hair tufting on his brow. The grownups let their large, evanescent presence drift around the kitchen sink, busily passing bowls to each other as they discussed how they’d slept. Hilde always complained a little because the bed springs squeaked, and Bertie said he slept very well, as he pinched Suzy’s waist, his “Little Lady” with her rosebud face. Breakfast for us was hastily dispatched, no time to lose, you’ve slept enough you lazy lot, the garden awaits, we have loads of cabins to build in masses of trees thronged with birds. It was as if my lungs, filled with the morning air, had given my voice greater resonance and, with the help of my faithful first mate Harriett, we very quickly aroused the enthusiasm of the entire gang, and were already inventing a host of projects, while our parents were having coffee that was already too hot for this balmy morning. A dash of cold water on our faces by the sink, then the rallying cries, as we bent over the banister: “Everyone to the garden!” “Where’s Klaus?, ” “Already in the shed?,” “And what are Amelia and Magda up to?”

			 

			The way we could run! A swarm of curls bobbing in the sun, always taking the same path; the same enchantment seized us every morning, at the same hour of the vast blue sky. We scrambled out the front door, pushing it open with our little hands still pale with early summer, and we leapt down all the steps in one bound. On landing in the soft grass we were once again in contact with the earth. A new impulse, and down the verdant slope we charged. Long blades of grass tore at our ankles, clung to our calves, and grasshoppers leapt around us in a chaotic jig. The edge of the forest: we held our breath. The shade was blue, and the first rays of sunlight angled through the leaves with gold. There was a lovely smell of resin, that fine resin that has distilled all night into a nectar of sap. Klaus ran fastest. Harriett was hot on our heels, she did her best but she was little, and as she ran she shrieked at the top of her lungs. Magda, Amelia, and Louisa hopped along like nymphs, as if setting garlands of pearls on the moss that brushed against their feet. That was their role, in fact, to decorate each new cabin, each rough wooden shelter. “They have good taste,” our parents often said, heartened by their grace, reassured of their future ease in finding husbands and having children.

			It was always Klaus and Aleksander who chose the copse. For several years we’d settled in the same group of trees with low-hanging branches that had little moss on them and offered plenty of irregularities for handholds and footholds, with very dark blue leaves that always looked polished with frost. We went back there every day—even when we were on the lookout for other spots—to vary a bit, to expand our colony, explore the world, and have an emergency shelter in the event of an attack, a storm, or a solar explosion. Our main cabin was built a little like the House. A very pointed roof, very high. The first summer or two we could all stand inside it, then Klaus and Aleksander grew taller, and in any case they wanted to have their own private cabins, for boys, far away from the girls. It took them a summer or two to secede from us, and, paradoxically, those were the most thrilling summers of our entire childhood. Abandoned, left behind, we girls had to take things in hand and share our tasks in order to protect our territory from the boys, who hid in the surrounding bushes to frighten us, to steal our sticks and ropes and flat stones. Harriett and I were the scouts. It was far and away the most exciting role, but also the most terrifying. Hearts racing as we crouched behind a tree in order to glance over our shoulders. Incandescent warriors, amazon queens with fiery manes, spear in hand, dagger at our thigh, we were as silent and supple as panthers as we crept through the forest, our fingers tense around our grubby dew-laced sticks. Our mission was to locate the new cabin the boys had built and, if need be, destroy their base, to force them back into the ranks. Amelia kept watch, because she was tall and could stay up in a tree for hours, fiddling with her hair. Moreover, she had a piercing cry; we’d had ample opportunity to hear it. Louisa was in charge of provisioning and liaising with the House. She saw to the wood supply, should we want to enlarge the cabin, or make repairs after nights of strong wind. As for Magda, she proclaimed herself princess of the forest and wandered among the trees, grandiloquent and sovereign, a crown of lichen woven into her blond hair. When we came back empty-handed with Harriett, after we’d scoured every corner of the forest, or so it seemed, we all made an effort to do without the boys, and our excitement waned. We were just a bit weary of staying in this chilly forest where the sun filtered so reluctantly, and we began to dream of the lovely warmth that must be glazing the vegetable garden or the veranda, back there by the House. And besides, we missed the boys. It was different when they were there, reassuring us with their piercing, chivalrous cries, their sturdy calves and the faint, fair down on their tanned arms. We felt we were all part of a harmonious tribe, where everyone had their place. Deep down, we didn’t like this sedition business. 

			 

			All our rituals, all our songs have been forgotten. We should have written them down in a notebook, I should have had it here, in a drawer, and I could have taken it out, to immerse myself even deeper in those golden woods, when we were ten years old. I remember a few things, childhood refrains, vague and distant like a cowbell at the far end of a meadow. Oh yes, it smells of pigs in Klaus’s digs, we sang. Children are relentless: I think that’s what we sang whenever we went up to Klaus’s garret room. It smells of pigs in Klaus’s digs, Harriett adored saying it, she thought it was fabulous, very well put, it sounded terrific. We had our own special little expressions; they lasted a few months then vanished. As adolescents we brought them up again, gushing, Remember what we used to sing to Klaus, when we were little, and we’d try it again, to make our big brother laugh. One summer the cousins had a tune in their heads, some current hit, and everyone vaguely made fun of the singer’s voice, as croaky as a frog’s, but we all ended up humming the tune to ourselves. It would just be there, without warning, when we were washing our hands, for example. Our gaze lost in the stream of water over our soapy fingers, we’d catch ourselves by surprise, humming that silly tune. 
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