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This October morning, the small town of Saint-Clair exuded the tranquility of places where time seems to have fallen asleep. The slate roofs gleamed under a milky sky, crossed by the nonchalant flight of tits. On Rue des Tilleuls, shopkeepers were unfurling their signs with the happy slowness of people sure that nothing would come to disturb the order of things. At the bakery "Aux Pains Doux," Madame Duval, a plump woman with cheeks as rosy as ripe peaches, was already lining up apple turnovers while humming an old song by Barbara. Her husband, Julien, a municipal gardener with a back bent from years of sculpting the rose bushes on the “Place de la Mairie”, was sipping his coffee while smiling at their only daughter. Léa. Léa is their shining star.

Léa walked to school, her burlap bag swinging against her hip. At seventeen, she had inherited her father's verdigris eyes and her mother's dimples, but her gaze betrayed a melancholy depth that stood out against that angelic face. This Monday was like any other: same hurried steps on the shiny cobblestones, same rebellious lock of hair escaping from her bun, same scent of toast that followed her from the family shop. Yet something in the crisp air of this nascent season rang out like a warning.

— You forgot your snack, my dear!

Exhausted, her mother stopped her at the rusty school gate, her salt-and-pepper hair clinging to her temple. She slipped a bag of still-warm cookies into Léa's pocket.

— Mom, I'm not in CP anymore, Léa whispered with a tender smile.

—To me, you will always be my little forest fairy, she retorted, adjusting her daughter's scarf.

The philosophy class started in the usual stale atmosphere. The room smelled of damp chalk and old notebooks, punctuated by the ticking of a capricious clock. Léa sat down by the window, where the autumn light caressed her open sketchbook. For two years, Mathis's face occupied every empty page. His messy black hair, the moon-shaped scar on his cheekbone, and the legacy of a bicycle fall at the age of twelve were all visible. She drew his hands above all, those fine pianist's fingers that had embraced her during their first kiss, behind the bandstand.

The professor, a lanky man with threadbare suits and a three-day beard, was scribbling a topic on the board. Is love a prison or a free territory?

Léa chewed on her pen, her heart suddenly heavy. Mathis hadn't answered her messages in three days.

— Miss Duval?

She jumped. In her pocket, her phone vibrated. She received a text message from Mathis. Mathis. Her thumb skidded across the screen.

"Léa. It doesn't work anymore. Staying in your own world has become annoying. I'm going out with Élisa. Don't worry, we'll stay friends."

The pen slipped from her fingers. It hit the floor with a sharp snap, a violent echo in the silence. Around her, the whispers died away. The professor's voice broke into muffled echoes... Prison... Free... Love... The letters danced before her eyes. She stood up so abruptly that her chair creaked.

— I... I don’t feel well.

She ran.

This morning, the high school hallways, typically brimming with laughter and the sound of lockers slamming, appeared to extend endlessly. The anti-bullying posters, the anonymous graffiti on the walls... Everything was blurry. She stumbled down the stairs, catching the banister just in time. You’ve become annoying. The words echoed through her mind, matching the chaotic rhythm of her heartbeat.

When she pushed open the door to her room, an organized mess of art books and ripped-open paint pots, the first object that struck her was the gray sweater forgotten on the bed. Mathis's. Still impregnated with his scent, a mixture of lemongrass and vanilla e-cigarette. She hugged it to her, inhaling the fragrance that once made her close her eyes in happiness. Then, with an angry gesture, she threw it against the mirror. The glass cracked, multiplying her reflection into a thousand pieces of a broken girl.

Outside, the wind had picked up. It made the chrysanthemums that his father had planted under his window dance— those cemetery flowers, he always said with an embarrassed laugh. Léa collapsed on the floor, her back against the cold radiator. In the half-light, the drawings pinned to the wall took on the air of mocking ghosts. All those smiling Mathis, all those hearts engraved in red ink... She grabbed her notebook, dipped her brush in a glass of stagnant water, and drew a line until there was nothing left but a black tide.

Somewhere down below, his mother's soft voice drifted up with the smell of burning cookies.

— Lea? Do you want to talk, my darling?

She buried her face in her hands. The tears finally came. Silent. Burning. As salty as the sea, her father, the gardener who had never left Saint-Clair, dreamed of.
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The next morning, Saint-Clair woke up under a leaden sky, as if time itself were holding its breath. The shutters of the bakery "Aux Pains Doux" remained closed, a rare thing, and the smell of hot croissants did not come to tickle the nostrils of passers-by. In the kitchen, Madame Duval watched over a silent stove, her eyes fixed on the spiral staircase that led to Léa's room. Since the day before, her daughter had neither eaten nor spoken more than three words.

— She'll come down eventually, Julien murmured, tearing a dead leaf from a geranium.

He spoke to his plants as if they were children, with the husky gentleness of men accustomed to making themselves understood without words. But today, even the rose bushes seemed to lean toward the house, anxious.

Léa, for her part, had been staring at the ceiling for hours. The cracks in the plaster outlined imaginary continents where she would have liked to escape. Mathis' sweater still lay at the foot of the cracked mirror, but its lemongrass scent had evaporated, replaced by a musty smell. Stay cool. The words of the text message danced behind her closed eyelids, cruel and mechanical, like a refrain of evil poetry.

There was a knock at the door.

— Lea? I made pancakes... I made your favorite pancakes, with cinnamon.

Her mother's voice barely trembled, but Leah sensed the flaw. She stood up, wrapped in an oversized sweatshirt that had belonged to her grandfather, and opened the door a crack. The steaming tray slid into the crack, carried by hands that had caressed a thousand balls of dough without ever losing their delicacy.

— Thank you, Mom.

She sat on the floor, her back against the bed, and absently dipped a piece of pancake into the maple syrup. The sugar burned her tongue. It was as intense as the coffee she had consumed yesterday. She was flooded with memories of the classroom, the stained notebook, and the blind race through the hallways. She pushed the plate away.

Downstairs, her father was beginning to whistle “La Vie en rose,” his universal remedy for sorrow. Léa cracked the window open. The humid air bit her cheeks. In the garden, the mauve chrysanthemums were bending in the wind, their petals resisting with a stubbornness that made her angry. Why are they still standing?

She grabbed her phone, which had been off since the night before. The screen lit up with about twenty notifications. Messages from Enzo, her best friend: "Where are you? Don't worry, I'll take care of that jerk. A voicemail from Clara, her drawing roommate: "Léa, come back to class... We need you for the poster project." And nothing. There was no response from Mathis.

Her trembling fingers opened Instagram. Elisa. Official. The private account of Mathis's new girlfriend, a fitness influencer, boasts 50,000 followers and a smile as bright as toothpaste. Léa scrolled through the photos. There they were together at the gym, their muscles bulging and their laughter too white for words. She took a selfie in front of the high school, her hand resting on Mathis's moon-shaped scar. His scar. He had told her about his scar one evening under the stars, in a falsely detached tone that made her melt.

A sob escaped her hoarse animal. She swiped the screen with the back of her hand, sending the phone flying against the wall. The cork shell cracked.

— Lea? Is everything okay?

This time, it was his father's voice.

She imagined his calloused hands gripping the attic ladder, his boots covered in dirt. He was going up. She couldn't stand this. This was not an act of sympathy. Their love was not perfect.

— Yes, Dad! Just... Just a book that fell.

She picked up the phone, turned off the cracked screen, and lay down facing the wall. The Frida Kahlo posters stared at her, those stern eyebrows that looked like they defied pain. “Feet, what for if I have wings to fly?” she had written at the bottom of a sketch. Léa closed her eyes.

When she opened them again, the sun filtering through the clouds cast shifting shadows on the tiles. The sound of scissors came from the courtyard. Her father was trimming the oleanders, still whistling. She stood up, her legs wobbly, and began to tidy her room. Mathis’s drawings ended up in a shoebox, the sweater in a trash bag. But when she tried to take down the photo of the two of them at the Jazz Festival, her fingers refused to let go of the frame.
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