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This is a work of fiction. 

It is entirely the product of the author’s imagination. 

References to real events, places, businesses and organisations are used fictitiously. The Pujol brasserie is not based on any real brasserie. The commune of Saint-Ermite is not based on any real commune. The Moulard family is not based on any actual family. None of the characters nor their names represent real people. Any resemblance to actual persons is coincidental and unintentional.
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Bella’s Wish

continues and concludes

the story told in my novel

Love
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And the air, scented just as I remember! The bus climbs between pale rocky slopes and tough thickets of evergreen, holm oak and broom, spiky juniper and gorse. Among them, the first wildflowers of spring. Even on such a journey as this, it is a joy. I gaze out exhausted, filled with the emotion that brought me here. The ride will take most of an hour, a chance to sit back, to rest and to think.

––––––––
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Of the birthday itself I remember little, only that it was a Sunday, we celebrated at home and Bella did not call. It had never happened before – that she didn’t phone on my birthday, not for thirty years or more. I dialled her number that evening. The French tone rang and rang, at last inviting me to leave a message après le bip sonore. 

‘We didn’t speak today,’ I said to the machine, ‘so I’m – you know, just making sure everything’s OK.’

Maybe it seems a small thing, a phone call. After all, there are a dozen other ways to make contact or send a message. Yet to speak to one another, to really talk, her slow, quiet, gently accented voice on the line, a birthday greeting, and always the long report of her latest frustrations and projects, had become our precious unbreakable custom. So it was that no matter where in the world Bella might be or with whom, whatever she was doing, or however long since we were together, the two of us remained always in touch. 

––––––––
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Half a gypsy, three-quarters an English lady, Bella claimed to be Anglo-Indian and that was the skin tone she had. In truth, she seemed more mixed than that, the ‘Anglo’ perhaps including a few Portuguese colonists. And the surname – her name is Isabella Donna de Winter – surely came down from some other history. The whole family were deeply if irreligiously Catholic, somehow in thrall to that gilded darkness.

She was mesmerizingly beautiful in our young day, fey, alluring, with long, nearly-black hair in waves and something disturbingly sorrowful in her dark gaze. Hardly above average in height, yet she had a tall woman’s ease with dress. Slender, loose-limbed, in her every movement was grace. And that beauty never left her.

––––––––
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A grown woman, especially when she’s pushing eighty years of age, can surely do as she wishes. In any case, doing as she wished had always been Bella’s way. If she were too busy, for example, she had no need to explain. 

Just after switching out the light I mentioned it to Penny. ‘Bella didn’t call. I hope she’s all right.’

‘Probably away somewhere, can’t get a signal.’ Penny turned on her side in the darkness and said nothing more. 

‘Yeah, maybe.’ But I couldn’t sleep.

At dawn an overcast sky gradually brightened to pale grey above November’s silhouetted trees. I went to my desk to compose an email. ‘Hi Bel...’ 

Surely there would be an answer before the end of the day. But there was nothing. 

In the evening Penny urged me to forget it. ‘Look, if it was anyone else, you wouldn’t care.’ Which was true.

––––––––
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◆◆◆
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In the everyday meaning of the word, to ‘love’ is simply to ‘like very much’, said as much of chocolate creams or fast cars as of a wife or daughter. However, there is something else, not the same as liking, and it too is called love.

The language of old Greece, it is said, had many words for love. They were not synonyms, for each named a quite separate emotion. The English language too understands all these moods. Eros we know about, its yearning for the beloved body and soul, for the ecstasy of embrace, for shared rapture between the sheets. Philia is a deep bond of friendship, the truest love; Storge, the passion for belonging, kinship and nationhood; Agape a greater love, spiritual and transcendent, embracing mankind and all creation; Pragma the down-to-earth devotion of a marriage that works, fond and forgiving. Philautia is amour propre. 

Others have been added to the list: Philoxenia, love of strangers; Mania, the adulation of a fan, maybe too the fixation of a stalker or a Humbert Humbert; Ludus, the pure joy of camaraderie. 

But we are not ancient Greeks. Like some sort of alchemy in reverse, these sublime essences when combined become painful and complex. Weave in strands of poignant Topophilia, love of place; Nostalgia, love for what is forever lost; finally, potent elixir, love for the idea of love, for which perhaps even the Greeks do not have a word, just as we do not. From these tangled skeins was knit my loyalty to Bella. 

However, Penny was perfectly right, I had no claim on Bella. She had my messages and could reply if she wished. Over the next days and weeks a score of dread imaginings pursued me. She might at this moment be in pain, in despair, in trouble. With horrible clarity I pictured her lying on the tile floor, ill or injured or worse. 

Bella’s own birthday came and went, our greeting not acknowledged. Her mobile was still on voicemail. And the landline number, according to the automated French voice, was now hors service, out of service.

Just to be sure I wasn’t missing anything, I checked every social media platform I could think of. It turned out that Bella was on Twitter (or X, rather). Nothing else. No Facebook, no Instagram, nothing. And on X she had never posted.

Contacting a mutual friend would be sensible. The most obvious was Paul. Surely, despite everything, Bella would still pick up the phone for Paul! 

Paul was her first love, for years her partner and father of her first child, Tulipe. He was one of my oldest friends too, the two of us at the grammar school, Bella at the girls’ high. In fact, it was I who introduced them, if our casual teen encounters, flirting and banter and party-going could be called introductions. 

But it would certainly be better to choose someone else. Paul and Bella split up long, long ago; a whole generation ago. He had never been a good companion to her, or to anyone. 

Who else to choose? We had many friends in common once, few now. In youth one makes plenty of friends; in middle age, loses them. Yet the shared experience of having been young together never quite leaves. A bond remains. 

My memory scanned their names and faces. It settled on Emma. She had been so much part of our world, with Penny at university and then in France when we all moved there together. I had returned from India, Paula and Bella from America; Penny and Emma and Biggie wanted to leave England. 

The move to France came, I think, as the postscript of the Sixties. The exhilarated mood of that era was over. The fervour for radical change had fallen far short of its dreams. The first, most foolish stage of our youthful folly was likewise reaching its end. For all that, France kept the sense of rebellion and the romance of Soixante-Huit. Defiant Languedoc was chosen to be our new home.

There we would live together forever as marginaux, dropouts, people on the margins. Paul bought an abandoned acre of cleared ground in the wooded garrigue – it too was marginal, above the sunlit sea of vines, out of sight at the end of a long track. It provided a squalid, makeshift self-sufficiency and a never-ending party spirit. Emma (with Biggie) and Bella (with Paul) became pregnant at the same time. Some of us, though, Penny and I among them, hungered for privacy and running water and moved into nearby village houses.

Biggie’s death at a country crossroads in France was his own fault, driving like the fool he was, drunk at the wheel, probably stoned too. He and Emma had had their baby boy only months before, and for all the wrong reasons. Fatherhood most definitely didn’t suit Biggie. He was confused and aimless, reckless to the point of madness. 

After the funeral I lost touch with everyone. It’s funny how a death affects people in different ways. The group broke apart as if we’d all had a realisation about the future. We were in our thirties. 

Paul – always inclined to disappear for a spell – now vanished completely. Emma moved in with Bella and for a while the two women lived together like that, lone hippy mothers with their untrained infants. I believed their heartfelt support for one another in that terrible moment surely must have become a lifelong bond. 

That was the last time we saw Emma. 

––––––––
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I had no contact details for her. But it proved easy to track Emma down. Like Biggie, she was a musician and a singer. I simply Googled her name and up she came as a performer with a folk group in Essex. She had a website with an email address – and a picture. This was no hippy, not even an ex-hippy. The luscious russet hair I remembered was now grey and tied tightly back. She was demurely dressed, with a slight smile, knowing, compassionate. A clever picture. She had aged well, I thought, with a kindly grandmotherly look. I could just picture her playing traditional folk songs.

After so long I could hardly get in touch only to ask for news of Bella. Besides, Penny and I really were curious to meet Emma again. I emailed that we were going to visit Biggie’s grave, and it would be nice if she wanted to join us. She replied that she would love to.

Guided by the sat-nav along rural lanes avoiding the large market town of Colchester, we reached the causeway – the Strood, as it is known – onto Mersea Island, a strange little mud-fringed world cut off at every high tide. 

As we crossed the Strood, the waters and lowering sky were alike slate grey, the daylight subdued, the air raw. The quiet scene had all the melancholy that the English coast in winter can offer. It touched the heart. Multitudes of seabirds turned in great groups together over the channel, gulls, lapwing, plover. Elegant white egret stepped in reedy shallows on their stilty legs. Crowds of dunlin scurried at the edges. A vast gathering of handsome widgeon grazed in marshes beneath a frosty mist. On the far shore yachts and dinghies were tied up for the season.

The cemetery lies back from a residential street. We arrived early and walked along a central avenue of lime trees, beside a small sad group of children’s graves. From shrubs still in leaf came the jaunty whistling serenade of a robin and tiny chattering notes of unseen finches. 

Chestnut and fine cedar rose high over rows of graves adorned with fallen leaves and plastic roses. We found Biggie’s grave beneath one of the tall trees. 

We had brought a posy of blue flowers and without solemnity or blessing placed them on the slab. The pain of loss, after so long, caught me by surprise. It grasped my throat so I could hardly breathe and pricked my eyes. I had not realised how much I still missed him.

––––––––
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Emma’s searching gaze caught mine as she came through the cemetery gates. There was instant recognition, although she was seemingly in disguise – as an elderly woman, much older than in her website photo, quite simply a respectable and rather sour senior citizen, not especially kindly or grandmotherly. No doubt she had similar thoughts about us. We do all look shockingly like our grandparents, a poignant reminder (while standing in a graveyard!) that we are no mere individuals but each part of our tribe, a lineage. 

Yet somehow I could still see the younger woman in Emma. She had the same fine, upright posture and rather taut features as before. There was always something severe built into a face that had not softened as much as I expected. It reminded me how she would ask Biggie to keep the noise down when he was practising. They had never been well-matched. Had he lived, I imagine their paths would in any case have diverged long before now. 

She even dressed just a little in the same style, the faintest echo of Mother Earth chic about her knitted shawl and loose frock. We hugged and kissed warmly as though time made no difference to anything. ‘Lovely to see you!’ Whatever it is that causes a slight friction between people, it was still there. 

We gazed for a moment at Biggie’s ornate headstone. Emma read aloud from the inscription, ‘“Bernard Thomas Bignell, musician, 1949–1981.” That’s nice, that you wanted to visit his grave!’ she said. ‘I never come here.’

‘A life unlived, like white noise,’ I mused. ‘What would he be like if he had lived?’

Emma shook her head sharply. ‘He was not destined to live.’ 

‘He still has an existence of sorts in our minds.’

Emma snorted and smiled benignly at this sophistry. She did not want to discuss Biggie. I suppose she must have been very angry with him for dying as he did, so stupidly. We walked away to sit on a bench. 

I said, ‘Do you ever hear from Bella? How’s she getting on?’

‘Don’t really know.’ Emma did not want to talk about Bella either. She wanted only to talk about how we had each used our brief allotted span. What work had we done, how had we lived, had we done good, left any legacy, what children did we have? What were they doing? In other words, what had we achieved? 

The conversation took a banal turn. Emma said she rarely performed any more. She was married to a retired teacher. Naturally all of us are retired now. Biggie and Emma’s baby boy, born on Paul’s land in the garrigue, had become a civil engineer for a county council in the Midlands. She had had another child with her husband.

‘Did you work, Penny?’ Emma asked politely. – ‘I worked at a West End law firm.’ – ‘Uh-huh.’ 

Emma revealed that she and her husband were active in their local church and in local charities. I was astonished. But then, no one could have foreseen the changes in my own life. 

Penny said we liked gardening and walking. I thought it wise of her not to mention city breaks and fine dining. Emma would certainly disapprove. 

In retrospect it might have been thoughtful to ask about her husband, far more important to her than the unlamented hard-living Bernard Thomas Bignell of her youth. Impatiently I returned instead to my topic. ‘Em, I’m really curious about Bella.’

‘Oh! Are you? I haven’t heard from her for ages. Months. Years.’

‘Not tempted to give her a call, are you?’

‘No, why?’

‘I’m wondering if she’s OK. She never answers my emails or texts. Normally she’s quick to respond. Now her phone has actually been disconnected. Maybe there’s something wrong.’

‘Didn’t pay the bill, I should think. Or gone away somewhere, doing something mad.’

‘I’m a bit concerned, that’s all.’

‘Sorry, I really have no news of her.’ The retort had a tart finality. Clearly I was wrong about their heartfelt friendship after all. However, a moment later Emma gave a different answer: ‘I don’t suppose Paul is in touch with her – are you still friendly with him?’

‘Yeah, I see Paul from time to time. I was thinking I’d ask him.’

‘How is it,’ Emma wondered, ‘that of all of us only Paul remained true to his beliefs? He never changed.’

I said, ‘Maybe he’s naive. The rest of us realised that our ideas to change the world were impossible.’ I wasn’t happy with my answer.

‘Or were misunderstood,’ she said. ‘We did change the world. Think how it used to be! Everyone stuck in their box. Uniformity and routine. Censorship. Respectability. All those men in grey suits. Wives making dinner, doing women’s work for women’s pay. We changed that. But then things got messed up again. Now it’s going back to the way it was.’

I shook my head. ‘Our parents’ generation made those changes. They were the revolutionaries. We were still just kids in the Sixties. Maybe it’s us that messed it up.’

‘In that case,’ she demanded tetchily, ‘what did our generation live for? Are you saying we achieved nothing?’

‘I think maybe...’ I tried to give a better answer, ‘Paul was always on a different trip to the rest of us. We wanted the freedom to be oneself. His thing was the land, the earth, tilling the soil, the rural community.’ 

Penny reflected, ‘Paul wanted a demanding life, and we didn’t. In the past he might have become a monk or something. A friar.’

‘Actually, he has changed,’ I said. ‘He used be an anarchist, now he’s a socialist.’ 

Penny corrected me: ‘No, Paul is simply a romantic. We only wanted a better society. Paul dreams of paradise. His community are Diggers and Levellers. “Work together, eat bread together” was their philosophy.’

‘That’s monkish,’ nodded Emma. 

‘And he lives in a closed world, too,’ I agreed. ‘And he abandoned Bella and Tulipe to pursue his ideals. Like a religious calling.’

‘Listen, about Bella,’ said Emma, ‘if there was anything wrong, she’d go to her family, wouldn’t she?’ She considered further, ‘I’ll tell who would know – Saffron. You remember Saffron? Florian’s daughter. Actually it’s Safran – French. She lives not far from Bel. I’m sure she could drive round there and make sure everything’s all right.’

‘Excellent idea! Only I don’t know Safran. I haven’t seen her since she was a child.’

‘Oh, she won’t mind.’ Emma scrolled through her phone, ‘Yes, here.’ She wrote a number in my notebook. ‘Have the email as well. Anyway, I’m sure your worries will turn out to be unnecessary.’ 

––––––––
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Bella’s daughters, Tulipe and Safran, had different fathers, lived in different eras, had different lives and hardly knew each other. 

Tulipe’s full name is, or was, Tulipe Hibou Garrigue. Tulipe for the red and yellow wildflowers of springtime in the South of France. Hibou [owl], a fancy of Bella’s, who repeatedly heard the gentle bell-like hoot of a scops owl in the long night of her contractions.

Garrigue is the wild, herb-scented scrub of the rocky Languedoc hills where Tulipe came into the world. Paul and Bella gave their baby this surname to be her very own, in defiance of patronage or kinship. The problem with inherited surnames is obvious. They indicate possession by a family, a father, a husband. All of us, back then, wanted urgently to throw off these antique constraints and become free and equal, with no taint of ownership or hierarchy. 

Safran, or Saffron, is Bella’s child by her second partner, the piratically dashing Florian (who built her beautiful house in the hills). By the time Safran was born, even hippy parents were taking a different view of surnames. Her full name is Safran Fleur de Winter. 

Tulipe was ten years old by then, a troubled girl; ‘impossible’, Bella called her, a constant reminder of the old life with Paul. With a new partner and a new baby to care for, Bella decided to send Tulipe away to a residential school far away in the mountains. Bella said the philosophy of the school was exciting, just right for her, very international, a loving place, wonderfully progressive and caring, that her little Tulipe would absolutely blossom! 

Tulipe had many reasons to hate her separated parents. She was profoundly unhappy at the boarding school, never speaking about, and never being asked about, her sufferings there. She hated them for naming her as they had, as if she were the plaything of their idealism. Reaching adulthood, she changed her name to Claudine Garrigue and moved to Québec, cutting all ties with Paul and Bella. Only to Safran did she even say adieu.

Of course, that was all a long time ago. During the Florian years we saw less of Bella. It might have been in those days that she and I began our regular phone calls. Eventually Florian left Bella for someone else and started a new family. Safran is a middle-aged woman now, a fashion designer, divorced, with children of her own. 

I emailed her in English, not sure if I might need to try again in French, to remind her of my existence and ask if she happened to know whether Bella was OK. A couple of days later, Safran replied in perfect English: 


My mother is not on speaking terms with me. Hasn’t been for a long time. Lately things are becoming even worse between us. She didn’t get in touch for my youngest’s 14th birthday last month, not even a card, which was very hurtful for him. I have tried reaching out to her with a few pictures of the boys – Jakob and Lukas – and also summoned up the courage to call her, without any response. Following your message, I have asked my boys to call on her at home next week. I’ll let you know how they get on. Best, Safran



––––––––
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To disappoint a child! It was unspeakable. No “happy birthday”, no gift, no card! To be so unkind to a young grandson. It was heartless.

Although – since Bella was prepared to cut herself off from her children, why not her grandchildren as well? Safran sent her report: 


The boys made some truffes au chocolat and went up on Lukas’s mobylette to give them to “Mamie” for Le Réveillon de Noël (she won’t celebrate it with the rest of us). It was the longest ride Lukas has ever done, a big adventure. Bella wasn’t in, so they went into the garden to rest and they actually saw her scrambling about on the hillside behind the house – there’s a little path that leads directly from her garden up into the garrigue. She came back down and said she was gathering mushrooms and fallen nuts and wild fruit. She put the chocolates into her basket, gave them a handful of cèpes and sanguins and told them it was not a good time to visit, so they came away. Didn’t even invite them into the house, after coming so far! To be honest I am concerned about her “mental state”. For the time being I have decided to just give her some space. The boys said she had not brushed her hair, but looked perfectly fit and well, which I hope helps to reassure you and put your mind at rest.



––––––––
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It did not put my mind at rest. Two teenage boys could not judge whether someone was fit and well. And I too was concerned about her mental state. I really did have to talk to Paul about her. He was once closer to Bella than any of us.

The rambling Victorian Gothic country house that Paul’s community share in deepest Dorset can be viciously cold in winter. They argue against wasteful heating and are robust enough to have no need of it. And there is mud! The mansion’s grand old fireplaces and wood stoves remain unlit until mud has been replaced with snow and ice. You have to dress for the visit rather as for a session of gardening. 

Penny and I have made the drive a few times before on the narrow, busy A-road to the South-West, the steeply rolling countryside to either side thrillingly beautiful. Richly varied fields and copses, stone walls and hedged lanes make a gorgeous woven coverlet of dark corduroy, muted greens and yellowed foliage upon the slopes. The sea to the south can sometimes be sighted where the road follows high ground, and inland, immense vistas over quiet, fertile English farmland and country towns. 

Rough tracks and glistening streams thread down the hills between small villages. At the end of our journey, along just such a rough track and beside such a stream we made our way to Paul’s house. It always feels quite unsuitable to arrive by car rather than, say, on foot or by horse-drawn cart!

Paul stepped forward with a face crumpled with pleasure and a big laugh, mighty hugs and a kiss on hairy cheeks. His hair and beard seemed not to have been brushed or trimmed for weeks – but that was quite usual. He looked marvellous in a frayed work shirt and baggy, threadbare flannel trousers. I do believe he was truly happy to see me, as I was to see him. It’s really a miracle that we still count each other as friends. There’s no common ground any more. Yet the warmth of years is there.

Once upon a time, as teenagers, no one was closer to me, confiding idiotic adolescent intimacies. Later I even shared a crummy divided bedsit with the pair of them – Paul and Bella. We never dropped a tab of acid together, but quantities of dope were smoked. Since he was also fond of drink and equally fond of argument, Paul could be a difficult presence in that small space, often in a belligerent, frustrated mood, even a shouting rage.

Bella and I would feel then like allies. It was her view that she and I shared ‘deep understanding’ because we both have Sagittarius rising and moon in Cancer; she considered such things important. At other times though, my deeper rapport was with Paul, perhaps owing to some other astrological configuration.

Music redeemed him utterly. He would sigh wearily, pick up his piano-accordion (“squeezebox”, he called it) or guitar (“ax”) and break into jigs, reels and quick country dances with joyous uplifting fluency. 

Bella knew how to dance ‘properly’ – foxtrot, quickstep and waltz – and yes, she showed me how and we danced together. She looked the part too. Somehow her “hippy” could almost double as “flapper girl”. Those were our best moments. Paul was also a surprisingly good singer; rousing Irish drinking songs, Guthrie-style American ballads or a wonderful chanson à la Brel or Brassens when the mood was right. I was fascinated by the expression on his face whenever he played, as if all his gaze turned inward.

Bella would sometimes add in notes like a backing singer. Paul and Bel made a beautiful couple back then, as gorgeous as models, a fixture on the scene throughout our twenties and thirties. A fixture in the sense that the sun and moon are fixtures in the sky, each in its own orbit. 

––––––––
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He had always been intent upon his own course. Even when we were still at school he was preoccupied with politics, a rather Kropotkin-esque intellectual rebel at first, later drawn into the muscular direct action of the Ecology movement, as it was known, roads protests, reclaim the streets, The Land is Ours.
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