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Prologue • The Melody Before Birth
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Warmth enfolds everything. A liquid hush, broken only by the steady thrum of a heartbeat far above—low, regular, spreading through the fluid in slow, rounded waves. Currents drift and turn, brushing against forming limbs, stirring fine hairs that register each movement as a subtle whisper. The space curves inward, protective. Sound arrives softened, persistent.

Beneath the rhythm, awareness gathers. Not drifting. Choosing. The pull is not instinct alone but intention—an inward tilt toward the vibration of existence itself. A quiet assent settles deep, carried in bones that are still mostly water.

A pulse answers from somewhere wider than this vessel—woven beats carried on wind over open earth, the low thrum of strings brushed by callused thumbs, the soft sigh of struck metal that lingers like breath on glass. These are not memories; they are recognitions, the body already remembering how sound can gather scattered things and make them whole. The intention deepens. Not to escape. To arrive.

Then fragments surface. Not dreams, recognitions.

The dry sweetness of resin on old wood. The remembered resistance of strings beneath a bow, tension loosening as sound blooms and carries weight away from tired shoulders. Cold ivory under striking fingers. Hollow skins answered beneath open air, rhythms sinking into soil until bodies moved together, unguarded. These sensations arrive whole, already known. Fingers—hardly fingers yet—twitch, as if responding to a pattern they cannot see but already understand.

The light ahead brightens.

And with it, a chill.

It does not come from the heartbeat above—that pulse is steady, a biological welcome. The chill seeps from the threshold, from the world waiting beyond the vessel. The air out there feels crowded, heavy with a sterile perfection. Expectations press in, voiceless but firm. He senses a future of shadows, of hands poised to still his motion, to correct his timing, to quiet anything unruly. He glimpses a house of stone and silence where his song will be treated as a transgression.

A hollow ache flares—brief, sharp—a mourning for the ease he is leaving behind, a premonition of the isolation to come. He sees the "elegant frost" of a life where he will be an outsider in his own home. Hands that once shaped melodies in shadowed rooms, now silenced by jealous shadows, flicker without context—a distant grief, unclaimed.

The ache passes. Resolve does not.

The spirit understands that this friction is necessary. What lies sealed in shadow carries weight enough to endure this passage. He does not come for a simple life; he comes for the "broader mending." He accepts the density of flesh, the narrowing of sensation, and the difficult mother figure who will guard the silence he is destined to break.

Limbs press outward, toward the glow. From somewhere deep, a motif rises—eight notes, spare and minor, as old as the songs murmured to restless infants at dusk. Not new. Unfinished.

The light holds.

The essence moves toward it.
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Eleven years later, the bell tolled once, a sharp brazen clang that sliced through the humid air, echoing off the stucco walls of Masséna High School. It hung there, vibrating, before fading into the distant rumble of the sea. Late afternoon sun slanted low over the French Riviera, casting long shadows that stretched like fingers across the courtyard. The light was golden, almost syrupy, filtering through palm fronds that rustled faintly in the breeze off the Baie des Anges. Salt tinged the wind, mingling with the muted, acrid bite of scooter exhaust from the boulevard beyond.

The gate creaked open with a groan of rusted hinges, releasing a swell of sound—children's voices rising in a chaotic symphony. Laughter burst in short, bright staccatos; shouts overlapped in playful dissonance. The brouhaha grew, layering chatter upon whispers, footsteps scuffing gravel in irregular rhythms. A group of girls skipped ahead, their ponytails swinging, voices lilting in rapid French threaded with giggles. Boys jostled, backpacks thudding against shoulders, one mimicking a teacher's stern tone to peals of amusement.

Amid the flow, some figures moved solitary, islands in the current. Elliot emerged like that, small and slender at eleven, his frame slight against the exuberance around him. He hauled a bag on wheels, its plastic casters grinding softly over the uneven pavement, a steady rasp that matched his measured steps. His hair, dark and tousled, caught the light in subtle waves; his eyes, wide and watchful, scanned the crowd without urgency. A residual warmth clung on his skin from the day's classes, the cotton of his shirt clinging lightly where sweat had dried. Inside, a quiet thrum awakened —not quite a thought, more a vibration, like the after echo of a chord struck far away. He breathed steadily, in through his nose, out slow, the air tasting of chalk dust from the blackboards and the distant, sweet rot of overripe figs from a nearby tree.

An exuberant student barreled past, shoulder clipping Elliot's arm with a jolt. The boy paused, turned back—his face flushing briefly, brows knitting in a microsecond of surprise—but no words came. He shrugged, a quick lift of one shoulder, and melted into the group ahead, laughter resuming as if the contact had been a mere brush of wind. Elliot steadied himself, hand tightening on the bag's handle, the cool metal biting into his palm. A flicker crossed his mind: the sharp twang of a string snapping, unbidden, gone before he could grasp it. He exhaled, chest rising and falling in even measure, and continued on.

The vibration persisted in his palm, a faint after-drone like the ghost of a chord that had once been struck and left to ring. Somewhere far off, another child’s laughter rose and fell in perfect counterpoint to the sea’s low roll. Elliot exhaled once, the sound blending with the wind until it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began.

The boulevard buzzed with life as he reached Masséna Street. Cars purred by in fits, horns bleating short protests. The air thickened here, infused with the oily scent of asphalt warmed by the sun, undercut by the briny whisper from the promenade nearby. Elliot joined the crowd at the bus stop—a mix of ages, from harried office workers in crisp shirts to elderly women clutching woven bags of market produce. Their breaths mingled in the wait, some shallow and impatient, others deep and resigned. A young man tapped his foot in rapid tattoo, earbuds leaking whispered electronic pulses that Elliot caught instinctively, his ear tuning to the buried rhythm, reshaping it in his head to something softer, melodic. Overhearing a nearby teen murmur into his phone—'I always know when she's upset, even before she calls'—Elliot felt a quiet pull, like an echo of bonds that sense absence too keenly.

The coach lumbered into view, its diesel growl drowning the street noise, tires hissing against the curb. It halted with a pneumatic sigh, doors folding open, and the crowd surged. Bodies pressed close, elbows nudging, the scent of perfume and sweat intensifying in the crush. Elliot edged forward, but the vehicle filled swiftly—seats claimed, aisles packed, faces blurring behind steamed windows. He glimpsed a free spot, reached out, but a larger form slipped in ahead. The doors wheezed shut, sealing the coach like a capsule.

It pulled away with a low rumble, exhaust puffing gray into the golden light, leaving Elliot on the curb. The crowd had thinned to echo; a few stragglers dispersed. He stood for a moment, the bag's weight pulled at his arm, then turned toward the promenade. Walking felt right, the decision settled in his bones like a familiar key fitting a lock. The pavement under his sneakers was gritty, warmed by the day, each step a soft thud that resonated up his legs.

The Promenade des Anglais unfurled before him, a wide ribbon of walkway flanked by the sea on one side, grand Belle Époque buildings on the other. The Mediterranean sparkled under the lowering sun, waves lapping the pebbled shore in gentle, repetitive sighs—crash, retreat, hush. Gulls wheeled overhead, cries piercing like high notes in a vast orchestra. The air here was cleaner, salted and invigorating, carrying hints of iodine from the water and the faint, floral trace of bougainvillea cascading from balconies above. Traffic murmured on the road, cars gliding in elegant procession, their polished surfaces reflecting the amber glow. Cyclists whirred past, bells tinkling in bright, fleeting chimes.

Ahead, disruption loomed: a moving company crane, its yellow arm extended skyward like a sentinel, cables taut and humming faintly in the breeze. It straddled the sidewalk, forcing pedestrians to detour, horns blaring in frustrated bursts as vehicles slowed. The machine's engine idled with a deep, throaty vibration that Elliot felt in his chest, a bass line underscoring the chaos. Workers in faded overalls shouted instructions, voices clipped and urgent, sweat darkening their collars. The air smelled of hot heated stone and rope, textured with the rough weaves of gloves they tugged on and off.

Elliot approached, eyes scanning the road for a crossing—up toward the oncoming traffic, down to the tailing lights. He stepped to the edge, foot hovering, but halted abruptly. A tension coiled in him, breath catching in his throat, shallow now, rapid. He tilted his head, lending an ear to... something. Not the obvious clamor—the crane's whine, the sea's murmur—but a subtler discord. A creak, perhaps, or the strain of wire underweight. His brow furrowed, lines etching his young face, a micro-expression of focus, eyes narrowing as if chasing a melody just out of reach.

Inside, fragments stirred: the ghost of polished wood under fingertips, a scent of aged lacquer wafting unbidden, a sudden ache in his hands as if they'd once cradled keys that sang. Grief flickered, contextless, a shadow passing over water, then vanished. He shook, a tremor starting in his core, radiating out.

"Sir! ..."

The word escaped him, soft but insistent, directed at a mover nearby—a burly man with grease-streaked arms, pausing mid-haul of a crate. The worker turned, brows rising in mild irritation, his own breath heavy from exertion, smelling faintly of tobacco.

Shaking intensified, Elliot's finger extended, pointing to a specific spot on the sidewalk slightly further along—empty now, innocuous under the slanting light. His hand quivered, the gesture precise, urgent.

"The... The... Th... Stein..."

His voice stammered, each fragment pushed out on a ragged exhale, eyes wide, locked on the point.

The mover squinted, leaning in slightly, his own breath steadying as curiosity overtook annoyance.

"What is it? Einstein, what?"

Elliot's finger shifted, indicating the sidewalk again, then lifting to the crane's arm high above, where a dark shape swayed imperceptibly. Tension built in the silence between them, the air thickening, the distant waves' rhythm slowing in his ears, each crash a held note.

Then—a deafening bang. The piano plummeted, wood splintering on impact, keys scattering like broken teeth across the pavement. Strings twanged in agonized protest, a cacophony of discord resolving into eerie silence. 

The mover leaped backward, boots scraping asphalt, his face draining of color as the impact's echo reverberated through the air. Brakes screeched in unison, a harsh metallic wail piercing the afternoon; shouts erupted from drivers, raw and urgent, mingled with the blare of horns like discordant blasts from brass instruments. Vehicles lurched, some attempting awkward reversals, tires whining against the road, exhaust thickening the salty breeze into a choking haze.

Dust rose in a plume, carrying the sharp tang of shattered varnish and felt hammers. The instrument lay ruined, its once-grand form twisted, the crash echoing in Elliot's bones like a final, fractured chord.

Elliot stood frozen, breath suspended, the world resuming its motion around him—the mover's gasp, distant shouts, the sea's indifferent sigh. 

Inside, that hum returned, softer now, as if the music, even in destruction, whispered of continuance. Then, slowly, Elliot’s chest loosened; air flowed back in a measured inhale. The initial shock ebbed, leaving a quiet detachment in its wake. He lingered a beat longer, hands spreading open in a gesture of understated vindication, palms upturned as if presenting an unspoken fact to the unfolding disorder.

"There. A Steinway and Sons."

His voice emerged soft, matter of fact, the words dissolved amid the clamor before any response could form. No heads turned; the mover was already yelling into a radio, bystanders clustered with wide eyes and muttered exclamations, their focus locked on the wreckage. The moment had passed, rendering him an echo on the periphery.

With a slow exhale, chest easing fully, Elliot turned away. The tremor in his limbs dissolved as he stepped off the curb, crossing the boulevard with deliberate strides, the bag's wheels rumbling faintly behind him. The incident receded, a resolved chord, no longer holding his attention. Ahead, the promenade extended, waves murmuring their steady cadence against the shore.

His voice carried soft, matter of fact, the words hanging briefly amid the clamor before dissolving. No heads turned; the mover was already yelling into a radio, bystanders clustering with wide eyes and muttered exclamations, their attention fixed on the wreckage. The scene had shifted, leaving him peripheral, a note faded into silence.

With a slow exhale, chest deflated evenly, Elliot turned away. The tremor in his limbs eased as he stepped off the curb, crossing the boulevard with deliberate strides, the bag's wheels rumbling faintly behind him. The incident receded, a resolved chord, no longer pulling at his core. Ahead, the promenade stretched onward, waves murmuring their steady cadence against the shore.
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The Martins' mansion rose ahead, its facade a bastion of white stone bathed in the waning afternoon light, palm fronds swaying gently.

The gate loomed ahead, wrought iron twisted into elegant scrolls, polished to a gleam that reflected the fading sky. Elliot’s hand pressed the latch, cool metal yielding with a soft click, and he stepped onto the gravel drive, each pebble grinding under his shoes like a subtle warning. The mansion rose before him, a monument of white stone and arched windows, curtains drawn against the world, exuding an air of pristine isolation. Palm trees flanked the entrance, their leaves rustling faintly in the breeze, releasing a hint of tropical earthiness that clashed with the sterile perfection within. The air here felt heavier, laced with the faint perfume of manicured gardens—roses clipped to uniformity, their thorns hidden but ever-present.

Pushing the front door open, the wood swung inward with a hushed creak, sealing the outside clamor away. The foyer enveloped him, vast and echoing, marble floors cold even through the threshold, veined in pale grays that mirrored the chill in the air. Light filtered from a high skylight, diffusing into soft pools that illuminated crystal vases on side tables, lilies standing sentinel, their petals unfurled in forced symmetry, pollen dusting the surfaces like unspoken accusations. The scent was cloying, floral with an undercurrent of wax polish, the kind that masked any trace of lived warmth.

"Elliot, is that you?" Marthe's voice floated from an inner room, smooth and articulate, each syllable shaped with deliberate care, carrying that subtle edge of authority, as if every word were a command veiled in civility.

"Yes." His reply echoed slightly off the walls, voice steady but soft, as he hung his jacket on the brass hook. He bent to slip off his shoes, fingers working the laces with habitual precision, placing them neatly on the rack, toes aligned forward, no stray dirt to mar the gleam.

"Clean up after yourself in the kitchen and come recite your lessons to me once you've learned them. Camille isn't well. You can go and see her briefly. Briefly, I said. You hear me?" The pause stretched, expectant, her tone rising just a fraction on the repetition, breath controlled, unflinching. "Did you hear me?"

"Yes, Marthe." The words left him without hesitation, but inside, a quiet knowing stirred—his gifts, those intuitive pulls that sensed discords in the world, like melodies hidden in the wind's sigh or the sea's pulse, waiting to be harmonized. 

He set the bag aside, wheels clicking to silence, and turned toward the stairs, drawn upward by a subtle tug, the air growing warmer with each step, carrying faint traces of chamomile and damp fabric.

The staircase curved gracefully, banister smooth under his palm, wood bearing the faint grain of age beneath layers of varnish. Light slanted through upper windows, painting the walls in golden hues that softened the mansion's rigid lines. At the landing, the corridor stretched, doors closed like secrets, but Camille's stood ajar, a sliver of gentler illumination spilling out, accompanied by soft whimpers that tugged at his chest.

He pushed the door wider, hinges sighing faintly, and stepped into her room—a haven of pastel blues and scattered whimsy, curtains billowing in a light draft, toys strewn in playful disarray: a doll with porcelain cheeks propped against pillows, a puzzle half-formed on the rug, books with colorful spines leaning on shelves. The air held a child's innocence, scented with lavender lotion and the subtle must of unread pages. Camille lay curled beneath the duvet, small and vulnerable at six, her hair a tousled halo against the pillow, damp cloth draped across her forehead, breaths shallow and punctuated by tiny moans.

"What's with you, Pumpkin?" Elliot approached, steps muffled on the carpet, and perched on the bed's edge, the mattress dipping with a soft crinkle, his hand reaching instinctively to brush her cheek, feeling the fever's warmth before contact.

"My head aches." Her voice was a whisper, eyes opening to meet his, wide with that pure, unfiltered trust, breaths quickening slightly in anticipation.

He nodded, a small smile touching his lips, though his gaze remained focused, attuned. Elliot knew this power in himself, the healer's touch that discerned hidden imbalances, infusing them with quiet intent, a gift he embraced fully, even as Marthe overlooked it, seeing only eccentricity where energy shifted and mended.

"Mom gave me half a tablet but it's not working. Help! Only you can make the little Pumpkin Pie better."

"I see." His palm settled at the crown of her head, warmth gathering in his fingers, sensing the disturbance above her—like a knot in an unseen thread, a blockage in the flow that he could feel and unravel. "There's dirt here. No biggie."

With deliberate sweeps, his hands glided through the space, splaying fingers to gather the intangible weight, channeling it away in fluid motions. The energy responded, stirring within him, building until it released—a burp rising from his core, a physical echo affirming the shift, the currents realigned, the discord dissolved.

"There, gone into the 'cosmic trash can.'"

Camille mimicked, her burp emerging light and empathetic, drawing a chuckle from him, the room's atmosphere lightening, her color returning in subtle blooms.

"How do you feel now?"

"Good. It doesn't hurt anymore." She sat up, discarding the cloth with a flick, its damp chill forgotten, breaths steadying into ease. "Can you read me a story?"

"How about you read a story to me?"

She scrambled for a book, pages fluttering like wings, and nestled back, leaning into his side, her warmth a simple anchor against the mansion's chill. The volume opened to tales of enchantment; words bold on the page.

"Most people today have h... heard of Merlin the Magician, a powerful wi... wizard, depi... depi..."

His finger underlined the word gently, guiding without force, a touch that echoed his deeper sense for sound—intuitions catching rhythms in everyday echoes, reshaping them into coherence, effortless as breath.

"...picted with many magical powers." Triumph brightened her tone, the narrative flowing onward, weaving spells in the quiet space, a moment of shared wonder amid the house's elegant frost.

From below, Marthe's voice pierced, corrective and sharp. "“i” and “c”, “ic”. Depicted. We went over this last week, Camille. Don’t you want a ‘mastered’ mention on your reading report card, young lady?"

She entered then, presence commanding the room, heels clicking on the threshold, laundry basket balanced under one arm, fabrics folded with precision. Her makeup was impeccable, lips a controlled curve, eyes scanning with faint narrowing, breath even as she assessed.

"No, really. Elliot, what book did you give her? Get to work, I’ll be available in forty-five minutes."

"I'm just helping Cam..." His voice held steady, but she intercut, seamless.

"No excuses, Elliot. Maybe if you had asked for permission, then..."

Camille tensed, sinking back, cloth reclaimed. "But Mom, I'm not well!"

Marthe's gaze shifted, lips tightening briefly. "...then I would eventually have considered. But the way you do things. You're not in a position to ask any favors, Elliot."

The words hung, heavy, the air thickening once more, her authority a cold veil over the room's fleeting warmth. Elliot rose, breaths measured, the gift within him undimmed, waiting for its moment to sing.
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The parking lot sprawled beneath the tower's shadow, a grid of asphalt scarred by faint oil stains and the faint metallic tang of exhaust drifting through the cooling air. Vehicles crammed every spot except the one marked for the handicapped, its blue paint chipped at the edges like a forgotten boundary. A sleek black Toyota eased in, claiming the forbidden space without hesitation, tires whispering against the ground. Then, as if pricked by some internal recalibration, the car reversed with a low hum, slotting itself behind a row of others, effectively trapping them. Gaspard emerged, his suit crisp and unrumpled despite the day's demands, tie a slash of silk against his collar. He glanced upward, arm lifting in a wave toward the cleaners dangling high above, their silhouettes etched against the fading sky.

"Gratien Valrose!" he called, voice carrying with the authority of someone accustomed to being heard, the yell slicing through the distant rumble of traffic.

Up on the highest windows, the scaffold creaked faintly as Gratien hauled himself back into position, ropes taut and swaying like reluctant pendulums. He paused, wiping a sleeve across his forehead where sweat beaded despite the evening breeze, and acknowledged the summons with a brief hand signal—fingers splayed, then closed—before resuming his climb, muscles straining under his work shirt.

Down in the lot, Gratien appeared at the staircase door moments later, strides measured but purposeful, dust from the day's labor clinging to his boots. He approached Gaspard, who extended a hand with practiced ease.

"I've got an interesting offer for window cleaning services," Gaspard said, grip firm. "I expect a counteroffer, or I'll give all my buildings to them."

Gratien held the handshake a beat longer than necessary, surprise flickering in his eyes like a shadow crossing water, yet he released it without protest.

"A cheaper offer?" he replied, tone steady, laced with a dry edge.

Gaspard's mouth quirked. "I like your sense of humor. But just to confirm: yes, a cheaper offer."

"I'm a busy man: what's your number, Gaspard?"

"Mr. Martin. My number? I don't think so. The cards are in your hands." Gaspard stepped toward his car, keys jingling softly. "Sleep on it and let me know what your new offer is. No snoozing!"

The words hung in the air as Gaspard drove off, engine purring smoothly into the distance, leaving Gratien standing amid the faint scent of rubber and fading exhaust, his jaw tightening just enough to betray the pressure settling like an unseen weight.

Chlorine hung thick in the humid air of the Jean Bouin swimming pool, sharp and chemical, mingling with the echo of splashes rebounding off tiled walls. The fifty-meter expanse gleamed under harsh fluorescent lights, divided cleanly: three lanes, liquid corridors, claimed by the swimming club, their strokes cutting precise furrows through the water, while the synchronized swimmers occupied the rest, their music pulsing—stirring melodies swollen a touch too loud, vibrating through the liquid like a heartbeat amplified.

The instructor gathered his fourteen young swimmers at the pool's end, bodies steaming faintly from completed laps, skin prickled by the cool draft from vents overhead.

"Three lanes, three teams," he announced, whistle dangling from his neck like a talisman. "Each swimmer does 100 meters at the fastest speed. This is a 4 x 100 relay. Team up!"

They clambered out, water sluicing off limbs, forming clusters with quick nods and murmurs. The instructor assigned the stragglers without ceremony, slotting Elliot into one group amid those who lingered alone. No room for debate; his decisions landed like final notes.

Positioned by command, Elliot mounted the block, toes curling over the rough edge, body coiled. The air—and the water—hummed with the synchronized track, its rhythm seeping into his pulse, insistent, almost pleading, as though the melody itself were asking to be felt rather than raced.

"On your marks, get set..."

The whistle pierced, shrill and commanding. Four bodies dove, slicing the surface with clean entries.

First fifty meters: Elliot's arms propelled him forward, form efficient, guided by the beat thrumming from the speakers, each stroke syncing effortlessly. Water parted around him, cool and enveloping, bubbles trailing in his wake.

Returning, something shifted—a subtle pull toward grace over velocity. The music swelled beneath him, its phrases rising and falling like unseen waves, drawing his limbs into synchronized flourishes that had nothing to do with speed and everything to do with the shape of the sound itself. He wove in synchronized flourishes, limbs arching in fluid curves, speed sacrificed to the music's call. He was a dancer in a room full of sprinters, his slow, deliberate arcs carving a path of beautiful, useless defiance through the churning lane. 

His teammates' boos rose, sharp jeers echoing off the walls, faces twisted in frustration.

The instructor approached, brows furrowed, water dripping from his shorts onto the deck.

"Elliot! This is a competition; you want to win it."

"I don’t," Elliot replied, breath even, droplets beading on his lashes. "I find competition overrated."

The words floated out, simple and unadorned, leaving a ripple of silence amid the ongoing splashes.

Twilight softened the edges of Avenue Fragonard, streetlamps flickering to life with a faint buzz, casting warm pools on the pavement. Gratien closed the gate behind him, its hinges creaking a familiar protest, a French baguette tucked under his arm, crust still crisp from the bakery's oven.

Inside the Garrette-Valroses' house, the dining room welcomed with neutral walls bathed in soft glows from colorful furniture—vibrant cushions on chairs, aboriginal art splashed across surfaces like bursts of forgotten dreams. The air carried hints of herbs and warmth, a cozy undercurrent against the evening's chill.

Hannah, mid-thirties, held a pendulum over a blueprint spread on the table, its chain glinting under the lamp, the bob swaying gently as if testing invisible currents. By her side, Tom watched, eyes wide with quiet fascination, the room's energy humming around them.

Gratien set the baguette down, its aroma unfurling—yeasty, fresh—before placing a hand on Tom's head, fingers ruffling lightly.

Tom paused, listening to the house settle. His gaze drifted to the empty chair opposite, breath catching for half a heartbeat as if the quiet itself carried weight. He blinked it away, passed the bowl of olives with steady hands. The moment slipped past like a shadow no one else saw.

"How are things going here, Tom?"

" All stable. No fires." Tom said, voice steady, but with that intuitive lilt, as if he could sense the day's residue clinging to his father.

"Good evening, love," Gratien added to Hannah.

She remained absorbed, pendulum tracing arcs, so he leaned in, their kiss brief but tender, lips brushing with the ease of long habit.

"Did you lose something?"

"My Sports Emmy Award," she replied, her Aussie accent curling the words with warmth and excitement, turning to Tom. "Me desk, third drawer from the top, on the left, love.”

"Good work, Mom."

They shook hands, a ritual of triumph, palms meeting with a soft clap.

"You’re not double-checking?" Gratien asked Tom.

" Why? It’s already swinging.”

Hannah hurried out, steps light on the floorboards. Tom fetched plates from the cupboard, porcelain clinking softly.

"Your homework?" Gratien inquired, assisting in setting the table for three, napkins folded neatly.

" Yeah. Done.”

"Just checking."

Tom bumped into him playfully, a complicit nudge, as Hannah returned, award in hand—a gleaming statuette catching the light. Tom and Gratien applauded, hands meeting in rhythmic approval. Satisfied, she turned fully to Gratien, their second kiss deeper, lingering.

"Hannah, chérie, you got dinner sorted, or do we need to figure something out?”

She moved to the fridge, extracting bowls with efficient grace, lids popping softly.

"Let's chuck together what we fancy and whip up our own pizzas. Dessert's milk yoghurts or soy ones. In between, some lettuce, and... that French baguette."

The suggestion landed lightly, the room filling with the promise of shared creation, bowls arrayed like notes waiting to harmonize.

"I owe you one chore. Is that okay if I pay you back tonight?" Manon's voice overlapped, carrying from another world.

In the Martins' mansion, the American-style kitchen gleamed under recessed lights, marble counters cool to the touch, the air scented with simmering soup—vegetables softened into savory depth.

Elliot passed six sets of cutlery to Manon, sixteen, handles aligned precisely in his grasp.

"Don’t go away, Elliot, ring the bell," Marthe instructed, stirring the pot, steam rising in lazy curls.

He stepped into the hallway, jingling the bell—a clear, insistent chime echoing through the house.

Gaspard swirled in, scooping up arriving Camille with effortless lift, her giggles bubbling as he carried her to the sink, water rushing from the faucet to cleanse her small hands.

Manon, Elliot, Gaspard, and Camille settled at the table, chairs scraping faintly on the floor.

"Where’s Adam?" Gaspard asked.

Marthe brought a heavy tureen, steam wafting. "No, you set the table wrong, Elliot. Your brother has judo. He doesn't skip."

Camille removed Adam's plate, stacking it aside with care.

"So late, on a weeknight?"

Marthe ladled soup into bowls, liquid pouring in steady streams, vapor carrying hints of thyme and carrot.

"Soup? Soup’s not good," Camille protested, spoon hovering.

"You mean you don’t like soup, Monkey; but soup is good for you," Gaspard corrected gently. To Marthe: "So what’s with that practice?"

"They have a tournament, two weekends from now. Don’t you remember?"

He nodded, memory surfacing like a submerged note.

"Manon, how was your day?"

“I’m fine. I just— I was wondering if I could take a few French tutoring sessions before the exam. Just to lock everything in.”

"How about we see how this first trimester goes and make a decision then? You’ve always been a straight A student. Are you sure you’re not putting too much stress on yourself?"
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