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         This book is a work of fi ction. Although the author drew on documents found at Maison Chapoutier and in local archives to
            add substance to his tale, any resemblance with people who actually existed is purely coincidental.
         

         
      

   
      

      
         
            ‘ALL IS TRUE, NOTHING EXACT’

            Maurice Barrès
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         First known photograph of Marius.

      

      

      

      

     
  
   
      
      1878

      -------------------------------

      CHERRY DAYS

      
         The ladder belonged to the fruit-grower. A boy was sit-ting on the bottom rung. He was breathing hard, exhausted by running
            back and forth between the cherry trees and the handcart loaded with wicker baskets. His heart was beating fast, but to prove
            how tough he was, he pulled up his short-sleeved shirt and punched his stomach muscles, which were easily confused with his
            ribs because he was so skinny.
         

      

      
         He wolfed three cherries in one go, spitting the stones a good two metres, just where he wanted ; a real sharp-shooter as
            the Yankees used to say during the Civil War. From a blue sky so bright it was almost white, the sun burned down on his neck.
            The. The late-June heat was so extreme, people screwed up their eyes.
         

      

      
         ‘So who are you, mate ?’ a farm worker asked, resting his hands on his hips. The man was bare-chested, his skin marked by
            the sun. He had wrapped his sweat-drenched vest round his head. Though missing half his teeth, he was nevertheless very handsome.
         

      

      
         ‘My name is Marius, Marius Chapoutier,’ the boy answered.

      

      
         ‘God, it’s hot,’ the labourer said. He squatted down and wiped his brow with the back of his hand, only too happy to find
            an excuse to take a break and chew some tobacco.
         

      

      
         ‘I’m 10 years old, if you want to know,’ Marius went on, awarding himself three extra years.

      

      
         The labourer held out a bottle of water wrapped in a cloth to keep it slightly cool.

      

      
         ‘I’m from round here, the other side of the hill, from Tain,’ the boy added, almost choking on the water he had just swallowed.

      

      
         ‘You’re certainly plucky and a good worker, despite being a real tiddler,’ the man said, his thick Spanish accent tangling
            with the words.
         

      

      
         The two pickers soon got up again, driven by the task awaiting them. They must climb the trees and pick the finest Meched
            black cherries. ‘Nice and ripe, with the stalks,’ the fruit-grower had said. ‘They’re for Paris.’
         

      

      
         ‘I came to help my mother,’ Marius said. ‘I prefer that to school. And I earn a penny or two, as well … We don’t earn anything
            at school … The schoolmaster makes us sit for hours, telling us about how they beheaded Louis XVI so we’d be free … He says
            God and miracles are a load of nonsense. He says we have to believe him. “Thank God, I’m an atheist,” he says. Makes no sense
            to us !’
         

      

      
         The field sloped down towards another hill opposite, giving the impressing the two overlapped. The valley bot-tom was covered
            with apricot and peach trees at intervals of a few metres. On the ground the grass, parched as yellow as straw, swayed gently
            in the feeble breeze which was no equal for the afternoon heat. Here and there a cloud of bees buzzed around a lavender bush
            clinging to the top of an old stone wall. Mating insects seemed too stunned by the heat to fl y very far. Vines grew further
            up the slope, where it climbed more steeply, to catch as much sun as possible. Succeeding generations had fashioned the land-scape,
            building all sorts of terraces to prevent landslides. Even the tiniest cloud cast a shadow on the vineyards.
         

      

      
         ‘Now I’m seven, I can work like the grown-ups, even with my father. He said so. He makes wine, you know … My dad, he’s as
            strong as a bull,’ Marius explained to his new friend, as the two of them laboured, high up in the branches of a cherry tree
            which was well over 20 years old.
         

      

      
         Marius had lied about his age, but the labourer just smiled. Suddenly a dull rumble, like the breath of some prehistoric beast
            or a fire-eater, broke the thick summer silence. This time a louring object, shaped like a ball or a round head with a square
            chin, cast a huge shadow over the valley and its cherry trees. All the pickers looked up, as if the sky was going to crash
            down on their heads. At first they were blinded by the sun, but soon they could make out a hot-air balloon. They stopped work
            to enjoy the sight and wave to the passengers in the suspended basket. But soon this stupendous aircraft vanished over the
            top of the hill. Each flight was a source of local pride. The Montgolfier brothers, who had won renown in the 18th century,
            were local people, based in Annonay. Lighter than the June air which weighed so heavily on the Rhône valley, the flying machine
            was far out of sight by now, but they could still hear the roar of its burner.
         

      

      
         When the farm labourer, balancing on two branches, looked round, Marius had already gone.

      

      
         He had seen his father coming. In no time at all he jumped down from the tree and ran to meet Polydore’s cart, climbing up
            beside his mother, Marie. They were going back to the village. On the way Polydore spoke to Terrasson, the owner of the orchards,
            swapping a few fl asks of wine for some baskets of cherries. This done, he shouted at his mules which started off again, bumping
            the cart down the stony track. The afternoon’s cherries bounced around in Marius’s belly.
         

      

      
         Polydore was in a bad mood. He frowned as he explained to his wife that something awful had happened to Eugène Fruneau, a
            friend Polydore had trained to work as a cooper. Marius got the impression there had been an accident while the man was out
            shooting, on the banks of the Rhône : Fruneau had shot himself in the temple, following a dispute with his lover.
         

      

      
         The spring rain had left the road full of potholes, but as they approached the Hermitage chapel, Tain came into sight, encircled
            by a bend in the river and overlooked by the belfry of Notre Dame church, Les Adrets tower north of the village, and the old
            castle of the Counts of Tournon, across the river. Perched on one of the castle towers a Madonna seemed to be observing life
            below.
         

      

      
         At the entrance to the little town, in Rue de l’Hermitage1, the cart disturbed a sleeping cat which slipped under an old wooden door, reappearing a few seconds later at a window. There
            were few people to be seen in the narrow streets crushed by the heat. All the shutters were half-shut. Only the taverns displayed
            any sign of life. Marius, who delivered wine for his father, was familiar with all of them. There was Café de la Bascule and
            La Jeune France, Café Buisson too, where the landlord’s daughter was pretty as a picture. Marius had noticed her and would
            blush when-ever she appeared. A precocious lad he had an eye for a beauty, ever since he could tell the difference between
            lads and lasses. His mother’s looks – and she was a real head-turner – maybe explained the boy’s interest in women.
         

      

      
         Polydore stopped outside Café de la Bascule. He wanted to find out what had really happened to Fruneau. At the back of the
            room, where it was coolest, four men were playing cards on a baize cloth marked Calvet. They were drinking cheap rosé. At
            the end of the bar talk focused on local politics. Vincent, a cellar-man who worked for the Vogelgesang wine merchants, was
            slightly more ani-mated than the others, referring to Fernand Monier de la Sizeranne as the ‘Sedan candidate’. Marius had
            no idea what he meant. The fellow was ranting on about how, at the last election, a ballot paper had been found on which someone
            had scrawled : ‘Dear Monier, I predict your failure and regret that you should appeal to the womenfolk as you claim to be
            a man without a party.’ Everyone burst out laughing. Vincent made no secret of his Republican sympathies.
         

      

   
    
      
         
            1 Now Rue du 11 Novembre.
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