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You fit into me
like a hook into an eye

a fish hook
an open eye


—Margaret Atwood

















PART ONE
















July 1993



The letter is there when I get home from work. I know it’s French immediately. The handwritten number 7 in the postcode gives it away: crossed and curled, so un-English. La Rêverie is finally calling me back.


The summer sun is relentless in the place I come from. There, the hard earth absorbs all the heat it can, leaving the rest to hang in the air, heavy as swaddling. On the hottest nights, I would lie awake in damp sheets, the windows and shutters flung back, and listen to the cicadas whirring and the frogs belching and the thunder rolling around the hills, like marbles in a bowl.


I didn’t miss France when we left. I was grateful the two of us could hide away in north London, safe among the streets of red-brick houses and trees that lift the paving stones. I don’t even mind that I’ve become a permanent foreigner, despite my excellent English, the accent always giving me away. “Oh, you’re French,” people say, smiling. “All that lovely wine and cheese.”


I think in English now. I even dream in my adopted language. But as I put down the letter and begin to digest what it means, I do so in my native tongue. It happens automatically—the old language so easy to inhabit that it’s like a shirt you no longer want but still fits better than anything else.


At the telephone in the hall, I open the address book to G. I still don’t know your father’s number in Paris by heart.


“Oui?”


His accent is good, better than when we were still married, when I would tease him, saying, “Greg, it’s not ‘wee.’ You have to move your mouth with French. Use your lips.”


“I’ll use my lips, all right,” he always said, pantomime-raucously, and then he would kiss me. We were forever kissing in the early days. Kissing and laughing. We always spoke English together, despite living in France—and not just because my grasp of his language was so much surer than his of mine, but because it balanced things, somehow. A house full of English with the whole of France outside.


“Oh, Sylvie, it’s you,” he says. His voice, low and slightly hoarse, is still capable of piercing the softest parts of me. “Is Emma all right?”


“Emma is fine.”


I can picture him as if he’s standing in front of me, the hand that isn’t holding the phone turning over a crumpled pack of Gitanes, a soft chambray shirt, ironed by someone else now, impatience in the deep groove between his eyebrows.


I swallow, wishing I’d thought about what I would say before I’d rung. “Look, I need you to take Emma for a few days, maybe a week.”


“We talked about the end of August, didn’t we?”


“Yes, but I need you to have her now. As soon as possible.”


“What? Why? Where are you going? The school year hasn’t even ended yet, has it?”


I can see the letter on the table from where I’m standing, its sharp white corners.


“It ends on Friday. She’ll only miss a few days. I can drop her off in Paris on my way south.”


“South? Sylvie, what’s going on?”


“Something happened at the house. The solicitor wrote to me about it. There was—there’s been some damage.”


“What sort of damage?”


“A small fire. It was probably accidental, but it’s going to cost. The house has been standing empty for ten years now and this kind of thing is only going to crop up more. It needs to be sold and I have to go there in person, sign some papers. You know how it is in France, how complicated they make these things.”


“Well, we’d love to see Emma, of course. But I don’t think it’ll work.”


“You know I don’t want her going back there. Besides, I’ll be stuck with the solicitors half the time.”


“Sylvie, I’ve got a buying trip and Nicole is taking the boys to her mother’s in Normandy. It’s all arranged.”


I don’t reply. I had known, really, that he would say no. In the silence that follows, both of us lost in our own thoughts, the line hums between us.


“So you’re finally going back,” he says eventually, and takes a long drag of his cigarette.
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Though it’s early when we leave the flat and begin the journey south to Dover, the day is almost gone by the time we drive off the ferry in Calais, the men waving us impatiently down the ramp, neon jackets garish against the sky that’s always gray and brooding here. You’re quiet beside me, but a mounting excitement is leaking out of you, like the noise from the Discman earphones you’re hardly without these days.


I follow the car in front of us into the right-hand lane, blue motorway signs flashing overhead. As we drive on, deeper and deeper into the darkening mass of France, the voice in my head that hasn’t paused since I got the letter grows louder, more insistent. I find I’m gripping the wheel so tightly that it’s slippery with sweat.


I glance at the dashboard clock. It’s late. Up ahead, the sign for a budget hotel glows out of the dark. I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding and pull off the road. In the fluorescent-lit reception area, silent except for the hum of a vending machine, it doesn’t feel like the country I left behind—the sleepy France of my childhood or the place where we were once a normal family. No, that’s disingenuous. Whatever we were, we were never normal, not even from the start.
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In the morning, I pour you a second cup of chocolat chaud in the breakfast room and gesture to the packets of dry biscottes piled high on the buffet table, the round pats of pale Normandy butter.


“Have some more, darling,” I entreat, smiling to make up for the strain in my voice. “It’ll be a long day.”


But you’re much hungrier for the scene’s foreignness than your breakfast: not just the deep bowls of coffee and thin slices of cheese layered in ripped-open croissants but the children with their perfect table manners, their brightly colored spectacles.


You lean forward and drop your voice conspiratorially: “There’s a man over there who keeps looking at you.”


“No, there isn’t.” But my eyes are already searching the room because it’s impossible not to.


You’re grinning, which makes me smile too.


“He just did it again,” you say. “He’s so obvious. Over by the window in the green shirt. He’s on his own. He’s probably divorced too. You should go and say bonjour.”


“For God’s sake, Emma!” though I’m laughing now.


“You look really good for your age, Mum.”


“Ah, I love a backhanded compliment.”


You roll your eyes. “No, but you are. You’re really pretty. Men always look at you. That Nick who asked you out at work was basically obsessed with you.”


I spot my admirer then, our eyes meeting for an instant. There’s something of Greg about him: the way he holds his knife and the unconscious flick of his head because his fringe is too long. I used to cut Greg’s hair for him when we were married, newspaper spread under the stool in the kitchen.


I stand, my chair scraping on the hard floor. One of the children has begun to sing-song, “Maman! Maman!” and I don’t know how much longer I can stand it.
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We follow the slower, narrower D roads after Lyon, sunlight slanting through long lines of poplars. I’d forgotten the meticulous commitment to signposting every minor village and hamlet, not just when you enter but when you leave too, the name slashed through with red. The countryside around us feels endless after London: age-softened farmhouses and the occasional shuttered restaurant marooned at the margins of vast fields. I glance over at you, drinking it all in. It must be so exotic to you, yet it’s where you spent your first four years.


The sun climbs as we drive, the car growing steadily hotter. You fiddle with the radio, snorting with derision at the terrible French pop songs but stopping when you find a station playing Edith Piaf. I wind down the window and, in the first blast of air, I smell the past. It’s indescribable. The closest I can get to it is hot stone, lavender, and a distant note of something like panic.


Half a mile from the house, we almost get lost, which seems absurd given that I’ve lived more of my life in this part of the world than any other. A petrol station has appeared on a corner once occupied by a peach stall we used to stop at, and this throws me enough to miss first the turn and then the sign. It’s only when we’re suddenly in the heart of the old village—the dappled shade of the plane trees, the café’s round silver tables, and the dusty awning of the boulangerie all utterly unchanged—that I realize where we are.


I turn the car around with a screech, not yet ready to be seen by anyone who might know me, and soon we’re bumping down the dirt road to La Rêverie.


Quite abruptly, more quickly than is comfortable, we reach the rutted track that winds down to the ramshackle barn where logs for winter fires were stored, along with the rusting rollers and ancient farm tools my father pointlessly hoarded. I don’t look at it, driving round to the front of the house instead.


I turn off the engine. You’re silent next to me. I reach out to tuck a loose strand of hair behind your ear: English mouse and a little ragged at the ends because you’re always trying to grow it longer. You’ve made me promise you can have it streaked when you turn sixteen. I want it blonder, you’ve been saying all spring. Not this nothingy color.


“Mum, I don’t think I remember this,” you say now, your voice high and young. “I thought I did, when we turned off, but…”


“It might come back,” I say, hoping it won’t, that everything from that time has been permanently erased. You were so young when we left, and I tell myself, as I have so many times, that that’s why you’ve apparently forgotten everything.


We get out and the ticking under the car’s bonnet echoes the cicadas that fill the bushes around us. Their cries will get faster and more frenzied as the day wears on, the sun steadily climbing, the temperature rising. “Écoute, chérie. Écoute les cigales,” my mother used to say when I was little, in a bid to stop me running outside and getting overheated. They’ll tell you if it’s too hot to go out today. I’d forgotten that.


The house is exactly as a foreigner would picture a maison de maître in the South of France: thick gray stone and a steeply pitched roof, tall symmetrical windows concealed by mauve-blue shutters, the paint powdery with age and the ferocity of the sun. The garden that surrounds it is walled at the front and topped with railings. I push back the metal gate, whose letter box still bears my maiden name in faded letters, and it swings in easily, as if used every day.


Inside, the bougainvillea spills over the grass and the lavender bushes have gone woody and sparse, but it isn’t as unkempt as I imagined a garden abandoned for a decade would be. It still looks like the place I remember. Weeds grow up through the path to the door, but the dense column of cypress that casts one side of the house into deep shadow always needed cutting back, even in my earliest memories. I glance up at the farthest bedroom window, the one most obscured by the cypress’s deep shade, and see that one of the shutters has slipped its hinges.


By my side, you crackle with something: anticipation, mostly, but also a little fear. Perhaps you’ve caught it from me.


“Was that her room?” you ask.


I look sharply at you. “That’s right. Do you remember?”


“Just a guess.”


You look at it hungrily then, as if the braver part of you wants to believe someone is up there now, watching you through the gaps in the shutters. The cicadas have stopped, and the silence is unnerving. Then, in miraculous unison, they start up again, even louder than before, and I stride determinedly toward the front door, fumbling in my bag for the key, knowing that if I don’t go in right now, I might drag you back to the car and drive straight home.


The church-cool air of the darkened hallway smells of mingled damp and smoke from the recent fire. Beneath them, faint but bone-deep familiar, I can just discern La Rêverie’s older scents: beeswax, butter-softened garlic, and my mother’s olive soap.


I’m so struck by this that it takes me a while to notice that your breathing has changed. I scrabble in the inside pocket of my handbag, praying that the inhaler I carry from habit rather than necessity is still there. At last my hand closes around plastic. I pull it out and shake it.


You’re fine after a couple of puffs, though your hands are already beginning to shake—a side effect of the drug seeping into your muscles.


“Okay now, darling?”


You nod, just once.


“It must be all the dust and damp,” I say, and you nod again, though both of us know that your asthma is triggered by stress and not by allergies.


While you’re unpacking, I wander around the house, methodically opening each door, except the one I’m not yet ready for. The shutters scream as I push them back, revealing fat black flies in sinister piles on the windowsills. As the light floods in, dust swarms.


Last of all, I steel myself to go and look at the fire damage. I know it’s in the scullery off the kitchen—la souillarde—a small space housing little more than a sink, draining board, and a couple of curtain-fronted cupboards that remains dark and cool however stifling it gets outside. Its window is no bigger than a sheet of paper, with chicken wire instead of glass in the frame.


Though the smells of fresh damage are strong when I open the door, it’s not as bad as I’ve been imagining since I received the letter. Two of the whitewashed walls are now marbled with black. In places, the marks are as high as my head. It’s hard to tell what is scorched and what is mold, the evidence mingling darkly. But whatever happened here, water must swiftly have followed fire. Otherwise the whole house would have gone up.
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As evening begins to thicken around the house, you ask if we can go and eat in the village. We walk the ten minutes in, the tarmac soft under our feet, legs shiny with insect repellent in preparation for the evening’s emerging mosquitoes. The sun has already dipped behind the hills by the time we sit down at a table outside a pizzeria that wasn’t here before. We’re overlooking the tree-shaded patch of earth where the old men always played boules in their caps and suspenders, and doubtless still do, though they’re not out for the evening yet.


You ask me to ask the waitress for a Coke, too shy to try speaking in French, and I order a beer instead of my usual wine. When it comes, so cold that droplets of condensation have formed on the glass, I gulp it down like water and gesture for a second.


I catch your disapproving look and smile. “I saw that, my little puritan. It’s not like I’ve got to drive.”


“It must be strange being back,” you say cautiously, when you’ve finished your food. You’re swirling a plastic stirrer around your Coke glass.


I nod, though the second beer has made it less so.


“Do you miss it now that you’re here?”


I look up, surprised at your perceptiveness. On leaving for London when you were four, I bundled everything into a deep drawer marked “France” and slammed it shut, forgetting there was so much to love about home.


“I’m sorry I’ve kept you from the house for so long. You were born here too. It’s as much yours as mine.”


You glow. “It is?”


I smile and squeeze your hand.


“Mum, are you sure there’s no way of keeping the house? It’s such an amazing place. We could come here every summer. We could.”


I bat away a moth as it dances close to my eyes. “It’s impossible, chérie. I would need to buy out your aunt Camille and I can’t afford it. You know what she’s like.”


You frown, pulling your hand away, and for a split second you remind me of your sister. “I don’t think you’d do it even if you did have the money.” And then, as if you’ve heard my thoughts: “It’s because of her, isn’t it?”


I dig my fingernails into the table edge. “Emma, do you have any idea how hard it is for me to be back here?” The alcohol makes the words sharp and I regret them immediately. “Look, let’s not argue. I’m sorry I didn’t bring you before, but we’re here now, aren’t we?”


You don’t reply but after a while you nudge my hand in apology. Quite suddenly, I want to cry.


The walk back from the village is dark. No, not dark: pitch-black. The stars have been blotted out so thoroughly by clouds that it takes until we reach the turn-off before I can distinguish the shadowed bulk of the hills from the sky.


Despite the lack of visible moon, La Rêverie seems to stand in its own dim pool of light as we approach. Or perhaps it’s just our eyes, still adjusting to the countryside after years of London’s perpetually thrumming glow. It looks bigger by night, a monster of a house rising out of its dark moat of garden. I don’t look at the windows as we go up the path, keeping my head down, pretending to hunt in my bag for the key I’m already clutching.


Earlier in the afternoon, I had shaken out my mother’s soft old linen, only a little musty, and made us up a bed each: the creaking mahogany double Greg and I once shared, which was my parents’ before ours, and one of the narrow twins in the bedroom next to it for you. Your old room has only its small cot-bed and I don’t want you in there anyway.


“I remember this,” you exclaim, in the room that’s been a spare my whole life, pointing to the faded blue toile de Jouy wallpaper, which, in one corner, has begun to peel. “I used to sit on the floor and make up stories about the people.” You go closer, tracing a finger across the men in stockings, the ladies with their pompadours and fans. “I remember them.”
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I wake at exactly three in the morning, the dimly glowing hands of my travel clock a perfect L. Downstairs, at the very edge of my hearing, I hear the ormolu clock in the salon as it chimes the hour. The bright, metallic ting is a sound older than memory to me, one that marked a benign passage through all the nights of my childhood, and I turn over, comforted. I’m just slipping into a dream of my mother winding it when I sit up, the bed groaning with the suddenness of the movement. I haven’t wound the clock.
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The next morning I find you at the bottom of the terrace steps, barefoot in the long grass. I shade my eyes against the startling glare of the sun, my head tight from lack of sleep.


“I found the swimming pool,” you call up to me, full of glee. “I didn’t know there was one. It’s so cool.”


You don’t remember it from before. I try to smile: this is a good thing.


“Perhaps we can see about filling it, if the pump’s still working,” I make myself say. You’re a strong swimmer; I’ve made sure of that. I paid for years of lessons at an over-chlorinated municipal pool near our flat in London.


You look at me oddly. “It’s already filled.”


I know it was emptied ten years ago, when we left for good. Neither Camille nor I have touched it since.


But of course you’re right. The water glimmers mysteriously through the row of parasol pines my conservative father planted in the fifties for the sake of his daughters’ modesty. It isn’t the blinding turquoise of resort swimming pools but deep, darkling jade. On overcast days I always thought it looked like green ink.


I kneel at the edge and dip my hand in. Hardly yet warmed by the sun, the water runs like chilled silk through my fingers. There are only a few leaves and insects floating on the surface, clustered at the far end. Someone has cleared it recently.


I wonder if Olivier Lagarde arranged it. Perhaps he wound the clock in the salon too. I have the strangest sense that these things are simply the house welcoming us back. And perhaps trying to keep us here.


I glance at my bare wrist. “What time is it?”


“About half ten, I think.”


I get to my feet. “I have to meet the solicitor at eleven, in the village.”


“I’m staying here.”


I pause. “I thought you wanted to go to the hypermarket. You’ll have to come with me if you do. I’m going there on the way back.”


You grumble as we walk to the house but I know you don’t mind, really. You’ve never been the sort to put up much of a fight. My lovely biddable girl.
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Only one other table is occupied at the café in the village—a couple, Dutch most likely: all long legs and hiking equipment.


“Darling, why don’t you go and look in the tabac over there?” I hand you a crisp ten-franc note. “Buy some postcards. The solicitor and I will be speaking in French.”


You blink, slightly stung, but go anyway, just as the waiter arrives.


Olivier Lagarde turns up just as you disappear into the shop across the square. He’s much handsomer than I’d expected from my dim memory of his father. It’s already hot and he’s rolled up the sleeves of his shirt, his arms burnished against blinding white cotton and the chrome of his watch. His grip when he shakes my hand is firm and warm. As he sits down, the Dutch woman’s eyes rake over him and I feel a little jolt that she might assume we’re together.


“Madame Winters, thank you for meeting me today.” He smiles easily, appreciatively, his eyes intent when I meet them.


“Please, call me Sylvie,” I say, looking away first. “And it’s Durand again, actually. I’m divorced.”


“Bien sûr. Sylvie, then. You’ve seen the damage now, I gather, and that it’s really quite superficial. I hope that was clear in my letter. I didn’t want to worry you unduly. You were lucky, though. It could have been…” He spreads his hands. There’s no need to say how it might have turned out.


“Do the police know who did it?”


He shrugs. “Kids with nothing to do, who else? It happens all the time in the countryside. Especially when people know a house is standing empty.”


“Have they arrested anyone?”


He shakes his head. “To them it’s a small thing. They couldn’t find any signs of forced entry. I’m sorry, Mada—Sylvie, but they weren’t very interested. One of them said it was probably the Gattaz boys.”


I nod. It’s a name I haven’t thought of since childhood. That and the French that comes so effortlessly is both liberating and rooting. No, confining. I wonder if this is how it’s going to be: the inexorable descent into the past, the years in England flickering and fading at the horizon.


I take a sip of my coffee: tiny, bitter, and delicious. “I don’t remember you. From growing up round here, I mean.”


“No, I went to school in Avignon. Stayed with my aunt during the week. My father insisted, but look how it turned out.” He smiles wryly. “I ended up here anyway.”


“Monsieur Lagarde,” I begin.


“Please, if I’m to call you Sylvie, you must call me Olivier.” He smiles again, as though we’ve shared something intimate. It occurs to me that he might be flirting but I’m so rusty I can’t be sure.


“D’accord,” I say, inclining my head. “Olivier. I said to you on the phone that it might be time we sold La Rêverie. We’ve been putting it off, my sister and I, and I’m not sure why anymore. Maybe what happened is a sign that we should get on with it.”


“I can help you sell, if that’s what you want. I can put you in touch with someone at Century 21. Martine. She’s good. But you should know that it’s a sluggish market. The old Pelletier farm has been empty for two years now.”


He catches the waiter’s eye, then looks back at me. “Stay for another?”


I find myself nodding and he holds up two fingers.


“It’s the best time of year for the tourists, at least,” he continues easily. “There’s a chance someone like them”—he nods at the couple in walking gear—“might decide they want their own piece of France. Five good-sized bedrooms, a big garden with a pool: it would make an excellent holiday home for a family. Though we’re slightly off the beaten track here, of course. Now, if it was an hour closer to the coast things would be easier… I said the same thing to your sister when we spoke.”


The sun has moved so it’s beating down on my head. I shift slightly toward Olivier to escape its glare and knock against the table. He puts out a hand to steady it.


“Désolée,” I murmur, aware of the heat rising in my cheeks.


Absurdly, I find myself wondering whom he would judge to be the more attractive of Camille and me. Your aunt was the archetypal Parisienne even before she was one. She always looked down on the aging housewives in the village for their thickened waists and badly dyed hair. I hadn’t seen her without an immaculately made-up face since she was eighteen. I run my hand through my own unbrushed hair, then make myself stop.


Across the square, you sidle out of the tabac and stop to turn a carousel of postcards.


“May I say, Sylvie?”


I wait, hoping he isn’t going to say what I think he is.


He looks uncertain for the first time. “I just wanted to say how sorry I was for your… loss. I hope you don’t mind me saying this, but after what’s happened at the house, I felt it would be strange not to.”


This is why I hadn’t wanted to see anyone who knew me from before. Though it feels like Olivier is coming from a place of genuine concern, I know what people in this village are like. Always hungry for more gossip, they’re perfectly capable of filling in any gaps with speculation and guesswork. I wonder what they came up with about us, which rumors persisted and firmed up over time into hard truth.


“Thank you, it’s kind of you to say so,” I say. “Though…” I pause. “…I would prefer you not to mention anything about it in front of my daughter. In front of Emma. She doesn’t know everything about… what happened here. About the fire—the old fire.”


He nods and we finish our coffee in silence. I’m glad when you come sauntering over, hair shining in the sun, a paper bag in one hand and a chocolate ice-cream in the other.


“It’s not even midday,” I exclaim in English. Olivier laughs, probably grateful the tension has been broken. I smile at him and, just like that, the awkwardness melts away. I can’t help it, I like him.


“I love it here,” you say, eyes bright and imploring. “I hope the house stuff takes ages.”


Olivier grins at you. “Pas de problème, mademoiselle.” He switches to heavily accented English. “In France, these things always do.”
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Drained by the sheer size of the hypermarché, the two of us are lying prone next to the pool by two o’clock. The sun is fierce, like a physical weight pressing down, its effect almost like a sickness. I know I need to get on with things, but my limbs have turned watery. I feel as if my hope to leave by the end of the week is spooling away, out of reach.


I drag over the only working parasol so it covers you and pull my own lounger into the dappled shade of the oleander tree. When I shut my eyes, patches of brightness bloom pale red through the lids. I’m just drifting into sleep when I hear screaming. I leap up and toward you without conscious thought, heart galloping, but you haven’t moved. You’re still sleeping, the headphones clamped over your head continuing to buzz.


I must have imagined it, teetering on the brink of dreams. I lie down again but can’t settle, the echo of that phantom noise still reverberating in the heavy air. I recognize that scream. It’s the same voice that murmured in my ear as I drove south. A girlish voice, melodic but threaded through with steel.


I go back to the house and find my eyes drawn to the souillarde door. Behind it, the cold tiles under my bare feet are a shock after the sultry garden. The air is like wading through river water, my arms goose-pimpling as I inspect the mold again, as if I might find clues written in its patterns.


I’m sure it’s gotten worse overnight, the black marks beginning to spread around the small window like a dark, blurred-leaf creeper. I bought a spray that should bleach it away but I don’t want to be in here. There’s a prickling at the back of my neck, the kind that says you’re no longer alone, though I know I am.


I’m just pulling the door shut behind me when I catch movement through the window. It’s so brief that it’s not even a shape, more a shift in the pattern of light out there by the barn.


An old gate is tucked into the overgrown hedge at the side of the lawn. It’s rusted shut when I get to it, white paint blistered, and it screeches as I wrench it open. It doesn’t look like anyone’s used it since we left, which should be reassuring but isn’t. It only adds to the dream-like strangeness I can’t shake, of a place simultaneously abandoned and alive, like pockets of heat and cold in the sea.


The patch of earth between the house and the barn is palpably hotter and drier than the garden. I don’t go into the barn. I already know what the damage looks like in there.


I shade my eyes to check the path snaking away toward the drive. There are no footprints but, farther away, something has raised a cloud of ocher dust. Out on the main road, the wasp drone of a moped engine fades out of hearing. Once the air clears, everything is still, baking in the afternoon glare. The only movement is the heat shimmer that warps the distant blue hills.
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The garden is losing its color to the dusk. We’ve just finished eating a drawn-out supper of tomatoes, cheese, and bread. Someone spying on the scene would see a mother and daughter relaxing into their holiday, but my shoulders are stiff with tension.


Fortunately, you seem not to have noticed. Or perhaps you have, because you stretch your arms and yawn noisily. “I could get used to this,” you say, in the old-man voice that always makes me laugh. “What do you think, love? Shall we stay?”


It’s a favorite game of ours, this pretense we’re a long-retired couple who take pleasure in small things; we do it in the flat while I’m making dinner. You’ve been less willing lately, and I’ve missed it, an eccentric side you don’t reveal to anyone else.


“If you like it here, dearie, then so do I,” I say, trying not to sound too eager.


“You’re a good girl. I couldn’t have asked for a better wife all these years.”


We get the giggles then, made abruptly helpless in the intense way that veers close to tears. I pull down my sleeve to wipe my eyes as we lapse into an easy silence.


“Do you believe in ghosts?” you suddenly ask, and the switch in mood pulls me out of my happiness like a slap. I reach for the pale Bandol rosé I’ve been drinking since this afternoon. I only drink occasionally in London.


“Ghosts?” My voice quavers slightly. “No, I don’t think so. Why, have you seen one?” I intend this to sound lighthearted but it doesn’t quite succeed, the question mark too loud.


“No, I just wondered.”


“Did you hear a funny noise? Remember, it’s an old house and it’s summer now, too. When the temperature changes, everything creaks.”


“It’s not that.”


“What, then?”


You shrug. “Just some places are… I don’t know. Like this place is. It’s old and stuff but it’s not just that. Our flat’s Victorian but I can’t imagine seeing anything there.”


“And you can here.”


You shrug again.


“Are you going to start sorting out our old things tomorrow?” you ask after a while. “I can help if you want.”


“You’re good to offer, sweetheart, but it’ll be boring and dusty, I expect. I thought you wanted to get a tan.” I keep my voice casual because I don’t want you going through everything. I don’t know what you might stumble across, or how to answer your questions if you do.


You poke at your arm. “This pasty skin will never go brown. It’s already pink, like Dad’s.” You look straight at me. “Don’t you want me to help?”


You’re testing me, which is so unlike you. By unspoken agreement, we only talk about her obliquely. I’ve caught you enough times, though, gazing at that photograph in the hall at home, the only one of your sister that’s on display. I presume you keep quiet because you don’t want to make me sad, and I’ve let you believe it’s as simple as that. Here, though, things might be different. Perhaps this is the beginning, tectonic plates shifting just enough to trigger the first tremor.


“You can help if you want to,” I say woodenly.


“Is there much left that was hers?”


You aren’t looking at me but off into the darkening garden. You’ve poured yourself a dribble of the rosé, I don’t know when.


“I—I’m not sure,” I say honestly. I can’t remember exactly what was cleared and what wasn’t. While so many of my memories from ten years ago are pin-sharp, others have blurred.


“I know you don’t like talking about her, Mum,” you say, drinking your unasked-for inch of wine in a single gulp. “But I don’t see how we can’t. It would just be weird, wouldn’t it, now we’re here? She was my sister but I know barely anything about her. She died, you and Dad split up, and we moved to London. That’s it.”


I don’t reply. I can’t think straight because my blood is suddenly loud in my ears.


You get up and put your arms round me. “Please don’t be upset,” you say, breath hot in my ear. “You can tell me things, you know. I’m older now.”


“You’re not an adult, though, are you?” I say, more abruptly than I mean to. What I really want to say is You’re still my little girl. Your sister at thirteen was so much older than you.


You straighten up, offended, and pull your hand away when I try to take it.


I know I should explain everything properly. People always assume there’ll be a better time, and then it’s too late. But I don’t think I’m capable of it, not right now.


Neither of us says anything for a while and I listen to the small sounds of the garden preparing for night.


You consider me for a moment, your finger circling the rim of your glass. “Do you think her ghost might be here, at La Rêverie?”


The loosed words swirl in the gloom, bright and unearthly, like phosphorescence. Around us, only perceptible if you know it as I do, the garden lets out a soft sigh.















1968



I conceive her in Paris, in the middle of the student riots: the glorious chaos of Mai ’68. Her father says that our first child will be all fire and spark, forged as she was in the bonfire of old, conservative France.


We are students ourselves, or at least we were until recently, the two of us renting rooms on the fourth floor of a house in the sixth arrondissement, plaster peeling from its belle-époque bones. Greg has already graduated with unexceptional grades in political science while I have given up my studies in London to be here with him, persuaded that a degree doesn’t really matter. It’s just a piece of paper, he says, when I worry about it, his long pianist’s fingers circling my navel, just another way the Establishment makes people buckle down to a conventional half-existence. What matters is this. He gestures toward the city beyond our tall, dust-streaked windows. Real life.


We came to Paris ostensibly for him to see more of my homeland. He’d enjoyed French classes at school and had gone on holidays to France as a child: bracing weeks on the beaches of northern Brittany, where he’d had his first erotic experience. I think about her sometimes, that long-ago Madeleine who bewitched a teenaged Greg in the early sixties. She instilled in him a weakness for French girls that steered him unerringly toward me as I sat sipping a half pint of warm beer in the student union bar one winter-dark afternoon, trying to pretend I wasn’t cold and homesick in London, that I liked English beer. Without Madeleine, he might have walked straight past and gone on to marry an English girl instead. And me? I might have gone home and married a nice boy from my village, London washing off me as easily as grime in the shower. When I think about this, about Fate and its vagaries, and how we might have missed each other by inches, I feel dizzy.


Greg wanted to come to Paris partly because of the growing unrest. He’d heard about Nanterre, which had been shut down after trouble between the university authorities and the students. I tease him for trying to shake off his suburban background, be something more dangerous than he is. His poor parents are horrified that their clever son has gone off the rails, has run off to Paris with his foreign girlfriend.


Soon it’s July, and the city begins to swell with the usual tourists, to swelter with heat, and the riots run their course. We give up our digs and catch a train south so he can meet my parents. My mouth tastes of old coins as we rattle through the vastness of my country’s interior because I am almost three months pregnant. I reach out for my new husband’s hand, our fingers entwining. We have been married for twenty-two hours. I was surprised he suggested we marry when I fell pregnant. I’d expected him to say that such conventions didn’t apply to us.


I’m surprised again when he loves La Rêverie, the village, even my parents. I’d feared he would think them staid, conformist. I was secretly dreading that he would argue over dinner with my father about Catholicism. But he doesn’t, their exoticism, like the gentle enchantment of the house, seducing him effortlessly.


The months roll placidly by, and our return to Paris or London isn’t discussed. Instead, we stay on in my childhood home. As silver streaks my swelling abdomen and islets of darker skin rise on my cheekbones, I am in a sort of heaven, idling quietly through the days, a cotton-wadded, rainbow-glinting life. My mother knits tiny clothes from the softest wool and I paint jungle animals on the wall of the room that will be the nursery.


As summer fades to autumn and then winter, I can’t wait to meet her. I know without question that she will be a girl. When she kicks, I pull up my blouse and watch her heels rippling my skin. Excitement eddies through me at the thought that I will soon be able to weigh those tiny feet in my palms.


There is no apprehension, only anticipation. One night, too uncomfortable to sleep, I wish for her to be beautiful and clever, my fingers crossed under the covers. In the morning, I turn to Greg in the bed beside me, press my lips against his bare shoulder. “I’ve thought of a name for her,” I say, stroking his long fringe out of his eyes. “I dreamt it. We’ll call her Élodie.”















1993



Perhaps it’s what you said about ghosts that lures me to her room after dinner. I’ve drunk too much today and, as I climb the stairs, I feel slightly off-balance. Butterflies take flight in my stomach as I reach the landing.


I’ve found an old cache of bulbs in the kitchen and replace the one in the hall that’s blown without mishap, light blazing from the bedrooms so I can see what I’m doing. It occurs to me that I should wait until morning to do the one that’s gone in Élodie’s room, but I can’t keep away any longer, the alcohol spurring me on.


I carry in a chair as though it’s a chore I do every day, humming while I clamber onto it because I’m nervous now, one hand groping in the gloom for the fitting. When my hand brushes against the old Bakelite and it begins to swing, I jump, and in trying to catch it again I touch an uninsulated section of cable, just for a fraction of a second. I feel it as a violent jolt inside me, a huge interior bang.


When I open my eyes, I’m lying on my back on the floor, the light fitting swinging above me and faint music playing from below. I’m just wondering if my electrocuted brain has manufactured it when you turn the volume right up. Of course it must be you, though for a moment I wonder.


I know this song like the angles of my own face, though I haven’t heard it in years. The plaintive opening verse of “Good Vibrations.” Sunlight and hair and perfume. I never listen to this one—I once walked out of a shop mid-purchase when it came on. It reminds me too painfully of her, she who loved it best of all. Now, when I’m hearing it for the first time in so long, the harmonies rise and entwine, like spirits wheedling to be let in. I run down the stairs and, in my rush to lift the needle, make it screech across the vinyl.


“Mum, what are you doing?” You’re caught between surprise and exasperation.


“Sorry. I just—”


The telephone saves me. Its shrill ringing makes me jump. As I pick it up, my hand is shaking, my head beginning to pound. I’m hoping to hear Olivier’s mellow tones or even Camille, whose familiar brusqueness might shake me out of myself. But it’s your father, and he has never been very reassuring in a crisis.


“What’s wrong?” he says. “You sound a bit drunk.”


“I just fell, actually. I was trying to change a lightbulb.”


He laughs. “There’s a joke in there somewhere.”


“Did you ring up just to imply I’m an idiot?”


“No,” he replies, stung. “I rang to see why you hadn’t been in touch. You said you would be when you arrived, which was two days ago now.”


Two days? It feels like weeks. “I’m sorry,” I make myself say. “We’ve been busy. I meant to.”


“So,” he says, carefully. “How is it?”


“It’s just as it was.”


“And is it all bad memories, or have you managed to dredge up some good ones?”


I glance around but you’ve wandered into the kitchen. “You say that as though I only wanted the bad ones.”


“That’s sometimes how it felt.”


“It wasn’t us, Greg,” I say softly. “We didn’t make any of it happen.”


I hear him pull in a long breath and I think he’s going to sigh with impatience but then I hear the tremor that means he’s close to tears.


“Look, why don’t you have a word with your daughter?” I say. “She’s here.”


There’s a beat of silence, and I know he thinks for a split second that I mean Élodie. I think that’s why I said “daughter” rather than your name: a desire to transmit a tiny bit of what I’m feeling in this house down the telephone line, to hiss in his ear.


You take the phone from me. “Not much,” I hear you say, as I wander over to the double doors that stand ajar, admitting a cool ribbon of night air. “Just lying by the pool, really.”


The garden, as I step out into it, smells of oleander flowers and hot dust. There’s a new moon, a narrow paring that makes me think of the scar that curved over Élodie’s right eyebrow.


I did my best, I say to your father in my head, where the conversation we’ve had so many times is continuing to play out, the old script unchanged.


I sit down on the third step and my fingers go automatically to the small bloodstain that no one else would ever notice. How many other places here are inhabited by difficult memories? So many tiny hauntings that you can’t help treading on them, splinters of glass working their way under the skin.


Moonlight scatters across the swimming pool when I get there. I don’t look into the void under the oleander tree. Something of her is here, too, or has been very lately. The after-burn of a presence hangs like cordite in the air. “Élodie,” I whisper. “Have you come back?”


The cicadas, which have been silent, begin to roar.















1969



She slips out of me, like a fish, after just five hours. Before I have time to absorb her arrival, she is borne away screaming, fists clenched so tightly they shake, and I fall into a padded black hole of sleep.


In French maternity wards, routine is everything. Babies are fed at set times and then whisked away, so that the mother can recover and get used to the fact that life has utterly changed. For eight days and nights, I am a model patient, doing exactly as the nurses order. I don’t beg for extra feeds or longer holds with my baby. I eat all the food I am given and sleep the rest of the time. Ironically, it’s like being a cosseted child.


They are pleased with me. “Such a sensible one,” the sister says to Greg, when he comes to collect us. During the journey home, I sit on the back seat and watch her sleeping. I am a mother, I think. How is it possible? She is so perfectly contained, her shell-pink eyelids so unmoving that I lean in to check she’s still breathing.


“Do babies dream?” I whisper to Greg, in the front, and he smiles.


Although my joy is laced with fear, it’s the kind every parent feels, the kind that hurts your heart and makes the world seem as amazing as it is hazardous.


I am a mother.















1993



You creep into my bed just after two. As you cuddle in closer, cold feet twining around mine, I notice the wind has picked up. Somewhere, a loose shutter is creaking. It’s the one in the room at the end of the hall.


“I had a nightmare,” you whisper, “and then I couldn’t get back to sleep. It’s so dark here.”


I put my arms around you. Your skin is cool and smells slightly of the musty sheets. “It was only a dream,” I say, hoping you won’t want to tell me about it.


The shutter bangs and you jump. “I think that’s what woke me up.”


“I’ll go and fix it.” I push back the bedclothes and the air of the room feels chilled. It will rain soon. I used to love it as a child when the temperature abruptly dipped like this, in the deepest trench of night. The rain always cleared the air, the sky the next morning a dazzling crystalline blue, the garden bristling with new vigor.


I try the light in the hall, but it doesn’t work, despite the new bulb. The whole house probably needs rewiring—it hasn’t been touched since the fifties. Feeling my way along, I experience another attack of déjà vu. It’s like being tipped headlong into the past, the waxed boards under my feet and the precise angle of the black stairwell to my right so utterly familiar that I feel as if I’ve invented the years in between.


I hesitate on the threshold of her room and the shutter bangs again. The door creaks loudly as I open it. The only light comes from the storm outside, flashing intermittently as the shutter swings back and forth. In the distance, thunder rolls.


At the window, I twist the handle and a sudden gust shoves the frame hard into me, thin glass shuddering in loose putty. I have to lean right out to get hold of the shutter, trusting the wooden bar across to take my weight. I’ve almost grabbed it when some base instinct makes me rear back into the room and away from the drop, convinced that someone is behind me.


On the second attempt, I grab the shutter’s catch as it blows back in, breathing hard as my fingers fumble to fasten it. As I push the windows together and turn the handle to lock them again, the rain is coming down harder, the thunder answering, louder now. I hear you call me from the other end of the house and I rush out, eyes averted from the shadows where the bed stands.


“What is it, chérie?” I say, when I get back to you, trying not to show I’m out of breath. You’re over by the window. Outside, the rain ratchets up another notch, a hiss rising from the stone terrace. Lightning flashes for a blinding moment.


You turn to me, eyes wide. “There’s someone out there. I saw them.”


The garden is full of swaying movement: water and wind pummeling leaves, bending branches. I peer hard into the dark voids between the shrubs and trees, but there’s nothing.


“It’s okay, it’s just the storm. No one’s there.”


I turn back to the window just as a perfect, pink-tinged fork of lightning illuminates the scene, like someone taking a photograph with a powerful flash. As the thunder cracks over us, directly above the house now, I think of the camera Greg bought for her when you were born, and the last film developed from it. Those horrible photographs, the same small face featured in every one, pinprick pupils red from the flash. The single word that had crept into my mind: proof.


The storm moves on, the gaps between the lightning and thunder stretching out until I lose count of the seconds. You’ve already fallen asleep, and I’m drifting away myself when I hear it—the revving of moped engines, four or five at least, all overlapping, as though competing. The noise, amplified by the wet road, gets louder and quieter, then louder again, and at first I think the wind is buffeting it to and fro. But the wind has dropped away to nothing. I understand that they’re riding up and down the same short stretch of road.


I tiptoe to a window facing that way and, as if they know I’m watching, one of the bikes peels off the road and onto the drive that leads to the house. Leads to us. I can’t move as it approaches slowly, frozen in place. At the moment it looks as though it will surely collide with our car, it veers away, accelerating back toward the others with a roar. I don’t know how long I stand there, the cold white light of their headlamps strafing again and again over the dark fields, over the house, over my hands, still clutching the windowsill.
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