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To you.
Yes, you.
You know who you are.
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Friday, March 10


There’s always a moment before a storm when the wind seems to change its mind. It plays at domesticity; it flirts with the blossom on the trees; it teases the rain from the dull grey clouds. This moment of playfulness is when the wind is at its cruellest and most dangerous. Not later, when the trees fall and the blossom is just blotting-paper choking the drains and rivulets. Not when houses fall like cards, and walls that you thought were firm and secure are torn away like paper.


No, the cruellest moment is always the one in which you think you might be safe; that maybe the wind has moved on at last; that maybe you can start building again, something that can’t be blown away. That’s the moment at which the wind is at its most insidious. That’s the moment where grief begins. The moment of expected joy. The demon of hope in Pandora’s box. The moment when the cacao bean releases its scent into the air: a scent of burning, and spices, and salt; and blood; and vanilla; and heartache.


I used to think it was simple, that art. The making of harmless indulgences. But at last I have come to learn that no indulgence is harmless. Francis Reynaud would be proud of me. Forty years a witch and now, at last, I have become a Puritan.


Zozie de l’Alba would have understood. Zozie, the collector of hearts, whose face still comes to me, in my dreams. Sometimes I hear her voice on the wind; the sound of her shoes on the cobbles. Sometimes I wonder where she is: whether she still thinks of me. No indulgence is harmless, she knew. Power is all that counts in the end.


The wind doesn’t care. The wind doesn’t judge. The wind will take whatever it can – whatever it needs – instinctively. I was like that once, you know. Seeds on the wind, taking root, seeding again before moving on. The seeds do not stay with the parent plant. They go wherever the wind goes.


Take my Anouk, now twenty-one: gone to wherever children go whenever they follow the piper. We used to be so close, she and I. We used to be inseparable. And yet I know that a child is on loan, one day to be returned to the world, to grow and to learn and to fall in love. I’d once believed she might stay here in Lansquenet-sous-Tannes; that Jeannot Drou might keep her there; that of course and the chocolaterie, and the promise of security. But it was Jean-Loup Rimbault, in Paris, who decided things. Jean-Loup, the boy with the hole in his heart. Did Anouk fill it? All I know is she left a hole in mine; a hole that all the chocolate in Mexico could never fill; a space in the shape of a little girl with eyes as dark as the ocean.


And now, my Rosette, sixteen years old, hears the voice of the wind, and I know how hungry she is; how wild, how wilful, how volatile. The wind would take her in one gust, if she were not fastened down like a sail, if I had not taken precautions. And still the wind keeps worrying at the cords that keep us safe. Still we hear its siren call. And it smells of other places. It speaks of danger and sunlight, adventure and joy. It dances through the motes of light in shades of chilli and peppercorn. It catches at the back of the throat like unexpected laughter. And in the end it takes them all; everything you laboured for. Everything you told yourself that you could somehow take with you. And it always begins in a moment of playfulness, magic – even of joy. A moment of brightness between the clouds. A taste of sweetness; a ringing of bells.


Sometimes, even a fall of snow.




Snow
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Saturday, March 11


It snowed today. A week into Lent, a miracle come early. At first I thought it was blossom. Blossom out of the bright blue sky, covering the pavements. But there was snow on the window-sill, and crystals in the sparkling air. It could have been an Accident. But maybe it was something more.


It hardly ever snows down here. It’s hardly ever cold, not even really in winter. Not like in Paris, where sometimes the Seine used to crackle with thin black ice, and I had to wear my winter coat from Hallowe’en to Eastertime. Here in Lansquenet-sous-Tannes you get cold weather for maybe a month. Frost in December. White on the fields. And then there’s the wind. The cold north wind that always brings tears to your eyes. But today, there was snow. It’s a sign. Someone will be dead by dawn.


I know a story about a girl whose mother made her out of snow. The girl is supposed to stay out of the sun, but one summer’s day she disobeys, and goes out to play with the others. Her mother looks for her everywhere. But all she finds are her clothes on the ground – BAM! – in a puddle of water.


Narcisse told me that story. Narcisse, who owns the flower shop. He’s old now, and someone else runs the shop on weekdays, but on Sundays he still comes in, and sits by the door, and watches the street, and never talks. Except sometimes to me. He says:


‘We’re the quiet ones, aren’t we, Rosette? We don’t chatter like magpies.’


That’s true. While Maman makes chocolates and talks, I prefer to sit quietly, playing with my button-box or drawing in my drawing-book. When I was small, I never talked. I sang and sometimes shouted – BAM! – or made animal noises, finger-signs or bird calls. People like birds and animals. People didn’t like me much, and so I didn’t talk to them, not even in my shadow-voice, the one I use when I’m being someone else. Instead I went into a bird, and flew very high into the clouds. Or sometimes I was a monkey, swinging in the trees, or sometimes a dog, barking at the wind. But even then, people didn’t like me; except for Maman, and Anouk, and Roux, and my best friend Jean-Philippe Bonnet. But Maman is always working now, and Anouk is in Paris with Jean-Loup, and Roux comes and goes, but never stays long, and Jean-Philippe (whose nickname is Pilou) goes to school all week in Agen, and doesn’t want to play any more.


Maman says not to worry. He hasn’t really changed all that much. But now he’s sixteen, and the other boys would laugh at him, and tease him for playing with a girl.


I don’t think that’s fair. I’m not a girl. Sometimes I am a boy like Pilou. Sometimes I am a monkey, a dog. Sometimes I am something else. But other people are different. Other people care about these things. And of course I can’t go to school. The school in Agen didn’t want me. They told Maman I wouldn’t fit in, or talk the way I was meant to. And then there was Bam, who wouldn’t behave, and makes me shout his name – BAM! And sometimes there are Accidents.


And so now I learn what I can from books, and birds, and animals, and sometimes even people. People like Narcisse, and Roux, who never mind when I don’t want to talk, or when my voice isn’t a little girl’s voice, but something wild and dangerous.


Maman used to tell me the story of a little girl whose voice was stolen by a witch. The witch, who was clever and devious, used the little girl’s young, sweet voice to trick people into doing her will. Only the little girl’s shadow could speak, but it was rarely ever sweet. Instead it only told the truth, and sometimes it was merciless. You’re like that little girl, Maman said. Too wise for fools to understand.


Well, I don’t know if I’m wise. But I do have a shadow-voice. I don’t use it very often, though. People don’t like hearing the truth. Even Maman prefers not to hear some of the things my shadow says. And so I stick to signing most times, or else I don’t say anything. And if I feel my shadow-voice wanting to break free I shout – BAM! – and laugh and sing, and stamp my foot, the way we sometimes used to do to keep the wicked wind away.


When the snow began to fall, Maman was working in the shop, making Easter chocolates. Rabbits and chickens and baskets of eggs. Mendiants and nougatines. Nipples of Venus, and apricot hearts, and bitter orange slices. All wrapped up in cellophane, and tied with coloured ribbons, and packed in boxes and sachets and bags, ready to give for Easter. I don’t like chocolates very much. I like hot chocolate, and a chocolate croissant, but I don’t want to work in a chocolate shop. Maman says everyone has something. With her it’s making chocolates, and knowing which one’s your favourite. With Roux, it’s making bird calls and being able to fix almost anything. With me, it’s drawing animals. Everyone has an animal, a shadow of their true self. Mine is Bam, a monkey. Maman is a wild cat. Roux is a fox with a bushy tail. Anouk is a rabbit called Pantoufle. Pilou is a raccoon. And Narcisse is an old black bear, with his long nose and his shuffling walk and his little eyes filled with secrets. Some people think Bam isn’t real. Even Maman calls him ‘Rosette’s imaginary friend’, especially to people like Madame Drou, who can’t even see the colours. That’s because Bam can be naughty. I have to watch him all the time. Sometimes I have to shout at him – BAM! – to stop him from causing an Accident.


But Maman only pretends she can’t see him now. Maman doesn’t want to see. She thinks it would be easier if we were like the others. But I know she still sees Bam. Just like she sees her customers’ favourite kind of chocolate. Just like she sees the colours that tell you how someone is feeling. But now she tries to hide those things, to be like the other mothers. Perhaps she thinks that if she does, I’ll be like the others, too.


When the snow began to fall, Maman didn’t notice. She was with two ladies who were choosing chocolate animals. Ladies in spring dresses with high-heeled shoes and pastel coats. One is called Madame Montour. She doesn’t live here, but I’ve seen her around. She goes to church on Sundays. The other one was Madame Drou, who never comes in for chocolate, but only to find out what’s happening. They were talking about a boy who was fat, and wouldn’t do as he was told. I don’t know who the boy was. I thought of two parrots, or two pink hens, clucking and preening and fussing. And I could see Madame Montour wondering why I wasn’t at school.


No-one in Lansquenet wonders why. No-one in Lansquenet is surprised that I sometimes bark, or shout, or sing: Bam-Bam-Bam: Bam, badda-BAM! But I could see Maman watching me. I know she worries about me. There used to be Accidents, when I was small. Things that shouldn’t have happened, but did. Things that made us different. And once they tried to take me away, when I was still a baby. Someone tried to take Anouk, too, when we lived in Paris. Now Maman worries. There’s no need. Nowadays, I’m careful.


I drew a rose-pink parakeet for Madame Montour, and a hen for Madame Drou. Just a few strokes for the little pink head, the beak half open in surprise. I left them there on the counter, where Maman could see, and went outside. The wind was coming from the north, and there were petals on the ground, but when I stopped to look I saw that the petals were clumps of snow, whirling out of the blue spring sky like pieces of confetti.


The priest was standing outside the church, looking surprised at the falling snow. The priest’s name is Francis Reynaud. I didn’t like him when I first came, but now I think perhaps I do. And Reynaud means ‘fox’, which is silly, because anyone can see he’s really a crow, all in black, with his sad little crooked smile. But I do like the church. I like the smell of polished wood and incense. I like the coloured window glass and the statue of Saint Francis. Reynaud says Saint Francis is the patron saint of animals, who left his life to live in the woods. I’d like to do that. I’d build myself a house in a tree, and live on nuts and strawberries. Maman and I never go to church. Once, that might have caused trouble. But Reynaud says we don’t have to go. Reynaud says God sees us, and cares for us, wherever we are.


And now here comes the spinning snow, from a bright blue lantern sky. A sign – maybe even an Accident. I spread my coat like wings, and call – BAM! – to make sure he knows it isn’t my fault. Reynaud smiles and waves his hand. But I can tell he doesn’t see the flash of colours across the square. He doesn’t hear the song of the wind, or catch the scent of burning. These are all signs. I see them all. But I can tell he doesn’t know. Snow, out of a clear blue sky. Someone will be dead by dawn.




2


[image: image]


Saturday, March 11


There she goes. How strange she is: my winter child; my changeling. Wild as an armful of birds, she flies everywhere in an instant. There is no keeping her inside, no making her sit quietly. She has never been like other girls, never like other children. Rosette is a force of nature, like the jackdaws that sit on the steeple and laugh, like a fall of unseasonal snow, like the blossom on the wind.


Women – mothers – like Joline Drou or Caro Clairmont do not understand. The dread of having a different child is more than they can imagine. Nearly sixteen, and still Rosette cannot speak in the normal way. To them, it makes my child a burden; pitiful; less than whole. To them, she is Poor Rosette, as I am Poor Vianne behind my back; left with that child to bring up alone, and the father so shockingly absent.


But Caro and Joline do not know how Rosette looks at me when I kiss her goodnight; or how she sings to herself in bed; or how she can draw any animal or bird, or living creature. All they see is a little girl who can never grow up, and this, they think, is the saddest thing. A little girl who can never grow up will never fall in love, or be married, or get a job, or move away to the city. A little girl who can never grow up will be a burden forever, and her mother will never be able to go on that round-the-world cruise she had planned, or take up exciting new hobbies, or socialize at the country club. Instead she will be doomed to stay here, in sleepy Lansquenet-sous-Tannes; hardly the kind of place in which you’d hope to stay forever.


But I am not Caro Clairmont, or Joline Drou, or Michèle Montour. And the thought of being rooted in one place, never to be blown away, is a dream I have cherished all my life. Small dreams are all I’ve ever had; small dreams are all I hope for. A place in which the seeds I sow will grow into something I recognize. Clothes hanging in a wardrobe. A table, scarred with familiar marks. An armchair, moulded to my shape. Maybe even a cat by the door.


You see, I am not demanding. These things are surely achievable. And yet, whenever I think that maybe I have silenced the wind’s incessant demands, it begins to blow again. The weather changes. Friends die. Children grow up and move away. Even Anouk, my summer child, with her little messages and phone calls every Sunday – unless she forgets – her eyes already alight with the thought of other places, new adventures. How strange. Anouk was always the one who wanted to settle down, to stay. Now her orbit has shifted, and it is his star she follows. It was inevitable, I know, and yet I sometimes find myself wishing, darkly wishing—


But not with Rosette. Rosette is mine. A special child, says Caro Clairmont, with the pious expression that so belies the genuine disgust she feels. She must be a burden, thinks Caroline. A daughter who will never grow up; a child who can never be normal. She has no idea that this is precisely what makes Rosette so dear to me.


A cat crossed your path in the snow, and mewed. The Hurakan was blowing.


No. I turn away from the memory. The winter of the cat in the snow, the gilded cage, and the circle of sand. I did what had to be done, Maman. I did what mothers always do. I have no regrets. My child is safe. And that is all that matters.


I check my mobile phone. I have taken to carrying one since Anouk moved back to Paris. Sometimes she sends me a photograph – a little window into her life. Sometimes she sends me text messages. Adorable blue-eyed husky outside the Métro station! Or: New ice cream shop at Quai des Orfèvres! It helps to know I can speak to her, or hear from her at any time, but I try not to be demanding, or show her that I am anxious. Our phone calls are light and amusing: I tell her about my customers; she tells me about the things she has seen. Jean-Loup is studying at the Sorbonne; Anouk, who could have studied too, has taken a job in a multiplex cinema. They live together in a rented bedsit in the 10th arrondissement. I can imagine it perfectly: an old building, with damp in the walls and cockroaches in the bathroom, much like the cheap hotels we stayed in when Anouk was small. She could have stayed here and worked with me in the chocolaterie. Instead she has chosen Paris – Anouk, who never wanted anything else but to live in a place like Lansquenet.


I go back into the kitchen. There are mendiants cooling on a sheet of greaseproof paper; little discs of chocolate, scattered with pieces of crystallized fruit; chopped almonds and pistachios; dried rose petals and gold leaf. Mendiants were always my favourites; so simple to make that even a child – even Anouk at five years old – was able to make them unsupervised. A sour cherry for the nose; a lemon slice for the mouth. Even her mendiants were smiling.


Rosette’s are more complex, almost Byzantine in their design; the little pieces of crystallized fruit arranged in ingenious spirals. She plays with buttons in the same way, lining them up against skirting-boards, making intricate patterns of loops and foils across the wooden flooring. It is part of the way she sees the world; how she represents its complexities. Caro looks wise and talks about obsessive-compulsive disorder, and how common it is in those children she likes to call special, but there’s nothing disordered about Rosette. Patterns – signs – are important.


Where has she gone this morning, so quiet and so purposeful? It is cold; the hard blue sky ringing with the frozen wind from the Russian steppes. She likes to play by the side of the Tannes, or in the fields down by Les Marauds, but most of all she likes the wood that runs alongside Narcisse’s farm, a wood to which only she is allowed access, without risking the wrath of the owner.


Narcisse, who owns the flower shop opposite the chocolaterie, and who supplies fruit and vegetables to markets and shops along the Tannes, is gruffly, fiercely fond of Rosette. A widower of thirty years, he has chosen to adopt her as a surrogate granddaughter. With others he is often dour to the point of rudeness. But with her he is indulgent; telling her stories, teaching her songs, which she sings without words, but with the greatest enthusiasm.


‘My strawberry thief,’ he calls her. ‘My little bird with the secret voice.’


Well, today the little bird is off exploring the new-fallen snow. It will not last, but for now the fields are seamed in white, with the peach trees all in blossom. I wonder what Narcisse will say. Snow as late as this is a curse to fruit trees and to growing crops. Perhaps that is why his shop is still shut, even though the weekend is often the best time to sell flowers. Eleven-thirty, and the stragglers at the end of the service have all gone home to their families in the unexpected snow, their Sunday coats and berets and hats all scattered with white feathers. Even Reynaud will have gone home by now, to his little house on the Avenue des Francs Bourgeois, and Poitou’s bakery on the square is getting ready to close for lunch. Above, the sky is blue and hard. No sign of a cloud. And yet the snow continues to fall, like thistledown on the wind. My mother would have called it a sign.


I, of course, know better.
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Wednesday, March 15


It happened overnight, mon père. They found him in the morning. He hadn’t been to open the shop, which he always does on a Sunday, and the girl who runs it on weekdays had gone to his house to find him there, sitting in his chair on the porch, eyes still open, cold as the grave. Of course, he was close to eighty, but even so, a sudden death always comes as a surprise, even for one to whom it should be neither a shock nor a cause for grief.


Not that Narcisse would have cared much whether I grieved for him or not. He was never a churchgoing man, and made no secret of his contempt of me and all I stand for. But his daughter, Michèle Montour, is an enthusiastic member of my congregation, even though she and her husband Michel live on the other side of Agen. They’re always polite and respectful to me, though I can’t say I like them very much. She is one of those women Armande Voizin used to call ‘Bible groupies’, all smiles in church, but cold and sour when dealing with the socially deprived.


Michel Montour is a property developer, and drives an off-road vehicle that never seems to go off-road. Both of them like money, which I suspect is why they appeared in Narcisse’s life two years ago, and why they were so suddenly and graspingly attentive. Before that, Narcisse never saw them, or mentioned he had a daughter at all. And although for those two years Michèle had called every Sunday afternoon, fussed over his health, brought him chocolates, I do not think Narcisse believed her sudden show of affection. He may not have liked me very much, but he was a good judge of character. Dour, with a dry and somewhat surprising sense of humour that often came out in his dealings with the river-folk and with the little community of Les Marauds – those immigrants and transients, to whom he gave permission to camp and work and live rent-free on his land. His dealings with Michèle and Michel were drily cordial, nothing more. He was never under any illusions. The woman was after his money.


I suspect that when Michel and Michèle gain possession of that land, their interest in Lansquenet will cease. The friends they have made in the village are merely social acquaintances. Their eagerness to be part of my church – like Michèle’s visits to the chocolaterie – was simply a means of building the right kind of profile in the village. Narcisse had made it very clear that he wanted his farm to be cared for. He wanted his flower shop to remain part of our little community. Now that Narcisse is gone, so has the need to keep up the pretence. The farm will be broken up; the shop let; the land sold off for development. This is what happens. A lifetime’s work dismantled in less than the time it takes to harvest a crop.


Or so I had assumed, mon père. But Narcisse has surprised me. Of all the people he could have asked – friends, neighbours, family – to be the executor of his will, I am the one he has chosen, much to the annoyance of Michel and Michèle, who must have thought their inheritance more or less assured. However, even I did not know the details of Narcisse’s will until it was read today in Agen, just after the old man’s funeral. A very simple, quiet affair held at the crematorium, with as much ceremony as the short service would allow. That was what he wanted, said Michèle Montour disapprovingly. Of course, she would have preferred something more becoming to her status. Perhaps the chance to wear a new hat, to dab at her eyes with a handkerchief. Instead, her friends – the Clairmonts, the Drous – disdained the civil ceremony, and only Narcisse’s friends were left – the river folk from the barges, the men and women of Les Marauds – to honour the old man’s passing.


These are the people I never see in my church on Sundays: people with braided hair and tattoos; people in kurtas and hijabs. And of course, Vianne and Rosette, both of them dressed in bright colours, as if in defiance of death itself.


Roux was not there. He avoids the town, preferring to stay in Les Marauds. His boat is moored down by the old tanneries, where the river folk have their community, lighting bonfires on the bank and cooking their meals in cast-iron pots. There was a time when I might have been resistant to these visitors. I recall the man I used to be with shame. But Roux has not forgotten him, and keeps as far away as he can. Were it not for Vianne and Rosette I think he would leave the region for good. He has never had a home, or stayed in any one place for long. But he liked Narcisse, who gave him work and shelter when no-one else in Lansquenet would, and so I was surprised when he did not make an appearance.


Nor was Roux at the reading of the will. Being Roux, he only receives what mail he chooses to receive, which means that anything with an official stamp fails to arrive, or is quietly dumped in one of the bins by the edge of the Tannes. Only Michel and Michèle Montour were with me at the solicitor’s office in Agen, in genteel expectation of a quietly anticipated surprise. Instead, there was stupefied silence, followed by raised voices, then by a storm of incredulous questions, all directed at me, of course, as Michel and Michèle demanded to know how I had managed to trick poor Papa into leaving a valuable asset to a man who didn’t even have a bank account or a house to his name—


The solicitor’s name is Ying-Ley Mak: an elegant young woman of Chinese extraction, whose perfect French and foreign name have already caused Michel and Michèle to exchange significant glances. Now they bristled indignantly, looking from priest to solicitor, solicitor to priest, in shock and growing agitation.


‘Strictly speaking, the land has not been left to Monsieur Roux,’ explained Mme Mak in her quiet voice. ‘He is simply the legal trustee of Rosette Rocher, to whom your father bequeathed the land, and who is still a minor.’


‘It’s criminal,’ said Michèle Montour. ‘There must have been undue influence.’


I pointed out that over the last five years, Roux had barely seen Narcisse, except perhaps to say hello. ‘Besides,’ I went on, ‘it isn’t as if your father left you out of his will. He has left you the farmhouse; his money; most of the farmland—’


‘Worthless,’ said Michel Montour, ‘without the adjacent woodland. Sixteen hectares of oakland, suitable for development – not to mention the mature timber, which has significant commercial value. Why would my father-in-law leave all that to a man he barely knows? What’s the story behind it? And how soon can this be overturned?’


Calmly, I explained that, as executor of Narcisse’s will, I was in no position to overturn anything.


‘But this isn’t right!’ said Michèle, her façade of gentility starting to crack. The accent she usually affects – an elongated Northern drawl – had reverted to its natural pattern of nasal inflexions and strident peaks. ‘This isn’t right! We’re his family. We came here to look after him. We even joined his church, for God’s sake—’ She paused her tirade to fix me with a suspicious gaze. ‘You’re really trying to tell me, mon père, that this is the first you’ve heard of this? That he never even discussed it with you?’


I assured her that Narcisse had not, and, not for the first time, it occurred to me that he would have loved this scene of growing anarchy. He would have loved my discomfort, the anger of his relatives, and the polite incomprehension of Mme Mak, who hadn’t seen any of this coming.


‘He must have left documents,’ said Michèle. ‘Some kind of message to us, at least.’


Mme Mak said: ‘Your father left a document for the attention of Père Reynaud. He makes it clear in the accompanying letter that the document in question is only for Père Reynaud, and no-one else.’


‘But it doesn’t make sense,’ wailed Michèle. ‘Why would Papa do this to us? To his own family?’


‘I’m very sorry,’ said Mme Mak. ‘I’m afraid I can’t discuss the details. Your father made his will very clear. The farm, except for the oak wood, to you. The shop in the village, also to you. The sixteen hectares of wood, along with any structures and contents, to be held in trust by Monsieur Roux, to pass to Mademoiselle Rocher on her twenty-first birthday.’


‘What contents?’ said Michèle Montour. ‘Are you saying there’s something more there? A structure? What kind of a structure?’


Mme Mak simply shook her head, and handed me a thick green folder, tied with pink legal tape, and labelled with my name, in ink, in the copperplate of another century.


‘This was left for you,’ she said. ‘My client was very insistent that you should read it to the end.’


But Michèle had not abandoned the fight. ‘My father would never have done this without some kind of undue influence. I demand to see that folder. You can’t refuse to show it to me!’


Mme Mak shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Madame. Your father made it very clear that no-one but Monsieur le Curé—’


‘I don’t care!’ exclaimed Michèle. ‘My father was old. His mind was gone. He had no right to do this to us, his family, who loved him.’ She turned to me for support. ‘Mon père. We are not wealthy people. We have worked very hard to get where we are. We go to church. We pay our taxes. We have a son, whose special care costs us every penny we make. And now, just as the poor boy is coming into his inheritance – you understand that this isn’t for us, we’re only thinking of the boy—’


‘A son?’ I said. This was news to me. In the two years they had attended my church, I had never once heard either of them mention a son. I wanted to ask about the boy. What age was he? What were his needs? And why did his mother not use his name? But Michèle was in full flow, and could not be silenced so easily.


‘Who is this Roux person, anyway? What does he want? Why isn’t he here? What did my father mean by any structures and contents? Why would a man like my father leave sixteen hectares of land to a child?’ She took a deep and quivering breath. ‘And will someone please tell me: who the hell is Rosette Rocher?’
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Wednesday, March 15


It was Reynaud who brought the news. Narcisse was gone. But I already knew. Someone has been up to no good. Someone caused an Accident. And now he has left me his strawberry wood, and everyone’s discussing me.


They think I don’t understand, but I do. It’s my wood. My very own. And no-one will sell it, cut it down, or try to keep me from going there. I will build a house for myself, among the ferns and brambles. I will live on hazelnuts, and sorrel, and wild strawberries. And no-one will disturb me there, or laugh at all the things I do, because the wood belongs to me, and no-one else will go there. Except Pilou, and only then on extra-special occasions. And maybe, if Anouk comes home—


I miss Anouk. Not as much as Maman does, but still, it feels wrong without her. There were always three of us, standing together against the world. Anouk stayed in Paris to go to school. But that was over two years ago. She ought to have been home by now. But Jean-Loup lives in Paris, and Anouk wants to stay with him. And Maman is different in little ways; and talks too loudly, and laughs too much, and worries if I’m out on my own, and sometimes cries to herself in the night. She never makes a sound. But I know. I can smell the scent of tears, and I can feel the pull of the wind tearing at the shutters.


BAM! That wind. It never stops. It smells of smoke and spices. It comes from everywhere at once: the hot south; the beckoning east; the brooding west; the misty north. It plays among the fallen leaves; it tugs at the red rags of my hair. Sometimes it is a monkey. Sometimes, a lady with lollipop shoes. But it’s never far away, and now it’s getting closer. If I called it, it would blow Anouk back to Lansquenet. If I called it she would come, and Maman would be happy again—


V’là l’bon vent, v’là l’joli vent


V’là l’bon vent, ma mie m’appelle—


But sometimes there are Accidents. That’s why I don’t call the wind. At least, not with my shadow-voice, the one that only tells the truth. And Maman doesn’t know how much I like to listen to the wind. She doesn’t hear it singing to me in a voice like summertime. She doesn’t know how much I want to call it in my shadow-voice, and how I have to scold it – BAM! – to bring it back under control.


Madame Clairmont thinks I have something called Tourette’s Syndrome. I’ve heard her mention it to Maman, especially on noisy days. But Narcisse always used to say: ‘Don’t label the child. She’s not a parcel.’ And Madame Clairmont would look cross, and make her lemon-face at him, and then Narcisse would wink at me, and smile, and say in a low, gruff voice that only I could hear: ‘Don’t pay any attention to her. She’s got a bad case of Busybody Syndrome. It could kill her any day.’


That was a joke. I realize that now. There’s no such thing as Busybody Syndrome. You can’t die from being a gossip. Narcisse was often funny like that. You couldn’t always tell if he was joking. But he was my friend, ever since that day when he caught me stealing his strawberries. I didn’t know Narcisse before then. I thought he was just a grumpy old man who sometimes came into the chocolate shop. Never bought much – an apricot heart, or a single slice of cake. But Maman liked him. Roux liked him, too. And he never laughed at me, or talked to me as if I was deaf, or talked about me as if I didn’t understand, the way Madame Clairmont always does.


I try to tell her I like to sign. Not because I’m deaf – BAM! – or because I can’t talk in the regular way, but because it’s safe, and neat, and doesn’t get in the way of things. Madame Clairmont doesn’t care. She’s like a little dog, all fluff, all fuss. She makes me want to bark at her. And when she’s talking to Maman, it’s always in that deathbed voice. How’s poor little Rosette today? Vianne, I don’t how you cope. And Maman always answers: ‘Rosette is how I cope, Caroline.’


Narcisse and I became good friends six summers ago, when I was nine. One day, when Pilou was at school, and I was with Bam by the riverside, I decided to explore. Going over the fields, I found a little path to a wood, surrounded by a chain-link fence and a gate with a padlock, to keep people out. I’ve never liked locked things. I always want to look inside. And so I did: there was a place where the wire had pulled away from the post. Not big enough for an adult to pass, but easy enough for me to squeeze through. Bam, of course, can go anywhere. Like the wind, he goes where he wants. And there were so many places to go. Thickets of bramble. Fallen trees. Ferns, and violets, and gorse, paths all lined with soft green moss. And in the very heart of the wood, there was a clearing, with a circle of stones, and an old well in the middle, next to a big dead oak tree, and everything – fallen branches, standing stones, even the well, with its rusty pump – draped and festooned and piled knee-high with ruffles and flounces of strawberries, with blackbirds picking over the fruit, and the scent like all of summer.


It wasn’t like the rest of the farm. Narcisse’s farm is very neat, with everything set out in its place. A little field for sunflowers: one for cabbages; one for squash; one for Jerusalem artichokes. Apple trees to one side; peaches and plums to the other. And in the polytunnels, there were daffodils, tulips, freesias; and in season, lettuce, tomatoes, beans. All neatly planted, in rows, with nets to keep the birds from stealing them.


But here there were no nets, or polytunnels, or windmills to frighten away the birds. Just that clearing of strawberries, and the old well in the circle of stones. There was no bucket in the well. Just the broken pump, and the trough, and a grate to cover the hole, which was very deep, and not quite straight, and filled with ferns and that swampy smell. And if you put your eye to the grate, you could see a roundel of sky reflected in the water, and little pink flowers growing out from between the cracks in the old stone. And there was a kind of draught coming up from under the ground, as if something was hiding there and breathing, very quietly.


After that first time, we went there a lot. Bam and I would eat our fill, sitting by that disused well, and sometimes we’d play, and run, and sing, and chase around like squirrels. Sometimes I would pretend that the circle of stones was a fairy ring, and that the well was a wishing well, that would make my dreams come true. On those days I would drop a coin or a stone or an acorn through the rusty grate, and listen for the splash they made, deep, deep down in the darkness. And I wished for a friend to play with, and for a jumbo drawing-book, and a big box of coloured pencils, the ones that come in a hundred colours, and for Anouk to come back soon, and for us to be a family again.


And then one day I got a surprise. I’d just been picking strawberries. There was juice all around my mouth, and a necklace of strawberry-leaves around my neck. I’d taken a big glass jar from the shop. I was thinking I could make some jam, and I was singing a jam-making song: Jam-Bam-Bam, Bam, badda-jam—


And then there came a sound from the path, something like a growling dog, and it was Narcisse, in pyjamas and boots under his old brown overcoat, glaring me from beetle brows and looking more like a bear than ever.


‘What the hell are you doing here! This is private property!’


I’d never heard him shout before. I thought perhaps he was angry because I’d taken the strawberries. So I dropped the jar and ran away as fast as I could. I heard him shouting after me, sounding sorry and angry and sad, but I kept running, through the wood, and under the broken fence and along the hedge towards the river.


I didn’t go back to the wood after that. I was too afraid of Narcisse. I thought that maybe his coming there had been a kind of Accident. Instead I played by Les Marauds, and kept to my side of the river, and watched the farm from behind the hedge, and saw Narcisse with his tractor.


But three days later, he came by the shop. I was under the table – shhh! – playing with my button-box. The doorbell rang, and I saw his boots from under the red-and-white tablecloth. He walked like a bear, very heavy and slow. I knew at once it was Narcisse. I hoped he’d only come to buy chocolates, and not to tell Maman about me playing in his private wood. So I went into a little mouse, all quiet and still. The boots came in, and stopped just by the table. I could smell the scent of them, leather and the summer soil. Then he lifted the tablecloth, and I saw a basket in his hand.


The basket was filled with strawberries.


I made a little warning sound, like a rat in a corner.


He smiled and put down the basket. I could smell the strawberries now. Then he said: ‘For the strawberry thief. Take as many as you like.’


For a moment I thought that if I closed my eyes, he wouldn’t be able to see me. But when I opened them again, he was still there, looking under the tablecloth with his giant beard like a bushy cloud.


‘I owe you an apology,’ he said in quite a gentle voice. ‘I didn’t mean to frighten you, or to make you run away. I hope we can be friends, you and I.’


I made a mocking blackbird call and stuck out my tongue.


‘Your mother says you like to draw. I brought you this.’ And he handed me a brand-new drawing-pad and a box of a hundred pencils.


I made a little excited noise, and all the cups on the table danced. Maman said; ‘Rosette, be careful!’ But I was too excited to stop. The fairy stones and the wishing well had sent me what I wanted. I made Bam do a victory dance, and then, on the first page of my book, I did a quick little drawing of a monkey hugging a big brown bear, and signed: Thank you. I love them!


Narcisse laughed. ‘You’re welcome. Use the wood as much as you like. It’s a special kind of place, just for special people. Eat the strawberries. Climb the trees. But keep away from that old well. I don’t want you falling down there.’


I gave him a nod from underneath the tablecloth.


‘Promise me you’ll be careful, Rosette. I want to be sure you’ve understood.’


‘Promise,’ I said, in my shadow-voice, to show him I was serious.


He held out his hand. ‘Then we have a deal.’


Of course, I wouldn’t have fallen in. I never put my weight on the grate. But I couldn’t keep away from the well. I’d have to keep on dropping coins until Anouk was back again.


After that, the strawberry wood became my favourite place to go. In the summer I picked the fruit, and ran up and down the alleys of trees, and in autumn, collected acorns, and lay on my back watching the sky through the open branches. In the spring, I picked violets, and wild garlic by the riverbank. In winter I built tunnels under the barrows of brambles, and all year round I watched the well, and listened to its breathing, and sometimes dropped a coin or a stone into the water, and whispered into the darkness.


And that’s why I wasn’t really surprised when Maman told me that Narcisse had left me the strawberry wood, and the circle of stones, and the wishing well. He must have meant them for me from the start. Because there’s a story in that wood, a story that he wants me to know. Maman always says that stories are what keep us alive; the stories people tell us, and scatter like thistledown on the wind. And stories are all that’s left of us when we’re gone, she tells me, as the cold north wind sings its mournful song, over the sound of the melting snow.


I know a story about a bird that goes between the land of death and the land of the living. This bird carries messages from the dead to their loved ones. A man is mourning his dead wife. Every day, the messenger bird comes to sit on the man’s window-ledge, and sings. It is a song of love and hope; a message from beyond the grave, telling him his wife loves him still, and that she is waiting. But the man, in his grief, does not understand. All he understands is loss. And so he shoots the messenger bird, to silence it forever. But the other birds have already learnt its lovely song. And so the song passes through forests and fields, and even over the ocean, until the message of undying love is sung by all the birds in the sky.


Narcisse’s shop is empty today; the window all covered with newspaper. Maman says that’s because ghosts can be trapped in reflections. That must be true, because when someone dies, they cover the mirrors with blankets. They sometimes stop the clocks, too, so that the dead can get into Heaven before the Devil knows the time. But Reynaud says that isn’t true. He says he doesn’t believe in ghosts. I sign: What about the Holy Ghost? But I don’t think he understands. And Narcisse didn’t believe in God or the Devil, or even ghosts. Do you have to believe in ghosts to become one? Is he nowhere now? Or is he trapped behind the glass of the flower shop window?


I think ghosts are just people with unfinished stories to tell the world. Perhaps that’s why they try to come back. And perhaps I can tell Narcisse it’s okay, that I’m looking after the strawberry wood, that I can finish his story. That’s what I was thinking today, as I played in the strawberry wood, as I walked by the bank of the Tannes, as I looked into the wishing well, and dropped a coin there in his name—


But there was no sign of him anywhere. He must be trapped behind the glass. And so, as Maman was closing up, I went across the square to see. I stood very close to the window and looked through the gaps in the paper. The shop is empty now. It was mostly dark in there, because of the papered windows. The rows of benches that used to be there to display the buckets of flowers are gone. The floor is bare boards, and nothing else. Just some flower-heads, and dust. Even the old seed calendar on the wall is gone, leaving its ghost against the faded plaster.


I pulled away from the window then, to try and see the reflections. There wasn’t much more than a ribbon of glass between the sheets of newspaper. I wondered if I’d see his eyes, looking out from the shadows. But all I could see was my own face – the ghost of myself, looking back at me.


I said: ‘Narcisse?’


In the window, I saw Bam, pulling naughty faces.


I didn’t stop him. I needed to know. I said, a little louder: ‘Narcisse?’


A tiny wind began to blow. A nothing wind, a playful wind. It smelt of spring, and thawing snow, and primroses, and promises. It blew in my ear like a playful child, it whispered like a wishing well.


I said: ‘Narcisse?’


It tugged my hair. It felt like teasing fingers. Reflected in the glass I could see Bam, still pulling faces and laughing. I knew I ought to stop him before he did something bad, but now the wind was in my head, making me dizzy, making me dance—


And then, something moved. I saw someone. Not Narcisse, but someone else – a woman with her back to me, reflected in the window glass. A woman, or a bird, I thought – or maybe she was something of both. A lady all in black-and-white, like maybe a magpie—


I only saw her for the time it took for me to pull away, but what I saw made me think that perhaps I had seen her somewhere before—


I stepped away from the window. ‘BAM!’


I looked again. The woman was gone. Maybe she was a ghost, I thought. A ghost with an unfinished story. But now I could see something through the glass, something I’m sure hadn’t been there before. A single, black feather, on the boards among the flower-heads and dust.
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Thursday, March 16


This morning it was sunny and bright, and Maman was making Easter things. There were eggs, and hens, and rabbits, and ducks, all in different sizes and varieties of chocolate, and Maman was decorating them with gold leaf, and hundreds and thousands, and sugar roses and candied fruit. Later she’ll wrap them in cellophane, like fabulous bunches of flowers, each tied with a long curly ribbon of a different colour, and put them all on shelves at the back, as part of her annual Easter display.


This morning, Maman is happy. She got a message from Anouk today. She’s coming home for Easter, instead of staying in Paris with Jean-Loup. I didn’t tell her I’ve been dropping coins in the wishing well every day. I didn’t want to spoil the surprise, or make her worry that I might fall in. And having Anouk back will be fun. We’ll make all her favourite dishes. I’ll show her my wood, and my wishing well. And maybe she’ll like it so much that she’ll stay, and we can all be together again.


But I’m still no closer to knowing the story of Narcisse and the strawberry wood. Everyone’s talking about it today, asking why he left it to me. They come in to buy chocolates, but really they want to ask questions. Why did Narcisse leave his land to Rosette? What is she going to do with it? How much do you think it’s worth? No-one seems to understand that it was a special place to him.


I helped Maman in the shop all day. Mostly because I wanted to hear what people had to say about my wood, but also to see if anyone came in or out of the flower shop. We had lots of customers. First there was Guillaume, who comes every day for hot chocolate. Then there was Madame Clairmont, and Monsieur Poitou the baker, and Madame Mahjoubi from down Les Marauds, and Madame Montour, and Madame Drou.


Madame Montour didn’t say much. She didn’t ask about the wood. But she watched me from her place at the table by the door, and smiled with her mouth, but not with her eyes, and talked to Maman about the snow, and didn’t finish her chocolate. Madame Montour has been here before. She sometimes comes at the weekend, with Madame Clairmont, after church. But this is the first time she’s called midweek. And this is the first time she’s looked at me. I think I make her uncomfortable.


And then I forgot about Madame Montour, because Pilou was at the door. That was a surprise, because Pilou hasn’t been to the shop in a while.


‘Pilou!’ I said in my shadow-voice, and Bam turned a crazy somersault. Pilou doesn’t see Bam any more, and Maman gave me a warning look, and the bells on the kitchen curtain shivered and rang like icicles.


Pilou gave me a nod. He was wearing a red jumper and jeans, and carrying his satchel. He comes home from school early on Thursdays. I know. I sometimes watch him get off the bus. Sometimes he has time to play, but recently he’s had too much work. His mother was with him – Joséphine, who runs the Café des Marauds – and now I could see that his face was as red as the silk sachets hanging in the doorway.


Joséphine puffed out her cheeks. ‘God, what a day!’ she said, sitting down on one of the chairs by the counter. ‘You can’t imagine how busy I’ve been.’ She pointed at the pot of hot chocolate standing on the counter-top, and said: ‘Is there any left?’


Maman smiled. ‘Of course there is. And you can try my fresh churros – with blackcurrant coulis or chocolate – and tell me all the gossip.’


‘You’re the one with the gossip,’ said Joséphine, taking her chocolate cup and adding whipped cream and marshmallows. ‘I heard Narcisse left his farm to Rosette.’


‘Not all of it,’ said Maman, shaking cinnamon sugar over the freshly made churros. ‘Just the little oak wood that runs alongside the property.’


Joséphine opened her eyes wide. ‘That’s incredible. Did you know? And why would he leave it to Rosette?’


Maman shrugged. ‘He liked Rosette.’


‘What are you going to do with it? Sell it?’


Maman shook her head. ‘How could I? It belongs to her.’


At her table, Madame Montour was still watching me over her chocolate. Pilou was still standing by the door, looking red-faced and impatient. I noticed he’d had his hair cut into one of those new, trendy styles.


Try the churros? I signed. They’re good.


But Pilou only shook his head. ‘Maman, we have to go. I’ll be late.’


‘Just a minute,’ said Joséphine. ‘Why don’t you talk to Rosette for a while? He has some friends coming over,’ she said to Maman. ‘It’s his girlfriend’s birthday. But we have plenty of time. Sit down, Pilou. Relax a bit, for heaven’s sake. Have a churro.’


Pilou sat down, but he didn’t relax, and he didn’t take a churro. I wondered if he was angry about something. His colours were like a bonfire. Then I wondered what Joséphine had meant by his girlfriend’s birthday. Pilou doesn’t have a girlfriend.


I made a little bird-noise and Bam made the bead curtain rattle and ring. But Pilou didn’t laugh, or smile. In fact he didn’t look as if he wanted to be there at all, and it made me sad. We used to be such friends, before he went off to the lycée. I drew him a picture of him as a cross little raccoon, sitting in front of a birthday cake.


He started to smile, then decided against it and made the impatient face again. ‘Come on, Maman,’ he said. ‘We’ll be late!’


Joséphine sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Vianne. I’ll be back another day.’


And then she got up without even finishing her chocolate, and Pilou said: ‘See you, Rosette,’ and set off running across the square, his satchel slung across his back. For a moment I wanted him to slip on the cobbles and hurt himself, but instead I said: ‘BAM!’ and turned away, and saw that Madame Montour had gone.


Maman said: ‘Boys are stupid sometimes,’ and poured me a cup of chocolate.


I shook my head. I was still feeling bad. And I didn’t want any chocolate. I wanted to be alone, in my wood, where no-one could see or hear me. I knew Maman was trying to help, but that made me feel even worse, somehow. Maman doesn’t realize I’m not a little girl any more. Sometimes I think Maman still believes that chocolate can fix anything.
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