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“I tell you that, if these should hold their peace,
the stones would immediately cry out.”
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“What does ‘normal’ mean?


My mother is normal. My brother is normal.


I have no desire to be like them.”
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1


The Firstborn


ONCE UPON A TIME, A MALADAPTED BOY WAS BORN into a family. “Maladapted” is an ugly, demeaning word, but it captures the reality of his limp body and empty, wandering eyes. Terms like “damaged” or “incomplete”, which imply an object beyond use, fit for the scrap heap, are too strong. “Maladapted” rightly suggests that this boy lived outside any form of functionality – his hands couldn’t grasp and his legs couldn’t move – but he existed, all the same, on the edge of other people’s lives. True, he was not fully part of them, but he was present, like a shadow in the corner of a painting: disconcerting, yet deliberately placed there by the artist.


*


The family didn’t notice a problem at first. In fact, the baby was rather beautiful. Visitors from the surrounding villages came to see the mother. They slammed their car doors and stretched before taking a few tentative steps; getting to the hamlet required driving on tiny, winding roads, stomachs turned inside out. Some friends came from nearby mountains – though “nearby” didn’t mean much where the family lived. To get anywhere you either had to go uphill or downhill. There was no escaping the steep, rolling slopes. Sometimes, in the hamlet’s courtyard, you felt as if you were hemmed in by towering waves waiting to break, their green froth sparkling. When the wind picked up and shook the trees, there was even an ocean-like rumbling. The hamlet then resembled an island sheltered from the storms.


The door into the courtyard was thick, rectangular and studded with black nails. A medieval door, the experts said, which had probably been made centuries earlier by the family’s ancestors around the time they settled in the Cévennes. The hamlet’s two main houses had been built before the porch, bread oven and woodshed – and the mill on the other side of the river. You could hear the sighs of relief from inside visitors’ cars when the narrow road tapered into a small bridge and the terrace of the first house by the river came into view. Behind it stood the second house where the boy had been born. The mother opened the medieval door to greet her friends and family. She offered them chestnut wine in the shade of the courtyard. Everyone spoke quietly so as not to frighten the well-behaved infant snug in his cot. He smelled of orange blossom, and looked cheerful and placid. He had round pale cheeks, dark hair and big black eyes. He was a typical child of the region, an intrinsic part of it. The mountains watched over his cot like matriarchs, their feet steeped in rivers, their flanks clothed in a mantle of wind. The boy belonged in that landscape like any other. Babies up there had black eyes and the old were thin and wizened. Everything was how it should have been.


*


Three months went by before anyone noticed the boy didn’t babble. He remained silent most of the time, apart from the odd cry. Sometimes a smile appeared, or a frown, or a sigh after he finished a bottle of milk. Occasionally, he got startled when a door slammed. That was it: a few cries and smiles, a frown, the odd sigh or a twitch. Nothing else. He didn’t wriggle. He stayed calm. He was “inert”, his parents thought without admitting it out loud. The baby showed no interest in faces, in dangling mobiles or rattles. Above all, his shadowy eyes didn’t settle on anything. They seemed to rove from side to side, while his pupils reeled and turned, as if following the dance of an invisible insect, latching on to nothing in particular. The boy couldn’t see the bridge, the two houses, or the courtyard separated from the road by an old wall of reddish stones. The wall had been there since time immemorial, demolished a thousand times by storms and passing convoys, and rebuilt a thousand times, too. The boy couldn’t see the mountains with their flayed skin and slopes thick with trees, streaked by torrents. His eyes swept over landscapes and people without lingering.


*


One day, when the boy was in his rocker chair, the mother knelt down beside him. She was holding an orange and she moved it gently from side to side in front of his face. His big black eyes didn’t lock onto the fruit. They were staring elsewhere. Looking at what exactly, it was hard to say. The mother moved the orange back and forth again several times. She had proof the boy couldn’t see properly, or at all.


No-one will ever know what feelings swept through her heart at that precise moment. We, the red stones in the courtyard, who are narrating this story, are devoted to children. We carry their stories deep within us, and it is their tale we wish to tell. We see people’s lives from our position embedded in the wall. We’ve always been witnesses. For the most part, children are the forgotten ones in any story. They are herded around like sheep, ignored more than they’re protected. But children are the only ones who play with stones. They name us. They cover us with bright stripes. They scribble over us, paint us, decorate us with eyes and mouths, give us grass for hair, and stack us one on top of the other to create dens. They send us ricocheting and make goalposts and train tracks out of us. While adults use us, children distract us. That’s why we care for them. It’s a matter of gratitude. Adults forget that they’re indebted to the children they once were. We owe it to children to tell this tale. Indeed, we were looking in their direction when the father summoned them into the courtyard.


*


Plastic chairs were dragged into place by a firstborn boy and his younger sister. Both were dark with black eyes, of course. The firstborn, a mere nine years old, sat bolt upright, his chest puffed out. He had the thin, tough legs of a mountain child, covered in scabs and bruises, legs used to climbing and scrambling over slopes bristling with spiky branches of broom. He instinctively put his hand on his sister’s shoulder. He often appeared aloof, but this aloofness stemmed from exalted, romantic ideals. He valued endurance above all else, and this stopped him from coming across as conceited. He kept an eye out for his sister and imposed his fair rules on his cousins. He demanded courage and loyalty from his friends. Those who took no risks, who couldn’t meet his standards of fearlessness, were worthy of his contempt, for ever. No-one could tell where such assertiveness came from. Unless, of course, it was the mountains that had instilled a toughness in him. We’d often observed it: people are, first and foremost, born to a place and that place is a parent to them too.


That evening in the courtyard, the eldest son sat upright, chin quivering, as he listened to his father. He tried to call upon the knightly codes of valour deep inside him, but he had no need to clench his fists in readiness for a fight. The father explained that their little brother was probably blind. Medical appointments had been made: the family would know what they were dealing with in the next couple of months. They had to consider this blindness as an opportunity; the firstborn and his sister would be the only ones at school to know how to use braille playing cards.


The veil of worry that had fallen over the children quickly lifted at the prospect of this newfound fame. Presented in such a way, the ordeal had some appeal. Who cared if the boy was blind? They’d be the king and queen of the playground. There was a logic to this in the firstborn’s mind. He already had a reputation for being a leader who was sure of his looks and poise, and his brooding remoteness only heightened his aura. He therefore spent the whole of dinner bargaining with his sister to be the first to show the playing cards to his class. The father tried to get them to agree, joining in the charade he’d initiated. No-one had fully understood yet that a fault line had appeared. Soon the parents would view these days as the last untroubled period of their life. Freedom from worry is a perverse notion. It can only be savoured once it is lost, once it has become a memory.


*


The parents quickly realised the baby wasn’t able-bodied either. His head fell forward like that of a newborn. He needed another person’s hand to hold his neck from behind. His arms and legs dangled loose, devoid of strength. If spoken to, the boy didn’t reach out, reply or attempt to communicate. His brother and sister jingled little bells and waved toys of all colours, but still the baby didn’t notice. His eyes remained elsewhere.


“It’s like he’s passed out with his eyes open,” the firstborn told his sister.


“You mean he’s dead,” she said, despite being only seven years old.


*


The paediatrician didn’t think any of this boded well. He advised them to get a brain scan and consult a renowned specialist. They had to make another appointment and leave the valley to reach the hospital. We lost trace of them at that point as there are no stones like us in town. But we imagined them parking the car and carefully wiping their feet on the mat beyond the automatic doors.


They stood in a room, swaying on the grey rubber linoleum floor, waiting for the consultant. He called them into his office. He had the scan results in his hand. He invited them to sit down. His voice was surprisingly quiet as he delivered his irrefutable verdict. Their child would grow, for sure, but he’d remain blind. He wouldn’t walk either. He wouldn’t ever speak. His limbs wouldn’t react to any command as his brain was not transmitting what was required. He would cry and express his discomfort, as well as his satisfaction, but no more than that. He’d remain an infant for ever. Well, not for ever. The consultant then explained, in an even softer tone, that the life expectancy of such children rarely went beyond three years.


*


The parents glanced back over their existence and understood that, from that point on, everything in the future would make them suffer. Everything they’d lived in the past, too; nostalgia for a formerly untroubled time can certainly turn people insane. A rift between a bygone era and a devastating future opened up beneath their feet. Both sides were loaded with pain.


The parents made do with the little courage they had left, though they felt a part of themselves was dying already. In the deepest recesses of their adult souls, a light was dimming. They sat on the bridge, above the river, their hands intertwined, alone and together at the same time, their legs dangling into the void. They wrapped themselves in the noises of the night, like one might wrap oneself in a cape, to keep warm or disappear. They were afraid. “Why us?” they asked themselves. “Why our little boy? Why him?” And, of course: “How will we cope?” The mountains and their valleys made their presence felt in the burbling of waterfalls, in the humming of dragonflies and in the wind.


The slopes around them were made of schist, a stone so brittle it couldn’t be carved. Rockslides were what it did best. The locals yearned for the unbreakable granite or basalt found further north, or even the porousness of the limestone up towards the Loire. Yet what stone, other than schist, displayed so many ochre hues and revealed such multilayered, near-liquid textures? That’s the way it was: living in the region meant coexisting with chaos. The parents, sitting on the edge of the parapet, knew they’d have to apply this logic to their lives.


*


The children didn’t fully understand what was going on, only that a devastating force they couldn’t yet call grief had propelled them into a different world. And this new world was severed from everything they’d previously known. It was a place where their youthful sensitivity would be tested and wounded without anyone coming to their rescue. The days of dreamy innocence were over. They’d have to comb through the rubble of their lives alone. But children of that age still have a basic pragmatism. Regardless of the turmoil around them, they wanted to know when they’d be given their snacks, or when they could go and catch crayfish again. It was June. The baby was six months old. His siblings still had a different perspective on matters. They made a point of thinking: “June means summer is nearly here and our cousins will arrive soon.” Indeed, elsewhere, all around them, in the wider world, other babies were being born, babies who could see and touch things with their hands and hold their heads up on their own. New life was being generated regardless of the trials they faced and they saw no injustice in this.


The children remained in this state of mind until winter. The firstborn and his sister even enjoyed the summer although they avoided any discussion about their brother with their cousins. They preferred not to think about their exhausted parents and their awkward attempts at carrying the baby from the rocker to the sofa, and from the sofa to the big cushions in the courtyard. When a new school term started, the firstborn and his sister set off to make new sets of friends, their lives structured by trips to school and back.


*


Christmas wasn’t ruined. It was always a particularly special occasion for mountain families. And, once again, car doors opened and slammed as the hamlet became the meeting point for the whole valley. Visitors entered the courtyard laden with provisions, treading gingerly on the frozen slate-specked ground. Their loud greetings released little puffs of warmth into the cold air, visible against the metallic black sky. The children festooned garlands of coloured light bulbs along the wall to guide the guests to the house and placed lamps at our feet. They then wrapped themselves up warmly, grabbed electric torches, and headed up into the mountain to design a landing strip out of tea lights so Father Christmas could see it from the sky. The hearths crackled with fires so intense the youngest guests couldn’t imagine they’d ever burn out. Fifteen people, preparing wild boar stew, terrines and onion tarts, piled into the kitchen. The maternal grandmother, a small woman dressed in satin, told them what to do. The cousins stood with their violins and flutes next to the Christmas tree, watching it sag under the weight of decorations. Someone cleared their throat, hummed a note. Many of those present were members of choirs. And although only a few of them were regular churchgoers, they all knew their Protestant songs. It was explained to the young that, contrary to what the Catholics stated (those the elders still called Papists), Hell didn’t exist, and you didn’t need a priest to speak to God. To question your faith, they added, was part of believing. Old female relatives with wrinkly faces said that good Protestants stuck to their word, gritted their teeth and kept their thoughts to themselves. Only “loyalty, endurance and decency” were required, they said as they watched over the children. Music and scents wafted up into the huge beams, seeped through the walls and spilled down into the courtyard. It wasn’t that different from the gatherings of old when the people of the region huddled around fires and pressed themselves up against the sheep they herded indoors whenever it got too cold.


The baby was sitting in the rocker chair, beside the fireplace. He was the only fixed point in the tremendous commotion of the room. He was sniffing the air from the kitchen with the hunger of a small animal, the occasional trace of a smile on his face. Certain noises (the tuning of violins, the knock of a dish against the oak table, a deep voice, the yapping of a dog) triggered a slight clenching of his fingers. His head was turned to one side, his cheek against the fabric of the seat as his neck could bear no weight. His eyes, fringed with long dark lashes, swerved gently from side to side with great solemnity. He seemed both attentive and absent, and as floppy as before although he’d grown. His hair had become a thick mop. His parents, too, had changed.


Further small shifts occurred that Christmas Eve. The firstborn took to staring at the boy in his rocker chair. Why at that particular moment, we don’t know. Was it because his brother’s disability could no longer be ignored? Was it because the firstborn had become disillusioned with how the world was failing to measure up to his high ideals? Had he singled out his brother as a possible companion – peaceful, loyal, true to himself – someone who wouldn’t let him down? Or was it perhaps because the firstborn had finally become aware of his family’s situation and his principles were compelling him to take care of the weak and feeble? The fact remains that the firstborn leaned over, wiped the boy’s mouth, stroked his head and straightened his back. He then kept the dogs at bay, demanded quiet from those around him, and stopped playing with his cousins and sister. No-one could believe it. He’d always been the handsome, slightly hotheaded and sneering boy who kept to himself, aware of his edge over others. He knew how to track wild boar, teach archery and steal quinces. He was the boy who could walk along a river swollen and muddied from a storm, and stride through the shrill night, brushing dangers aside. All he had to do, it seemed, was pull his hood down with a steady hand to prevent the bats – so feared by his sister and cousins – from getting tangled in his thick dark hair. That was the firstborn: stand-offish, regal, coldly confident. A boy, his friends and family thought, who had the silent authority of a ruler.


But the firstborn had stopped suggesting games to play. His sister and cousins flitted around him excitedly, not daring to disturb. He was more silent than usual. He didn’t stray far from the fire and stoked it continuously to make sure his brother kept warm. He’d wedged a cushion into the rocker chair to raise the boy’s head. And as he read his book, he slipped one of his fingers into the boy’s clenched fists, because that was how his little brother rested, with both hands gripped tight, like the newborn he’d forever remain. It was a slightly strange sight to behold: the firstborn, aged ten – the picture of good health – lost in contemplation, beside a boy the size of a one-year-old – already odd, but not yet completely bizarre – who sat with his mouth half open, without any hope of communication and totally calm, his black eyes wandering. The physical likeness between the two brothers was startling, though no-one could quite say why this resemblance was so distressing to behold. Whenever the firstborn glanced up from his book, his stare set and gloomy, his long eyelashes made him look like a replica of the baby beside him.


*


That Christmas Eve set an irreversible process in motion. Over the following months, the firstborn became more and more attached to his little brother. Before, there’d been a life and other people. Now, there was the boy. The brothers’ bedrooms were side by side. Every morning, the firstborn would wake before anyone else and place a foot on the terracotta floor, shuddering at its coldness. He’d then push open the door next to his and walk over to the bed with the swirls of white iron, the same bed he and his sister had once slept in before they grew too big and requested better arrangements. The baby, however, wasn’t going to demand a thing. He’d stay in that bed for ever. The firstborn opened the window and let in the morning air. He knew how to remove the boy delicately from the bed, with one hand behind his neck, and take him to the changing table. He cleaned and dressed him there, before carrying him carefully down the steps to the kitchen to feed him the compote their mother had prepared the night before. But before all these undertakings, he’d lean over the side of the bed and rest his cheek against the baby’s, enthralled by the pale softness of it, and remain in this immobile position, skin against skin. He loved the cream-like plumpness of the boy’s cheek, its defencelessness, as if it were asking to be stroked, maybe only by him, the firstborn. The baby’s breath rose steadily into the room. Their eyes weren’t looking in the same direction, the firstborn knew that, so while he stared at the folds in the bedsheets and at the windows onto the river, the infant was gazing into a vague elsewhere; his eyes locked into a sequence of movements no-one could decipher. This suited the firstborn. He’d be the boy’s eyes. He’d tell him about the bed and the window; the white foam on the torrent; the mountains beyond the courtyard with their earth the colour of night-blue slate; the wooden door; the rampart-like wall; us, the stones, with our coppery glint; and the flowers bursting from the big-bellied pots with handles like ears. When he was with the boy, the firstborn discovered that he could be patient. For years, his cool composure had been the best armour to soothe his own worries. He preferred to set situations in motion rather than wait for them to occur. Others followed his lead for this reason as they were dazzled by his clear, unhesitating drive. The truth was that he so feared being subjected to events that he preferred to make them happen. Rather than dread the mayhem of the school playground, the pitch darkness of the mountains at night, and his own fear of swarming bats, he always took matters into his own hands and hurled himself across the courtyard at dusk into the vaulted cellar, making the startled and panicked bats fly in all directions.


Nothing like that worked with the boy. He was just there. And there was nothing to fear as he neither posed a threat, nor promised a future. There was no need for the firstborn to take the lead. Something else inhabited the boy. He was the bearer of a message from far back, from elsewhere, which conveyed the peacefulness of the mountains, the timelessness of stones and waterways – elements that were fully self-reliant. The boy had surrendered to the laws of the world and their difficulties, without defiance or bitterness. He was simply there, as obvious as a fold in the earth. “It is better to stand firm than wait,” he seemed to be saying. That was a proverb from the Cévennes. Indeed the boy had no need to fight back.


Above all else, the firstborn liked his brother’s disinterested goodness, his innocence. Forgiveness was built into his nature; he didn’t pass judgement. His soul was manifestly unaware of cruelty. His happiness was limited to basics: cleanliness, a full stomach, the softness of his purple pyjamas, a hand on his skin. The firstborn knew he was witnessing purity. He was overwhelmed by it. When he was by the boy’s side, he no longer sought to rush at life for fear it might escape him. Life was just there, a breath away, neither cowed nor combative, simply present.


Bit by bit, the firstborn learned to interpret the boy’s cries. He knew which one meant he had a stomach ache, which one signified hunger, which one discomfort. He gained a knowledge he should have discovered much later in life. He knew how to change a nappy and how to spoon-feed mushed vegetables. He drew up lists of items that needed purchasing: a new pair of purple pyjamas, nutmeg to add flavour to the purées, another bottle of cleansing liquid. He’d give the lists to his mother who’d comply, a whisper of thanks in her eyes. The boy’s calmness when he was warm and smelled good reassured the firstborn. The boy’s lips then drew back into a smile of contentment, his eyelashes fluttering, and his voice rose in an increasingly loud and seemingly ancient chant, the sole purpose of which was to indicate a satisfaction of his needs – and, possibly, some acknowledgement of the kindness shown him.


The firstborn would hum little songs as he’d quickly understood that hearing was the only one of the boy’s senses that functioned. It became a miraculous way of getting through to him. The boy could not see, speak, or grasp, but he could hear. So the firstborn took to modulating his voice. He described the different shades of green in the landscape in whispers: it was almond-coloured, light, bronze, delicate and shimmering, streaked with yellow, dull and flat. He rustled branches of dried verbena against the boy’s ear, and counterbalanced this scraping noise with the swashing of water in a bowl. Occasionally, he’d pry a stone from the wall and throw one of us a short distance away so the boy could appreciate its muffled thud against the ground. He told him about three cherry trees a farmer once carried up on his back from a far valley below. The man had climbed one mountain and gone down another, stooped under the weight of the trees which, logically, shouldn’t have been able to grow in a different soil, in another climate. Yet the cherry trees had thrived and become the pride of the valley. Each year, the old farmer handed out his harvest of cherries and people ate them with great solemnity. The trees’ white springtime flowers were known to bring good luck, too, and people offered them to the sick. But time went by and the farmer died. The three cherry trees died too. No-one tried to understand why this had happened as the evidence was right there in the abruptly shrivelled branches: the trees had followed the man who’d planted them. No-one had the heart to touch the dried-out, grey trunks as they so resembled gravestones. The firstborn described them to the boy, down to the last knot. Never had the firstborn spoken so much to anyone. The world had become a shifting bubble which enabled everything to be translated into voice or noise. A face, a feeling, the past – all had an equivalence in sound. The firstborn told his brother the story of the mountains where plants grew from rocks. Out there was a wilderness filled with boar and birds, a land which rebelled and reasserted itself every time a low wall, a vegetable garden or a terrace was imposed on it. It would always revert to the natural slant of its slopes, to its vegetation and wildlife. It demanded humility from mankind at all times. “This is your land,” the firstborn said, “you have to listen to it.”


When Christmas came round again, he scrunched the wrapping paper covering the presents and described the shape and colour of toys which would never be played with. The parents, a little baffled and too busy trying to keep themselves going, left the firstborn to it. Even the cousins eventually gave in to his outpouring of kindness and joined him, describing the toys in a loud voice. After that, they described the sitting room, the house, the family members, until it got so out of hand the firstborn ended up laughing too.


*


The firstborn gets up while everyone else in the house is asleep. Not yet a young man, no longer a child, he wraps a blanket round his shoulders, and walks into the courtyard to reach the stone wall. He rests his forehead against us. His hands rise above his shoulders. Is it the gesture of someone who feels condemned or is he stroking us? He says nothing as he stands still in the frozen darkness, his face close to us. We inhale his breath.


As the sun comes out, and the mountains seem to dust themselves off, ready to soak up the day’s first rays of light, the firstborn heads round the back of the house. The ground rises counter to the river’s flow, before breaking into a series of waterfalls. The firstborn treads carefully, carrying the now heavy infant with the wobbly head. He has a bag with a water bottle, a book and a camera which hangs down to his hip. He finds the spot where the earth becomes flatter, where the stones form a small beach. He puts the boy down, one hand supporting the back of his neck. He checks his brother’s midriff is straight. He turns the boy’s chin so his face is in the shade of a huge pine tree and hears him let out a sigh. The firstborn rubs the pine’s needles together to release their lemongrass-like scent and wafts them under his brother’s nose. The trees are not native to the region. Their grandmother planted them a long while ago. They’ve thrived on the mountainside, spread and grown tall. Their majestic size has now become a problem. The family have lost count of the branches that have ended up falling on electricity wires and how many stretches of their land no longer enjoy sunlight. The firstborn sees these pines as misfits. It’s no coincidence that he likes to place his brother in their shade.


He loves this spot. Sitting next to the boy, he pulls his knees up to his chest and wraps his arms around them. He reads like this, and when he’s finished reading, he no longer speaks. He doesn’t describe anything to his brother. The world comes to them. The turquoise dragonflies sizzle as they fly past their ears. The alder trees rake their branches through the water, gathering thick clusters of mud at their tips. The trees have hemmed the water into a corridor. Had he allowed his imagination a free rein, the firstborn could have pictured himself in a room lined with flat stones, with pines for a ceiling. He takes a few photos. The river is calm and clear enough for him to see a carpet of golden pebbles along its bed. Further upstream, the water’s surface creases and hurtles forward in a white boiling froth, crashing into calm pools, which drain away into waterfalls. The firstborn listens to the rush of the river, overlooked by a bank of ochre and green trees whose branches beckon like hands sprinkling flower confetti.


His younger sister often joins them. The two-year age gap between her and the firstborn sometimes feels like twenty. He watches her step into the frozen water, sucking her tummy in, her fingers spread wide. The river laps at her ankles as she crouches to catch insects skimming across the surface, screeching with joy whenever she gets one. She wades, jumps, and builds barrages or small castles out of rocks. She invents stories. She’s imaginative in a way that he’s not. A stick becomes a sword, the cup of an acorn a helmet. She speaks in half-whispers, fully focused. The sunlight shrouds her very long brown hair. She pushes it away impatiently. The firstborn loves to watch her living. He notices that she no longer needs armbands and that her shoulders no longer burn now that she’s started to apply suncream. He remembers the hornets’ nest hidden in the tallest pine the previous summer. He gets up, checks, and sits down again. He stays there, his heart jittery but happy, surrounded by those he loves: his sister, his brother and us, the stones, there as both riverbed and playground.
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