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			Chapter 1

			Colette

			Colette let herself in at the front door of the house on Peverell Terrace – she’d been lodging here for a year so it felt as much like home as anywhere had lately. Before that . . . There had been other lodgings, other jobs, helping to look after her grandparents. And before that, fifteen years before that, was Belle-Île-en-Mer, the island of her birth.

			She slipped her jacket on to the hook by the door, stepped on to the first stair, put a hand on the wooden banister, and saw it. A letter. Thin air-mail paper. Her name in spidery, sloping, old-fashioned writing that for a second looked like . . . But it wasn’t. Colette exhaled. She grabbed the envelope and took the stairs at a gallop – just in case Adam and Louise her friendly landlords should emerge from the kitchen and fancy a chat. Because it wasn’t from her mother, no, but it had a French postmark and so it had to be from Belle-Île.

			Something must have happened. Colette opened the door to her studio on the second floor. The one room comprised sitting area, bedroom and kitchenette; the small bathroom was next door. Usually, she walked over to the window the second she came in, because the special thing about the studio was the view. But not today. Today, she dropped her bag on to the table and held the envelope gingerly between thumb and forefinger as if it might bite or even swallow her whole. She took a deep breath and ripped it open.

			Dear Colette.

			No, it wasn’t her mother’s hand. Colette’s gaze flipped to the bottom of the short letter. Sincerely, Francine Quintin, she read. Francine was her mother’s neighbour. She read on, with more urgency now. Why would Francine Quintin be writing to her?

			J’espère que tu vas bien. It was written in French of course and these days Colette hardly spoke the language of her homeland, let alone read it. The writing was difficult to decipher too. She frowned, let the words work to form their old meanings. Her British mother had always spoken English with her from as far back as she could remember – at least when no one else was around. Perhaps Thea Lenoire had known even then that one day Colette would leave Belle-Île-en-Mer and return to the place that was Thea’s beginning rather than her own. Colette sighed. She had lived in Cornwall for fifteen of her thirty-two years. By now, she reckoned she thought in English too.

			I hope you are well, she read again. I am sorry to have to tell you that your mother is not.

			Her mother was not well. The unfamiliar French words danced clumsily on the page. Your mother is very ill, she read. She may not have long to live. She has leukaemia.

			Colette stared at the words. May not have long to live. Leukaemia. But her mother was only sixty-five. These days that was still quite young. At least, it wasn’t old. How could her mother have leukaemia?

			You should come here as soon as possible, the letter went on, before it is too late. She does not know I am writing. But as you are aware, there is only you.

			Colette stared at the words until they blurred. There is only you . . . Her mobile bleeped a text in. She ignored it.

			She couldn’t believe that everything outside still looked as it had a few minutes ago, before she’d entered the house. How was it possible? And yet . . . From the picture window, a shaft of early evening sunlight still dappled the water and slanted through on to the bleached pine floorboards of the studio. Colette crossed the room. She looked out over Porthleven harbour and the green-grey ocean; the assorted buildings on the other side of the inlet, the higgledy red-ridge tiles and grey slate roofs of the tall Victorian houses in Bay View Terrace, the wide expanse of cloudy sky. There was a ship way out at sea, no more than an inky stamp on the horizon, while in the harbour basin the brightly coloured pleasure craft and fishing boats bobbed in the yellow light.

			Her mother had leukaemia. Just over a year ago, Colette’s grandparents had both died – her grandfather only three weeks after the woman he adored – and Colette had been upset and furious that her mother hadn’t even had the grace to attend the funeral. Colette hadn’t spoken to her since. Before that there had been other issues; a long estrangement, so many things unsaid. And before that . . . Colette didn’t even want to think about it now.

			She looked down at Francine’s letter still in her hand. She pictured Francine’s dour features and thin, complaining mouth. Their neighbour in Sauzon had always had her nose to the rideaux, her crochet-lace curtains, desperate to catch all the action – probably because it had been years since she’d experienced any herself, Colette used to think. Francine seemed to know everything that went on. She had seen fifteen-year-old Colette creeping home late with her amour, she had seen them kissing at the gate, and more besides. And she hadn’t wasted a second before relaying every detail to Maman.

			‘Clearly, it is because the girl has no father.’ Colette could hear the smugness in Francine’s voice. ‘And incidentally, Thea, I have not seen either of you in church for a while, eh?’

			Her mother’s murmured reply, Colette could not catch.

			‘You must take a firm hand with the girl, Thea,’ continued Francine. ‘She is your responsibility now, you know.’

			Responsibility. That was Francine. And it seemed that now, nothing had changed. She still knew it all. And so, it had fallen to her to tell Colette that her mother had leukaemia.

			Gulls were still circling over the harbour and people were still wandering down the long finger of the granite jetty eating ice-creams and enjoying the last of the early evening sun on this late spring day. Nothing had changed and yet everything had changed. There was an art exhibition in the old lifeboat station, it was market day and Porthleven had been heaving, crammed with families who flocked here at half-terms and holidays. Colette knew more about that than most – she worked in the holiday letting office in the harbour.

			Why had her mother not told Colette herself? Why had Francine not simply picked up the phone? But Colette knew why. Francine wouldn’t know her number and as for her mother . . . Colette grabbed her mobile from her bag, found the number she called so rarely, listened to the phone ring and ring.

			Without realising it, she had crumpled the letter in her fist. She straightened it out. ‘Maman.’ There is only you. Colette felt the emotional floodgates shift. She closed her eyes, felt herself sway. She had turned her back on her mother and the island fifteen years ago and God knows she’d had her reasons. Most of the time it was easy enough not to think about it. But now . . .

			Colette’s mobile rang. She glanced at the number but didn’t answer it, continued looking out instead over the jumbled buildings around Porthleven harbour – the old fish-curing factory, the china clay store, the ice house, the lime kiln and the black and white Ship Inn. This town had been her mother’s home – at least until she’d left Porthleven at the age of eighteen. Had her mother felt as Colette had felt when she left Belle-Île-en-Mer? They’d been almost exactly the same age after all. She realised that she had no idea; they’d never talked of it. There were so many things they hadn’t talked of. And there was still so much that Colette didn’t understand. But . . . Leukaemia. Her mother could be dying. And what Francine had said was true – there was only her.

			The ringtone of her mobile stopped, then started up again. Mark was not the kind of man who could be ignored. She put the letter on the table and picked up her phone. ‘Hello.’

			‘Hi, sweetie.’ He sounded almost unbearably cheerful. ‘I’m outside.’

			‘Oh.’ She couldn’t think. Her mind was still trying to process the contents of the letter, this awful news. ‘Mark . . .’ For a moment, it hovered unspoken on her tongue.

			‘So, can I come in?’ There was laughter in his voice now.

			Colette forced herself to focus. ‘Course you can.’ She was vaguely surprised that her voice sounded so normal. She went to the window, looked directly down to the pavement where he was standing; tall, dark, smart in his light-pink shirt, dark chinos and jacket.

			He grinned and waved.

			‘I’ll come down.’ Colette shoved the letter into her bag. She took a deep breath and headed for the stairs. Her emotions were tangled, her feelings numb. She wasn’t sure that she was ready to talk about this to anyone, not even Mark – at least not yet.

			Chapter 2

			Colette

			In Koto Kai’s – one of their favourite restaurants – Colette let Mark do most of the talking while Francine’s letter continued to simmer quietly in her bag.

			‘How’s your day been?’ he asked her, his attention half on the menu.

			‘Oh, busy, you know.’ Today at the letting office had been much the same as usual: managing the cleaners, a complaint from a holidaymaker, more bookings – mostly for the summer to come but also for winter when the town was at its most dramatic and chilly with high winds and even higher seas sometimes, lashing the houses of Harbour Road. ‘How was yours?’

			Over cocktails, he filled her in. Mark managed an estate agents; it was successful and he was on commission. Privately, Colette thought that the number of places being bought for holiday lets was shocking; it didn’t seem right that house prices were far too high for the locals to afford to buy. She’d said this to Mark on more than one occasion and he was always outraged. ‘Everyone has a right to move around,’ he said. ‘Look at you. Everyone has a right to find somewhere else they want to live.’ He had a point. And Colette knew him well enough to let it go.

			They ordered, and when the starter came Mark launched into a long story about a property along Loe Bar that was derelict but had great potential. ‘. . . And they offered a hundred and thirty thousand for the place. I mean, after all that, what a joke.’

			Colette blinked at him. Her starter of squid with mango salad had tasted as delicious as ever, but she had almost eaten it without noticing.

			He leaned forward. ‘Colette? Are you even listening to me?’

			‘Sorry, yes.’ She tried to recapture some of the conversation. ‘With those sea views? Did they really?’ She forced a little laugh, unconvincing enough for Mark to frown.

			The waitress brought their mains – pork belly with pak choi for him and Massaman chicken curry with jasmine rice for her. It was decorative, highly aromatic and she had chosen it for the delicate blend of spices with coconut. But tonight she simply wasn’t hungry.

			Before she could even taste it, Mark reached over to put his hand on hers. She looked down at their two hands. Why did she feel the urge to pull hers from under the pressure of his? Why didn’t she just tell him about the letter? He was so caring. What was the matter with her?

			Colette had been feeling pretty vulnerable that first day Mark Johnson had walked into the letting office. It was only weeks after her grandfather’s death and she felt so lost now that both her grandparents were gone. She wanted to work, she needed a distraction, but she couldn’t help thinking of Grandpa’s sad face and how her mother hadn’t even come to say goodbye.

			Mark was asking about a property they’d been letting out that was about to be marketed for sale and he’d chosen Colette to talk to.

			‘You’re new here, aren’t you?’ It was a casual enough enquiry but even then, Colette had sensed that with Mark, nothing was casual. He saw something and he went for it – that was his style.

			‘Only a few months.’ Since first arriving in Porthleven fifteen years ago, Colette had drifted; it had seemed so hard to find her way. She had worked a summer season in the town as a waitress, staying with her grandparents, finding her feet as Granny J had put it; she had lived in Truro and done more of the same. Her grandparents hadn’t seemed too surprised that Colette had left Belle-Île and she hadn’t wanted to confide the reasons; they had accepted that she wanted to travel, wanted to see something of the UK and that she wanted to spend time with them. Her grandparents were pleased, she knew. She had done a stint in St Ives working in a gift shop this time and had returned to Porthleven for the summer season to be near them. Only when their health had begun to fail, had she made things more permanent. She had secured a job in a business that continued all year round and she had found the little studio in Peverell Terrace.

			‘New in town too?’

			‘Not exactly.’ She explained a bit about the coming and going.

			‘So you have family here?’ He didn’t seem in any hurry to get back to work. Colette caught the glance of Tracey, her boss.

			‘My grandparents lived here, but—’ She didn’t want to go on, but Mark seemed to understand.

			He leaned closer. ‘I’d like to talk some more – over a drink perhaps?’

			‘Oh. Well . . .’ She hadn’t been going out so much lately.

			‘How about The Ship at eight tonight?’ Even then, Mark had smoothed his way over her hesitations as if they didn’t exist. ‘It’s full of old codgers,’ he added, ‘but they’re a nice enough lot if you don’t mind listening to tales of smuggling and wrecking in Porthleven in days gone by.’

			Colette had laughed, surprised at herself, not sure if he was joking or not. She’d already come across quite a few of the old-timers, the ‘fish ’n’ guts Porthleveners,’ as some referred to them, though this was a town full of incomers, whether from two years ago or twenty. Even her grandparents weren’t born here; they’d moved to Cornwall in the early fifties shortly before Colette’s mother was born. Porthleven had been a thriving town back then, apparently – thirteen butchers’ shops alone, her grandmother had told her once.

			Colette had looked at Mark with his dapper dark hair, grey suit and blue tie. Why not? she’d thought. Why not admit it? She was lonely. She’d made friends, but they were hard to keep when you moved around a lot. There had been a few boyfriends too, but no one serious. She was still feeling a bit raw, but she needed to get out, she needed to shake herself up a little and get on with her life. Maybe this confident-sounding man might help her do that. ‘OK, I’d like to.’ And that was how she and Mark had begun.

			‘Is something wrong, darling?’ His voice was tender now, his brown eyes kind.

			He was a good man, Colette reminded herself. A nice man. He had taken her out, talked to her, comforted her when she was still grieving for the loss of her grandparents. He was always there for her, he would help her if she needed him – or even if she didn’t, she thought sometimes. She gazed down at the food on her plate. So what was stopping her? She ought to be telling her boyfriend about this, not bottling it up inside.

			Mark removed his hand, nodded encouragingly and started eating.

			‘Well . . .’ Colette opened her mouth to tell him about the letter, about her mother, about the leukaemia. Then she saw a flicker in his eyes as he glanced over her shoulder.

			She stopped. It was this thing he did – as if someone else might be having a more interesting conversation, as if he was slightly irritated that she was taking time to get going. She’d seen that flicker before. When she wanted to have some time to herself and he wanted to do something together. When a waiter in a restaurant didn’t respond quickly enough to his requests. When an attractive woman on a nearby table was laughing a glittering laugh. Colette knew that look and she didn’t much like it. She didn’t want to tell Mark about the letter because he would immediately take charge, he would tell her what to do about it. And this time, for once, she wanted to make up her own mind.

			‘Up to our eyes at the office,’ she said, ‘that’s all.’ And she took a mouthful of caramelised sweet potato.

			‘Hmm.’ He frowned. ‘They work you too hard at that place. But now it’s the weekend.’ He grinned his handsome grin. ‘So, how about a day out tomorrow? We could go up to Bude or Exmoor. Have a walk. A pub lunch. Some you and me time. What do you reckon?’ He turned his attention back to his pork belly.

			‘Lovely.’ Colette felt a ridiculous panic begin to rise. She was breathless though she hadn’t even moved. She got to her feet. ‘I just have to . . .’ She grabbed her bag. ‘Go to the bathroom.’

			‘Oh? OK, fine.’ He watched her curiously as she left the table. She had the odd feeling that sometime in the future he’d be telling this story to someone, say – So then she dashes off to the bathroom right in the middle of dinner. I ask you. How crazy is that?

			Colette gripped the banister and made her descent down the wide wooden staircase with the wrought-iron railings, huge paintings of Porthleven’s stormy waves staring down at her from the walls above. She shut the door of the Ladies’ behind her and let out a breath. Mark was lovely, but he didn’t always understand that sometimes she needed more space. She appreciated the way that he organised their lives. She loved his tenderness, their intimacy, the security he had given her. But just occasionally she felt as trapped as she had on the island. Trapped and somehow losing an important part of her.

			It must be the letter that had brought this on . . . In the loo, she pulled it from her bag and read it again. She closed her eyes and tried to recapture something of her mother. Her voice: the pauses and the stresses; the rhythm that was her mother’s rhythm, her way of talking, her way of life. Colette thought of her childhood days – the dreaminess in her mother’s eyes sometimes when she looked at her, as if she was almost not there at all; as if she were forever thinking of someone else, someone she loved more perhaps, some place she would rather be. So who had always come first for Thea Lenoire? Not her husband Sébastien, not her parents in Cornwall, and certainly not her daughter.

			‘Maman, maman . . .’ Colette remembered how she had tried to get her mother’s attention, tugging on her arm and apron strings until she would push her gently away. ‘Run along and play, Colette. Maman is busy.’

			Always busy. Running the flower shop, tending the plants, arranging the bouquets for christenings, weddings and funerals. There is a funeral parlour in Sauzon, so why not a flower shop? Colette had often heard her say. Why not? It is not just for death, no, it is for remembering. For life, for colour. To bring a smile to people’s faces. Why not?

			Colette swallowed hard. And now? Would she be able to get her mother’s attention now? Would she find any answers to all the things she needed to know? She shoved the letter back in her bag. She’d been in here for ages – Mark would be sending in the cavalry if she was any longer.

			She made her way back up the elegant staircase into the long narrow room with a high ceiling that had been used as a sail-making loft once upon a time. Now, the Asian-style restaurant had positioned all its tables in a long row next to the windows for the best harbour views and a pleasing sense of space, each one lit with a cream candle in a brass lantern. The atmosphere was buzzy. There were more candles in a metal cage on the gleaming counter of the bar and ceiling lights encased in large woven baskets. The panelled walls were cream and white, the wooden floor the colour of hazelnuts. Usually, Colette found the decor tranquil, but tonight . . .

			Sure enough, Mark looked worried as she slipped back on to the bench seat by the window.

			‘Hey,’ he said, ‘are you OK?’

			Colette nodded. ‘But ready to go when you are.’ She pushed her plate to one side.

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘Not feeling well?’

			‘I’m not very hungry.’ She gave a little shrug. ‘Sorry.’

			He leaned towards her and once again took her hand. ‘Your place or mine?’ He was smiling, and Colette smiled back at him. It was hardly his fault. How could he know what was wrong when she hadn’t told him?

			‘Mine?’ It was only five minutes’ walk away and Adam and Louise never minded. ‘For a change,’ she added quickly, seeing his expression.

			He barely hesitated, though Colette knew he’d much rather go back to Highburrow. ‘Course not.’ He got out his wallet and waved away her offer to contribute. ‘Don’t be silly. I earn lots more than you and anyway, we’re together, aren’t we?’ And then spent several long minutes frowning and scrutinising the bill. Colette didn’t mind. He was generous, but also careful; there was nothing wrong with that.

			They strolled back along the harbourside towards Colette’s, hand in hand. ‘You’ve been quiet tonight,’ he said. Spindrifts of light from lamps and windows seemed to bounce gently against the slick surface of the water, and she could hear music and voices wafting from a bar and restaurant nearby. ‘Miles away.’

			She moved closer towards him as they walked. So almost in synch, she thought. And it was her fault they weren’t closer. ‘Sorry, darling.’ She squeezed his hand. Belle-Île, she realised, was never as far away as she’d tried to make it. Here in Porthleven there were echoes of the place everywhere she looked.

			‘I always wanted to have a French girlfriend,’ Mark said as they turned to climb Institute Hill. It was dark up here and narrow, but the steep path would bring them right up to the house on the Terrace. ‘It was my ambition.’

			She laughed. ‘But I’m not French, I’m half-British, remember.’

			‘Even better.’ He turned to kiss the top of her head. ‘You’ve still got a sexy accent and you understand me.’

			They were halfway up the path already and Colette let her gaze travel over the rooftops and back towards the shiny darkness of the sea.

			‘It’s stupid, though.’ Mark bent so that he was breathing into her hair. He looked up towards the terrace past Flagstaff House, and Colette followed his gaze – and his train of thought. He was right, she thought. She did understand him. ‘Me rattling around in a whole place of my own, you living in someone else’s house here. When we could be together all the time.’

			This conversation came up every three weeks or so, give or take. Which told her how important it was and how much he thought about it. She should be flattered. She was flattered. Why do you want to live in someone else’s house when we could live together in mine?

			It was a good question. Was it Mark? Was it her? Was it whatever they formed together? His house at Highburrow was modern and spacious; it had all the mod cons but . . . It didn’t have the right view, she had joked to him in the past. The truth was that although Mark wanted it to happen, it was a commitment Colette wasn’t ready to make.

			She answered the question by reaching up to him for a kiss, then more kisses when they got inside and by the time they made love in the bed that was in her space, rented or not, the question had dissolved. It would re-form, though, like the snail trails of foam that circled the rocks on Pointe des Poulains, the northernmost point of Belle-Île-en-Mer; it would re-form and crash into the rocks outside the harbour once more. It always did.

			*

			In the middle of the night, Colette slipped out of bed, careful not to wake Mark. She sat in the chair by the window and switched on her laptop. The waxing moon was sending a pool of light on to the water in the harbour; the mismatched buildings circling the basin stood guard; the dark, curling sea was quiet, gently rolling in. Colette googled channel ferries, transport links and finally the ferry from Quiberon to Belle-Île. She scribbled notes, made calculations, got out her credit card. At last she closed down her laptop and sat staring out to sea and thinking of that other sea she’d grown up with. It had been such a long time. She closed her eyes. Felt a shiver of fear – or maybe anticipation? But she was ill and she was her mother. How could she not go?

			When Mark woke up at seven-thirty, she greeted him with coffee and a croissant. Guilt breakfast, she thought. But it was a new day and things seemed clearer this morning.

			‘Haven’t we skipped something here?’ he groaned, but he sat up and ate it anyway.

			Colette took a deep breath. She reached out and smoothed his dark hair from his forehead. It wouldn’t be easy. ‘Mark, I had a letter yesterday,’ she began.

			‘Oh?’

			‘It was about my mother.’

			He raised an eyebrow. ‘About her?’

			‘It was from her neighbour, a woman called Francine.’

			‘What did it say?’ She had all his attention now.

			‘My mother’s ill.’ Colette swallowed. Why would she cry? Her mother had never believed in her. Why would she cry for her now?

			‘What’s wrong with her?’ Mark pushed the tray aside and swung his legs out of the bed. He was naked except for black boxers.

			‘She has leukaemia.’ Her voice trembled. It was insidious, the word as much as the disease. Colette could almost feel it growing and taking over.

			‘Why the hell didn’t you say?’ Mark grabbed hold of her and held her close. ‘So that’s what was bothering you last night?’

			She nodded, didn’t trust herself to speak.

			‘It’s all right, darling,’ he soothed. ‘I’m here. I’ll look after you.’

			‘I have to go back there.’ She leaned against his shoulder. ‘I have to see her.’ Mark was a tall and sturdy man. His solidity had always made her feel safe.

			‘Yes, darling.’ He was stroking her hair. ‘We’ll both go. I’ll get some time off work, we’ll—’

			‘No.’ She drew away from him then. This was why she hadn’t told him last night. ‘I’m sorry, Mark.’ She hated to say it. ‘But I have to do this alone.’

			Chapter 3

			Étienne

			Étienne sat bolt upright in bed, blinked, stared sightlessly into the darkness. Merde. Where the hell was he? He was bathed in a cold sweat. What in the nom de Dieu had he been dreaming about?

			But he knew. In that same moment, he knew. He tore a hand through his hair, blinked again as if he could dispel them so easily – the Summer Gang of the old days: Denis’s narrow brown face, Jules’s bullish sturdiness, the gleam of triumph in Yann’s dark eyes. Gabriel . . . And now, Étienne was sufficiently awake to register the skinny sliver of light creeping between the shutters, the fact that this bed was facing the window. It was a different bed in a different room. He was not at home – naturellement, he was not at home.

			He sighed, ran his palm along the satin of the aubergine-coloured counterpane. The fabric was so smooth and perfect that the roughness of his skin caught a thread. Not that it mattered. His mother had always insisted on good-quality bedding and towels. Only now, it no longer mattered, because she was gone. He resumed a prone position, stared up at the ceiling – white, corniced, no cobwebs. Waited for the sadness of losing his mother to pass, as she had. He had already been grieving for six months, and he suspected the grieving would never stop, only fade.

			But that was only a part of it. There were shadows on this white ceiling, always shadows, even if he were to fling open the wooden shutters and let in the spring morning. There would always be shadows because he was here on the island of Belle-Île, which he had not set foot on for twenty years; he was here in his mother’s house, in his old bed. And this was the bed he had slept in during all those blissful, uncomplicated other summers. The summers before.

			Étienne groaned. It was too early to get up – surely? He’d brought pen and paper with him, even his laptop; he was a writer, was this not so? One had to look the part; one had to be ready. Inspiration might as easily tap him on the shoulder here as in Locmariaquer. There was a chance, at least, that a half-decent idea might come.

			Back home, on the other side of that deceptively narrow strait of water between the Gulf of Morbihan and Belle-Île-en-Mer, Étienne got up whenever he wanted to, he had no one else to annoy. Who would care if he rose at 4 a.m. to finish a chapter because it had burnt its way into his dreams? Who would object to him falling asleep at noon at his desk? It was far better, he had decided long ago, for a writer to be a solitary being. That writer could then be as selfish as he pleased. He could nip into that other world whenever the urge arose, returning to reality only when the necessary work was done. He could daydream around the house and be blissfully unaware of how the hours were passing. He was thinking, he was working – the two were intertwined as threads in a rope. He could relax as and when he wanted to. He could . . .

			Run away, some other voice replied. Étienne brushed it from him, this insect of truth. He was adept at this. And besides, he was here, was he not? He was here, tasked as befitted a son’s duty with sorting out all his mother’s things. Things she had collected over the years: heavy satin bedspreads – one of which was still lying like a dead creature on top of him – delicately embroidered tablecloths, thick towels warm from the airing cupboard that he longed to bury his face in. Things like her clothes . . . Merde, he couldn’t face the clothes. Heavy wooden furniture – that was easier, it didn’t feel sentimental, he didn’t think his mother would object to a man from Le Palais coming in with a big white van to buy it all in one lot to sell in his second-hand shop to someone young and broke who needed to fill their new home.

			But the rest of it . . . Mon Dieu. Étienne had taken it all in briefly when he arrived last night, paced around each small room like some half-crazed caged animal, opening cupboards and drawers to get the gist of what he had to do, how much stuff there might be, not stopping for a moment, lest it start seeping into him. The grief of losing her. This place.

			Had it been a nightmare? He frowned. It was hardly surprising that he would have a nightmare in the place where the biggest nightmare of all had occurred, the place he’d imagined he’d never come back to, despite the fact that after his father’s death, Étienne’s mother had chosen to spend her final years here. And yet he could close his eyes now and still see their faces. Jules, Yann, Denis and Gabriel – the Summer Gang. And now that the cold sweat had evaporated, they were all grinning as they so often had back then – at least, before. Denis was slapping Jules on the back and Yann was shouting something over his shoulder as he pedalled madly into the summer wind. They had all been friends, every summer. And yet they had all lost touch. Or to be more exact, Étienne had lost contact with every last one of them.

			He sat up, swung his legs out of bed. The way to dispel the bad thoughts of night-time was to raise the blinds on the new day, he’d always found. So, he flung open the wooden shutters to look at that day. The light was still pale, but promising; the sun sending silvery fronds on to the surface of the water – reminiscent of the doily-like leaves of Dusty Miller, a furry plant that flourished in Étienne’s garden back in Locmariaquer. He leaned on the windowsill and threaded his fingers through the decorative tracery on the wrought-iron grille. This house in Sauzon, his mother’s house – his house now, he reminded himself, but only until it could be sold, that much was a sure thing – squatted above the café and spread out behind it, so that the overhanging first floor was able to house two bedrooms, a bathroom and a sitting room, while the ground floor boasted only a kitchen and utility. It was unusual, yes (Étienne imagined himself saying this to the notaire), but it had the undisputed advantage of looking out over the pretty port of Sauzon and the sea. It was, had always been, idyllic.

			Étienne surveyed the scene in the road below. Beyond the blue metal railings, Quai Guerveur was drifting into early-morning life. The café owner, a cigarette hanging between his lips, was dragging out metal chairs and tables, a few women with shopping bags walked purposefully alongside the harbour, heading for the boulangerie perhaps, which would be open by now. Boats, so many boats, all shapes and sizes – tourist crafts most of them – sat patiently waiting for their day to begin. But there was one fisherman hauling a crate on to the harbour wall. Étienne craned to see, watched him rip off his oilskin, hoist the crate on to the fish stall. Étienne sniffed. He could smell the fish – and the sea air, which was the air he always breathed at home too in Locmariaquer, but which was subtly different here. And he could smell coffee.

			He needed no further prompt. He loped downstairs to the kitchen to make some. Coffee, then a shower, then down to buy a croissant from the boulangerie – hopefully without talking to anyone on the way. Back to the house, phone the notaire to get the ball rolling, start sorting the house. That was the plan. He straightened his shoulders. He had a job to do here. It had taken him six months to even get to the island. And so, yes, there would be cobwebs on the ceiling if, when she’d left, his mother had not had the forethought to employ a cleaning woman to come in once a fortnight to keep the place nice, as if she might one day come back to live here again. But she didn’t. She stayed over on the mainland in the nursing home he had found for her – until the end. Étienne missed her. Even so. He would grieve in his own way and in his own time.

			He put the tinny old percolator on to boil. Why was he so angry? There was coffee, thankfully, in the same cupboard to the left of the old stove – along with dozens of other old tins holding an assortment of once-useful items. He might go out for a walk in the afternoon, he decided – somewhere safe and pleasant (as a writer, ‘pleasant’ was one of his most hated words, but as a person he found uses for it) such as the harbourside. He didn’t think about the other obvious option. But mostly, Étienne simply wanted to get this place sorted as soon as he could and with as little fuss or interaction with the islanders as possible. And then he would be on the first ferry home, no worries. ‘Just try and stop me,’ he said out loud, to the day or to the house or even perhaps to the island itself.

			His coffee brewed with the usual spitting and snarling that he remembered from this percolator in the past, and he took it upstairs to the desk in the living room which also overlooked the port and Rue Saint-Nicolas behind. The flower shop was still there, he noted. He switched on his laptop, located the café’s WiFi and clicked on Facebook.

			Like many people, Étienne had a love–hate relationship with Facebook. Mostly he hated it – he had a particular dislike of posts about food and posts from people compelled to announce they had arrived at some swanky restaurant or hotel the night before. Who cared? He didn’t like posts about animals (especially kittens) and political posts made him grind his teeth. Photos of happy family groups made him resentful and suspicious – why didn’t they simply enjoy each other’s company instead of notifying Facebook what a splendid time they were having? He didn’t want to know who was ill (it was depressing, and surely there was something inherently wrong with grieving on a social media site?) and he sure as hell didn’t want to know what anyone had watched on TV last night. There should, he concluded, be a ‘hate’ button. And yes, there it was, at thirty-five Étienne had become a grumpy old man. Most of all, he disliked authors publicising their books on Facebook, which was the only thing he ever used it for.

			Apart from today. Today, he bit his thumbnail, stared out to­­­ sea and typed in the first name: Yann Chirac. Yann had to come first – hadn’t he always? There were several photos but only one that could be him. Étienne zoomed in. If he became friends with that person, Facebook suggested, he could see all their posts. Étienne declined.

			After forty-five minutes of tentative stalking, he gave up. None of them had ever tried to find him, had they? His site was public to all, hence the impersonal nature of his posts and the infrequency of them too. ‘Social media is the future,’ his agent and friend Didier had said to him recently. ‘You’ve got to be on it, to win it.’ Étienne played the game – but grudgingly. A man had to live, but he didn’t have to sell his soul.

			*

			In the boulangerie he submitted to the mild questioning of Madame Riou even before he got to the front of the queue. ‘Lucie’s son, isn’t it?’ She peered around at him. ‘So sad. Je suis désolée. Lucie is much missed.’

			‘Merci beaucoup, Madame.’ He tried not to sound ungracious, but . . .

			‘Oui. I heard you were coming back.’

			So, the Sauzon grapevine was still flourishing. In front of him and behind, people were nodding and murmuring their condolences. ‘Merci.’ He smiled, nodded, sighed.

			‘Your mother would have been happy to see you back, you know.’ Madame spoke with some certainty. Her eyes were sharp, her fingers nimble as she attended to orders, rearranging pastries in baskets, loading the shelf with more crusty baguettes.

			Étienne was at the counter now. Yes, it was true that his mother had constantly wanted him to come over to visit. ‘Un croissant, s’il vous plaît, Madame.’ How sad and lonely it sounded, he thought. ‘Et une baguette,’ as an afterthought.

			Madame nodded as if it were only to be expected. ‘For how long will you stay?’ She held on to the bag as if to keep him in the shop.

			Étienne met her black-eyed gaze. ‘I’m only here to sort her things and put the house up for sale,’ he said.

			She didn’t reply.

			Étienne felt he needed to justify his actions. ‘I live in Locmariaquer.’ He said this quite loudly as if to inform himself and anyone else who might be listening. ‘I’ve always lived there.’ And he had never wanted to come back here.

			‘Oui, oui.’ Madame turned to pull another tray of pastries out of her oven. The steam and the sweet scent of them filled the air. ‘You write books, n’est-ce pas? Lucie was so proud of you.’ She popped one of the pastries in Étienne’s paper bag and handed it to him with a smile.

			‘Oh? Mais oui. Merci.’ Étienne wasn’t sure what to say to this. What was appropriate? He shrugged – that was about the only gesture he’d left out so far. Had his mother been proud? Yes, she had. She had even tried to read his books, though the kind of bloodthirsty thrillers Étienne wrote were very far from her taste, he knew. He nodded more thanks to Madame and began working his way back towards the doorway as fast as he could.

			‘So you will sell the house?’

			He opened his mouth to reply. There were now several people between him and Madame and they all turned to look at him.

			‘Why not keep it as a holiday home? Mais oui, why not indeed?’ There was a general buzz of approval.

			‘Well . . .’

			‘Then you could come over yourself sometimes.’

			‘Myself?’

			‘You know.’ She clicked her tongue. ‘For a holiday. Like the old days, non?’

			But of course. A holiday. She didn’t know, then. Or she had forgotten. Had they all forgotten? Étienne smiled. Opened the shop door. He couldn’t remember the last time he had smiled and nodded so much in one morning.

			‘She would be glad,’ Madame threw these final crumbs just as he had left the shop and was about to close the door behind him.

			‘Glad, Madame?’

			‘That at least you have come over to sort out her things.’ Madame shuddered. ‘Better than a stranger, non?’

			Oui, oui. Better than a stranger . . . He heard the rest of the queue murmur their assent. Again, he nodded.

			He made his escape and breathed the fresh air outside into his lungs. He shouldn’t have come out so early, of course. An hour later and he might have been one of the many anonymous tourists buying their breakfast and bread for lunch. But it was true, what Madame Riou had said. His mother had been too kind to say so, in her final weeks, when she might or might not have known that her end was drawing near. She knew he didn’t want to go back to Belle-Île, so she wouldn’t ask that of him, not now. But she would have wanted him to sort through her things. Much, much better than a stranger. That in itself was a good reason for coming back. His mother deserved that much at least.

			Étienne hot-footed it back to the house before anyone else could offer their condolences. His mother had never been able to persuade her only son to visit her here and so she had continued to return to Morbihan on the ferry to see him, once a month, carrying bread and fruit and maybe some oysters in her basket – as if, without her, that son of hers might even forget to eat. Étienne sighed. Maybe that’s what she told them all. He eyed the paper bag of pastries he was carrying. He should have come here for her before now. But . . . It was a big but.

			In the house, he made more coffee and ate the croissant and the patisserie, absent-mindedly wiping buttery fingers on his jeans. He trawled through the first drawer of papers, creating three piles: to recycle, to deal with, to keep. Thankfully, pile number one was the highest; his mother had kept every document ever posted or given to her, it seemed.

			In the second drawer were the photographs that hadn’t made it to the neatly stacked and labelled albums in the ancient mahogany bookcase. Nothing digital for his mother – no, not until the day she died. These were the blurred memories of the happier days after his mother had given up her work ‘in the oysters’, after his father had been made foreman at the warehouse, after the gift of his maternal grandmother’s inheritance which had enabled his mother to buy this little house in Sauzon. My dream, she had called it. She had persuaded Étienne’s father to paint it pink with mint-green shutters and he had rolled his eyes but done it anyway. The family had come here every summer, his father too – when the oysters of Locmariaquer could spare him.

			Étienne picked up a handful of snaps. Here he was in the sea, laughing and splashing around – sun-bronzed, carefree, ten or eleven years old maybe. Here he was on his old red bicycle, knobbly kneed, legs like spindles, only a year or two older. Here was a picture of the three of them standing outside the little pink house, here they were standing on the deck of the ferry. Étienne felt his eyes blur.

			He didn’t know how long he spent looking through the photographs. He didn’t know how long he’d spent looking out to sea. But the photographs and the ocean had sent him back there, to that time of his life when everything had changed, and he reached for his notebook and his pen before he even knew what he would write. He only knew that somehow, he had to go back there – otherwise he would never be free.

			Chapter 4

			Colette

			Colette climbed off the Belle-Île bus and began the oh-so-familiar walk into town. The curve of the road as it swept around the harbour basin, the trees on the far hill, roses and geraniums in window boxes, an old bicycle propped against an oleander tree. Each step seemed to tug at her heart.

			Sauzon was beautiful as ever – the clear waters of the harbour, the pretty houses painted green and yellow, pink and blue, grey and white. So elegant, so charming. The same pine tree stood on the corner, the same tamarisks feathered the top of the granite cliff wall. Colette paused for a moment to re-absorb this place so rooted within her. So many times in the past, she had witnessed gasps from holidaymakers seeing the picture-postcard perfection of Sauzon for the first time. You live here? How wonderful . . . Tourists of course saw the pastel-painted houses overlooking the cool blue waters of the Atlantic, where fishing boats and pleasure craft floated in happy harmony through the haze of rose-coloured holiday spectacles. They didn’t see the place in the winter, in the storms, when—

			‘Colette? Colette! It has been so long!’

			The voice rang out from the other side of the harbour road, the Rue du Chemin Neuf. Colette recognised Anneliese who owned the crêperie in the village. ‘Anneliese, bonjour!’ she called back to her. She hurried across to where Anneliese stood, hands on ample hips.

			‘Look at you, chérie . . . You went away a girl and you have come back a woman.’

			Colette smiled. It was true, she supposed, although sometimes she thought the transition had taken place so much earlier with the death of her father.

			Anneliese held out her arms and Colette stepped into her warm embrace. They kissed on both cheeks then drew apart.

			‘Ça va, chérie?’

			‘Très bien, Anneliese. And you?’ She was older too of course, her skin more lined, but her eyes were as warm and friendly as ever. ‘How are things? How is Jean-Luc?’ Immediately, Colette felt herself slip seamlessly into the French way of speaking, of being, that she had been born to.

			She and Anneliese chatted for a few moments, Anneliese’s soft voice full of pity, for she must have known that Colette’s mother was very ill. No doubt she was curious too about what had kept Colette away for so many years – wouldn’t they all be? But Colette didn’t want to stay too long. She needed to breathe deeply and drink it all in. She needed to get there.

			Moving on towards the tip of the harbour, she passed the white walls and decorative red shutters of the tabac, the grocery shop and other places that had sprung up since she’d left. Because, yes, she saw now that there had been many changes. Colette’s steps slowed. There were fewer fishing boats, more yachts. Houses had been smartened up and made good. And the new shops were the kind that catered for tourists, with their fancy pottery and the type of coastal clothing in narrow stripes, hemps and linen that rather reminded her of Cornwall.

			There was a gallery too, showing pictures of the jagged rocks whipped by sea-foam that formed cotton-like flecks in stormy weather, after which Les Aiguilles de Port Coton were named. Monet had famously painted them – the story was that he came here for five days and stayed for seventy-five, painting thirty-nine canvases. Colette wouldn’t be surprised. The rocks looked different from every angle, and they’d since been drawn by many an admirer wanting to follow in Monet’s brushstrokes. Like Cornwall, the island attracted artists, writers, sculptors. Like Cornwall, the island had a certain kind of light . . .

			Colette felt a gust of longing. She would go there. She would go to all the places she loved that she’d visited with her father – the old church at Locmaria and the pretty bay beyond, the Pointe des Poulains where the actress Sarah Bernhardt had famously made her home, the little village of Bangor, the rocks at Port Coton. But first . . .

			Some things were the same. There was the rather imposing Saint-Nicolas Church in Place de L’Église, there was the boulangerie. She walked on down Quai Joseph Naudin which ran seamlessly into Guerveur. And there . . . Her breath caught. There was the quayside stall where her father had washed, gutted and sold his fish. She drew closer. She ran her fingers along the hard, pitted surface, the very same marble slabs. Above the battered stainless steel sink, coloured lights were strung gaily above the stall, as if it were part of some fairground attraction instead of a man’s living.

			Her father had always been busy too, out fishing all hours, filleting and preparing the catch of mullet or sea bass on this very stall, selling to Sauzon’s restaurants and townspeople alike. But he still found time for Colette. She would run down to the quayside to meet him, strain her eyes squinting out to sea, searching for the sight of the familiar little blue and white boat. As it approached, she would run along the quay, waving. ‘Papa! Papa! A good catch today, oui?’ And he would laugh and wave back, moor the boat and come ashore. He would sweep her up and hold her tight against the rough wool of his fisherman’s jumper, which smelt of salt, of the wind and the sea.

			‘Hey!’ She heard a shout. Her head swivelled.

			‘Is that you, eh? Is that really you? Sébastien’s girl?’

			Colette shielded her eyes. ‘Henri!’ She took a step towards the grizzled old fisherman, her father’s long-time buddy. He had not gone out that night, the night her father died; he’d been coughing too badly and anyway he’d heard the forecast of the storm. She knew how guilty this had always made him feel, that his old friend had died alone at sea and that he had survived him.

			‘Come here.’ He took her in his arms, a proper bear hug, and for the first time since she’d received Francine’s letter, Colette felt her eyes fill.

			He drew away, saw it and pulled her close again. ‘Merde . . . I knew that one day you would come home,’ he muttered.

			Colette nodded and swallowed hard, rubbed the tears from her eyes. ‘I have to see Maman.’

			‘I heard about that.’ He patted her shoulder. ‘A bad business. Please give her my regards. And if there is anything . . .’

			‘Merci, Henri.’

			‘Anything at all.’

			‘Yes, I will tell you.’

			‘Well, then.’ Finally, he moved away. ‘I will let you go, little one.’

			The endearment, her father’s endearment, almost started her off again, but she managed to nod, give a little smile and a half-wave as she turned from him. ‘Au revoir, Henri.’

			It was funny, she thought, her head had been so full of her mother, she had almost forgotten how it would be to see these old friends, these familiar places.

			When she had left Belle-Île all those years ago she had only been looking forward; she had barely bothered to say goodbye. She had wanted to take the bus to Le Palais but her mother had insisted on driving her to the ferry. At the last minute, she had held Colette so tightly as if she couldn’t bear to let her go. ‘You are young,’ she’d said. ‘You think you can change the world, the past.’

			Colette had pulled away and looked her in the eye. ‘It is my future, Maman.’

			‘But you cannot.’ Her mother continued as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘Trust me, you cannot.’

			Trust her? In that moment, Colette had almost hated her. She was scared at the strength of the feeling. The past five years since her father’s death had been the worst years of her life. Before that, she’d had him to run to if things got bad. After that . . . There was no one. So why bother to work at school? Why try to please anyone? Why not turn to boys like Mathieu with their warm hands and easy laughter? At least with a boy like Mathieu, Colette could feel. At least she would be noticed. At least she would be loved.

			Her mother had pleaded and she had despaired. She had talked, she had disciplined, and finally she had washed her hands of her. ‘Go your own way, Colette,’ she had told her. ‘Why not? You always do.’

			And where do you go, Maman? she had wanted to ask her. Where do you go when your eyes are far away? Who do you think of? Who do you love? Because it was not Colette’s father – she had known that even before the row she overheard between them the night he died, even before she had lost him.

			Colette bit her lip and walked on. Back then, she hadn’t given a thought to how long she might be gone, when she might return – if ever.

			Or why. She thought again of Francine’s letter, still tucked in her bag.

			‘Why do you want to go alone?’ Mark had asked her. And she could see the hurt in his eyes.

			‘Because of Maman.’ So much between them was unresolved. Colette had been angry with her for such a long time. And those questions she needed answering wouldn’t answer themselves. ‘And because I don’t know how long I might have to stay.’

			Colette looked down at the small case she had brought, now trundling along the cobbles behind her. It wasn’t only that. It was also because she couldn’t go on letting Mark take over when things went wrong – this was her life, and she had to deal with it herself.

			Mark had said that he understood. He said that if she didn’t come back soon he would come and fetch her, and he’d laughed to show that he was joking. Colette had gone in to work that day and told them that she was really sorry but just as they were approaching the height of the holiday letting season she must leave to visit her sick mother in France, and no, she wasn’t sure when she would be back.

			Tracey had been sympathetic but brisk. ‘We’ll have to get a replacement, Colette. If you can’t tell me how long you’ll be gone for, then I can’t guarantee your job will still be here when you get back. I’m sorry, but—’

			‘That’s fine,’ Colette said. She knew how things worked in the tourist industry. ‘I understand.’ So, she had lost her job – but what choice had she had?

			Now that she was close enough, Colette looked up at the house of her childhood, unpainted since her departure, the dusky pink and lavender even more faded than before. Her mother must be sick – the red geraniums in the window boxes seemed tired and thirsty. Below, the flower shop was in shadow, looking sad and very obviously closed, a driftwood horse wound around with herbs, head down as if he might be grazing, standing outside. The horse hadn’t been here before and Colette could guess where it had come from.

			She walked up the hill, Rue Rampe des Glycines, towards her childhood home.

			Chapter 5

			Colette

			‘Maman.’

			The front door was open so Colette had let herself in. She stood in the hall as if waiting in vain for the house to become home again. ‘Maman,’ she said again. The hallway was dim, the dark wood panelling dusty and unloved. She ran her fingers along it, smelt the scent of age, of damp, of something that was sharper and more medicinal. Where was she? Colette put a foot on the stairs, about to go up to her parents’ old bedroom, when she heard a sound from the dining room. Of course. Her mother was sick, she wouldn’t be upstairs. The door of the dining room was open. She heard the sound of movement, then a faint ‘Bonjour? Who is there? Francine?’

			She hadn’t told them she was coming; she could have tried ringing again but there had been no words she’d felt like speaking. The journey, the thinking, the memories – these had been strain enough. Colette pushed the door open wider.

			Her mother was lying on what had been a spare sofa bed but she was an older, frailer image of the mother Colette had carried in her mind since leaving. ‘Bonjour, Maman.’ She took a step closer. She almost wished that Mark were here now, taking charge, that she was not alone. And yet . . . She took a breath and another step towards her.

			There were lines where before there had been smooth skin, iron-grey-streaked hair where there had been only conker-brown. And her eyes . . . Her dark eyes seemed to have had the life washed out of them. Colette thought about what Anneliese had said about her leaving Sauzon a girl and coming back a woman. While Colette had been away, her mother had become an old lady. How could that have happened – without her even knowing?

			‘Colette?’ Her mother was staring at her sightlessly, seeing but not seeing. ‘Colette? Comment . . .?’ She made as if to sit up.

			‘Francine wrote to me.’ Her mother’s pallor was white, almost ghostly. She was certainly very ill, as Francine had said. But worse, much worse than Colette had allowed herself to imagine.

			‘So, you came.’ Francine had walked into the room behind her. She at any rate looked much the same as before – cold, upright and tight-lipped.

			‘Thank you for your letter,’ Colette said stiffly. Francine was carrying a wicker basket. Colette saw fruit – grapes and bananas – and a thermos flask.

			Francine shrugged and took her basket into the kitchen.

			‘Is it really you?’ Her mother’s voice was dry and brackish with pain and probably whatever medication she was on.

			‘Oui, c’est moi.’ Colette moved closer still. She was near enough now to touch, to hold. She bent towards her. ‘Why didn’t you tell me, Maman?’ She felt a surge of anger. Her mother had always been the woman of mystery, always holding something back – even if it was only a hug.

			She flashed Colette a look that was very nearly a look from the past. ‘I did not want to drag you back here,’ she said, ‘that is all.’

			‘But who is looking after you?’ Colette’s gaze turned to the pills and the glass of water by the bed. She would be anaemic, of course. Had they given her anything to help with that, anything to give her energy and strength?

			‘A nurse comes in every day,’ her mother murmured now in this new voice of hers that Colette could hardly recognise. ‘And Francine . . .’

			‘But shouldn’t you be in hospital, Maman?’ Colette realised that everything she was saying was emerging much harsher than she’d intended. ‘To be looked after properly,’ she said more softly. ‘It’s very good of Francine, but—’

			‘I hate hospitals.’ Her mother’s eyes, when she looked at her, seemed like a child’s. ‘Don’t send me to hospital, please, chérie.’

			‘I won’t.’ Colette sat abruptly on the edge of the sofa bed. What would she do, then? Nurse her mother herself?

			‘They said I could die here.’

			Colette put a hand to her mouth. ‘But is there nothing they can do to help you?’ she whispered. She couldn’t bear it. How had this happened so quickly?

			Her mother shook her head. ‘It has all been done, chérie.’

			Colette frowned. What had been done? Radiotherapy? Chemo? A bone-marrow transplant? But she realised she must ask Francine, get in touch with the hospital herself, to find out exactly what had gone on. It was not fair to expect her mother to tell her the details. She was too sick. She needed to be looked after.

			‘And the shop . . .’ Her mother held out her hand. It was trembling. ‘The flowers . . .’

			Colette took her hand. Of course, she took her hand. Her mother’s bones seemed so fragile, her skin so lifeless and dry, almost transparent. Always, the flower shop. As far back as Colette could remember, it had dominated their lives. ‘Don’t worry about that now,’ she said.

			But she saw that her mother was still fretting. ‘Will you . . .? Will you help me, chérie? Will you see to things for me?’ she asked. Her other hand was worrying at the edge of the sheet that covered her. Colette noticed the darkening bruise on the pale skin of her forearm.

			‘Things?’ Colette glanced around the room at the heavy, dark furniture, so much a part of her childhood. The mahogany bookcase, the table now pushed up against the wall, wood panelling that seemed to keep everything in shadow. Just being in this room once again had dipped her back into the past almost as if she had never been away.

			‘Will you go into the shop? Will you see to the plants, check the orders . . .?’ Her voice failed and turned into a deep and racking cough.

			Colette waited for it to subside. She should have something to ease that cough. She should be putting something on that dry skin to give it moisture. And she had lost so much weight. Was she eating? Was it too late for eating? ‘But Maman—’

			‘Please, Colette.’ Her words came out in a rush now. ‘You see you are the only one who can.’

			The only one who can.

			Her mother’s eyes drooped. She was exhausted already, Colette could see. And now she was depending on her. It was an uncomfortable feeling. A switching of roles that she had not anticipated, which made things even more ambivalent than before.

			Francine emerged from the kitchen. ‘Time for a sleep, Thea,’ she said. She nodded at Colette, gave a little jerk of her head.

			‘I’ll go down to the shop.’ Awkwardly, Colette patted her mother’s hand. ‘I’ll see to things. Don’t worry.’

			A small smile drifted around her mother’s lips. ‘I knew that you would, chérie,’ she said.

			Colette took her case upstairs to her old childhood bedroom. Her emotions were so mixed, so churned; she felt sadness, horror, longing, but they had no order or priority, not yet. They were, she realised, as tangled as her feelings for Belle-Île itself. Even this room with the red-rose wallpaper and the dark shiny coverlet on the single bed took her back so sharply she had to hold on to the door jamb for a moment to find her balance. In the middle of the night sometimes, she had imagined coming back to Belle-Île. But she had never imagined it would be like this.

			She drifted into her parents’ old room. It was stale and musty; it no longer smelt of him, of course, and there was barely a trace of her mother’s perfume. She trailed her fingers across the door of the walnut wardrobe. And had a flashback. It was almost twenty years ago and she was thirteen. She came in here looking for a scrap of comfort and had found her mother groping frantically through the clothes in the wardrobe.

			‘What are you doing?’ Colette had stared at her in horror. He had been dead three days. He was her father, her darling.

			‘What does it look like?’ Her mother’s eyes were blank. Anger, Colette could have understood. She felt anger – towards the storm, towards the sea that had taken him. He was an experienced boatsman, had been a fisherman his entire life – even as a boy he’d gone out with his father most days. But when a storm hit Belle-Île-en-Mer there was no force stronger, or so the islanders liked to say. He shouldn’t have gone out in it. He knew it was coming. What had he been thinking?

			Only Colette knew exactly what he’d been thinking of because she’d heard it all. ‘Stop it, Maman. Stop it now!’ She grabbed her mother’s wrists, tried to pull her away.

			‘There’s no point in keeping them.’ Her mother eyed the pile of clothes already on the bed. ‘He’s gone.’

			Yes, and you sent him there. She didn’t say it, though; it had seemed too cruel.

			That pile of clothes had looked so unutterably sad to Colette. This was her first loss and she knew instinctively that it was the greatest. The clothes were almost all that was left of him. His spare waxed jacket and waterproof trousers, his linen smocks and shirts in blue and grey, the smart suit he kept for weddings and funerals . . . And her mother was throwing them out. Throwing him out when he’d been dead for less than three days. Three days! Colette had slammed the door as she left their bedroom. What was wrong with her mother? Didn’t she know how to feel?

			Colette realised she was trembling now almost as much as she’d been trembling then. There had been so many other things – she’d lost track of the times her mother wasn’t there for her, the times she seemed to push her away, the times her mother had failed to hold her. No wonder then that at thirteen she’d turned into what her mother called a wild child. No wonder, Francine had stood watching at the lace rideaux to see what she was getting up to, no wonder Colette had left Belle-Île.

			But she was older now, she thought as she left her parents’ bedroom. She had come back because her mother had leukaemia. She had come back to see her, of course, but that wasn’t all. She had also come back to find out the truth.

			Chapter 6

			Étienne

			It was the third day and Étienne thought he was getting somewhere.

			The house details were being prepared by the notaire. Most of the furniture had been sold and taken away. Étienne had a large bag full of things to keep, including some photos, books and one of his mother’s embroidered cushions – a scene she’d done depicting Morbihan Bay – and he was glad he’d brought his car in the end, although being a two-seater there wasn’t too much extra space for baggage. Which was how Étienne liked it. It might be lonely, but if you travelled light you’d never let anyone down. Best of all, his mother’s house was gradually becoming free of clutter.

			Free to breathe. Étienne put his hands on his hips and looked around. Without the heavy old furniture, one could appreciate the rich gleam of the wooden floors, which he’d polished on his hands and knees yesterday. Therapy . . . The walls could do with a lick of paint it was true, but if he did one room, he’d have to do them all; one newly decorated would show up the others, and he didn’t have the time, not if he wanted to leave before the weekend.

			He felt better too. Étienne’s gaze strayed to the desk drawer. The desk was one of three items of furniture he’d kept – for now at least. A desk to work at and eat on while he was here, a chair to sit in, a bed to sleep on. Everything else had gone. He wondered what his mother would say if she could see the house now. Would she approve of its new minimalist style or would it shock her? Thing was, in this material world, everyone bought more and more layers to add to their life until in the end it was hard to see anything underneath.

			In the drawer was the notebook he’d been writing in. He wrote every evening after he’d cleaned and decluttered. Pages of script that seemed to flow remarkably easily, about the boy he’d been, the family they were, the story of Belle-Île and what had happened here.

			It wasn’t what he should be writing, of course. Didier would have something to say about it. But it was cleansing. This was a new feeling and Étienne wasn’t sure about it yet. Getting rid of the old. Was it possible? Probably not. But by the third day, being here didn’t seem quite so hard. His morning questioning from Madame Riou at the boulangerie, his sedate walks along the harbour, his surveillance of the port and the ocean from the safe vantage point of his mother’s house. These routines had slotted into his life.

			Now, he sauntered out into the port where tourists queued for galettes and ice-creams and drank coffee or cider as they sat on the pink chairs at the pink tables at the harbour-front café watching the boats bobbing in the low water. He walked beyond the Hôtel du Phare and was just strolling back alongside the harbour wall towards the grey and pink café when he saw him. Another ghost. Only this time it was broad daylight. A child of maybe six or seven, brown-skinned with neat, narrow features and skinny legs dangling under his chair. The plate in front of him held a few crumby smears showing he had recently enjoyed a crêpe – possibly with blueberry jam and vanilla ice-cream.

			Étienne stopped dead. He was weirdly conscious of the shallowness of his breath.

			The child’s mother looked up, instinctively sensing his presence, his stare. ‘Monsieur?’ She half rose from her seat.

			Étienne shook himself back to the present. ‘Madame. Pardonnez-moi. Please forgive me. It was just—’ He stopped speaking. Because there he was – Denis, crossing the road to the café, a black leather bag slung over one shoulder. Older, of course, his brown face more weathered than before; lined, even, around the eyes and mouth. But indisputably it was Denis, as self-assured as he had always been.

			‘Denis?’

			‘Putain! What the—?’ Denis stared at him, took a few seconds to adjust. ‘Étienne Chevalier. God, man. Where the hell did you spring from?’

			‘Uh, well . . .’ Étienne supposed that it was unsurprising. Denis’s family had always come here every summer. Why wouldn’t Denis continue that tradition when he had a family of his own? Even so, it had shocked him. ‘I’m here to sell my mother’s house,’ he said quickly. ‘She died, you see.’

			‘Oh, man, je suis désolé.’ Denis clapped him on the back affectionately and this too brought back a sharp memory.

			‘You still come here for the holidays?’ Étienne was still struggling with this concept, despite his own logic.

			‘Sure. Old habits, you know . . .’ Denis hesitated and Étienne saw the flicker in his eyes. He knew what it meant, that flicker. ‘But not every year,’ he added. ‘And not only in the summer.’

			‘Right.’ They stood there looking at one another. Étienne wondered how he seemed to his old friend. Did he look successful? Damaged?

			‘So, this is my wife Adrienne.’ Denis introduced the mother of his son. ‘And you already saw Pascal.’

			Étienne smiled. ‘Pleased to meet you.’ He took Adrienne’s hand and they kissed politely on both cheeks. ‘And yes, he’s the image of you, Denis.’

			‘You think so?’

			‘Uh huh.’ Étienne could see that his old friend was proud. And he was pleased for him, really pleased.

			‘And now?’ Denis stood still but Étienne could sense a slight discomfort creeping in. ‘You’re a writer now, yes? I read your books sometimes.’

			‘Oh, really? Right. Well – that’s great.’ Étienne had never learnt how to have this kind of conversation. He didn’t want to know what people thought of his books – he’d certainly never ask them. Enough, he thought, that they sold.

			‘What about you?’ Something practical, Étienne guessed. Something sporty.

			‘Computers.’ Denis grinned. Another stab of memory. ‘IT technician.’ He spread his hands. ‘I fell into it.’

			Étienne nodded. ‘Sounds great.’ Bullshit. And Denis knew that too.

			‘But would you not like to join us?’ Adrienne was looking from one to the other of them, clearly surprised the invitation hadn’t already been made. Étienne knew why.

			‘Ah, merci, mais non,’ he said, before Denis could chip in. ‘It is impossible. I have somewhere I have to be. Such a shame.’ He gestured vaguely towards the church and Place de L’Église. ‘Business,’ he added, for good measure. ‘You know how it is.’

			If he sat down, she would ask how they knew one another, she would ask about those summers. And why did you not stay in touch, she might say. Why did you stop coming to the island for so many years? Étienne could not deal with a conversation like that.

			‘Good to see you though.’ Denis clapped his shoulder once again.

			‘And you.’ Though Étienne wasn’t as sure as he hoped he sounded. And this was why he’d never wanted to come back to Belle-Île. The ghosts were here. The ghosts would no doubt get him in the end.

			The boy Pascal, clearly bored with his parents’ dialogue with this stranger, had got up from his chair. Now, he began to cross the road to the harbour.

			Denis was watching him. ‘Don’t go too far,’ he called.

			‘Oh, Papa.’

			Étienne caught Denis’s eye. Another flicker. Another memory. Enough.

			‘Au revoir then.’ He raised his hand in a wave. ‘Enjoy the rest of your time here, won’t you? Bonnes vacances!’

			Étienne stomped back to the house, pulled the rogue exercise book from the desk drawer and stared out at the ocean. He picked up his pen.

			Chapter 7

			Colette

			The shop had a dank feel to it when Colette pushed open the door. Stale water. Stale air. Rotting foliage. She left the door ajar and flung the windows open. Hands on hips, she surveyed the scene.

			Everything was neat – of course, it would be. But everything was also untouched. Once-elegant crimson roses, blue and yellow-streaked irises and dark-centred sunflowers lay in the green buckets half dead and drooping. All of them should have been thrown out days if not weeks ago.

			Colette’s mother had always had her favourites; she used to have a regular order with her Dutch suppliers, depending on the season and availability, and Colette guessed that they were still delivering, and that someone – probably Francine – had stuck the blooms in a bucket of water and left them here to rot. Colette sighed. No wonder her mother was fretting. She would hate to see this neglect.

			How long? Colette wondered. For how long had she kept to her bed? When was the last time her mother had been strong enough to even come in here? Colette found a bin bag under the sink and shoved the flowers in heads first, a few dank drips falling on to the tiled floor. She chucked the stagnant water down the sink, followed it with some disinfectant and set to, scrubbing out the buckets where old plant life still clung to the sides. There were few smells worse than foliage rotting in stale water.

			Most of the potted plants had survived. She suspected that the Christmas cacti and other succulents had even enjoyed the neglect, and the slipper orchids with their delicate burgundy and white veiled flowers and mottled leaves were holding up well. Colette gave them all a good water and then found the secateurs and clipped back some of the brown edges and withered leaves, just as she used to when she was a girl. Her mother had taught her how to hold the cutters, how to prune, where to make the incisions to encourage new growth. For a moment she paused, remembering.

			It had not been all bad. When she was young, Colette hadn’t only been a daddy’s girl. She had also loved to help in the flower shop whenever her mother would let her. She’d adored the heady scent of plants and flowers, loved to watch things grow. Her mother had taught her how to look after the cut flowers from the moment they were delivered, how to condition them by carefully removing the transit packaging, stripping and trimming the stems and giving them that vital long drink in a bucket of water. She had taught her how to inspect them, how to decide which ones must go into the cool room and which were ready for the shop or an arrangement. She had even taught her how to encourage a tightly closed lily bud to open, by placing it in a bright warm position, by spritzing it with water or even using a hair dryer on it. Colette had listened to her mother talking to her flowers, watched her design and create her arrangements, witnessed the emotion when a daughter saw her mother’s funeral flowers or a bride saw her bouquet for the first time. Colette understood the love.

			By the till was a pile of delivery notes, orders and her mother’s order book. Colette had always been able to decipher her writing, the round loopy scrawl. She set to, matching notes with entries and orders, making calls: I am so sorry, my mother, that is we cannot fulfil your order at this time. My mother is ill. Yes. Thank you. I will. She had been right about the supplier too – the orders had been scaled down considerably, but deliveries had not been cancelled. She picked up the phone.

			‘Bonjour.’

			Colette looked up. Framed in the open doorway was a woman she recognised, though it had been a long time. ‘Bonjour, Madame,’ she said, with a little nod.

			‘Oh, Élodie, please. You remember me, don’t you?’ Her voice was soft, almost musical.

			The light shining behind Élodie through the doorway sent a shaft of brightness through the long fair hair which drifted down her back exactly as Colette remembered.

			‘Of course.’ Colette was carefully polite. She didn’t know her well, but she certainly knew of her. Élodie Blaise was older than her – in her mid-forties, Colette guessed – and she was an artist. Colette didn’t think she’d had more than half a dozen brief conversations with Élodie, her entire life. Mostly, she’d just seen her striding out along the headland, her long hair flowing behind her; in earlier days with her older brother, in latter days walking alone. Élodie had lived with her mother Mathilde in the Old Lighthouse at the Pointe. Probably, she still did.

			Colette’s mother had lived there too, of course, when she first came here to the island as a young girl of eighteen to be the Blaise family’s au pair. She had looked after Jacques and Élodie when they were young, been part of the family for some years. Which was why it had always seemed odd to Colette that her mother and Mathilde had never so much as acknowledged one another when they met in the street. She had asked her mother about it often enough in the past, but she would never tell her; it was another of her secrets. ‘It is over, it is past, what has been done can’t be undone,’ was all she would say. What had she meant by that? Colette had absolutely no idea.

			‘How is your mother?’ Élodie stepped inside the shop. She was small-boned and light as gossamer, Colette thought. An old-fashioned Faerie Queene in her floaty dress and espadrilles. She looked as if she belonged to a different era. And it wasn’t just now that she was older – she always had.

			‘Not well, I’m afraid.’ Colette picked up a cloth and began wiping the counter.

			‘So you came back.’ Élodie was watching her curiously.

			‘So I came back.’ Colette met her blue-eyed gaze.

			‘And you are looking after the flower shop for her.’ Élodie made a graceful gesture with her arm which enveloped the shop, the untended plants, the flowerless buckets. ‘How wonderful of you.’

			Colette was embarrassed. ‘Not really.’ Not at all, actually. Not wonderful of her and not what she was doing. She was cancelling orders and closing the place down. After the death of her father, Colette had stopped helping in the shop. The scent of the flowers, her mother’s abstracted expression when she tended them, only seemed to taunt her then.

			‘It will help her so much to know that you are here,’ Élodie continued as if she hadn’t spoken. ‘And she often speaks of spending time here in the shop with you when you were young. How much it meant to her. How she hoped you would take over the flowers one day.’

			Colette stared at her. ‘She does?’

			‘Mais oui.’

			‘You come to see her then?’ Colette thought of Mathilde. She wouldn’t like it that her daughter visited – unless they were friends again now.

			‘My mother is not my keeper.’ Élodie smiled that sad, sweet smile of hers.

			‘And did you make the horse?’ Colette liked him. He was graceful and yet his structure had been cleverly built up to make him muscular, strong; the driftwood gave him a texture and allowed the shoots and tendrils of the plants to wind around his body and long limbs.

			Élodie nodded. ‘Thea commissioned him a few years ago,’ she said. ‘I’ve made some little ones too for single herbs. She gave me the idea. They ought to be brought inside for the winter really’ – she glanced out at the horse and Colette almost expected him to look up at her – ‘in order to survive.’

			So, she still worked at her studio creating her driftwood art. It suited her, she almost looked like an elegant piece of driftwood herself, floating around the place as she did. Colette smiled at the thought. ‘He’s lovely,’ she said.

			‘Thank you.’ Élodie made a move as if she would leave, but rather to Colette’s surprise, instead, she took a step closer. She reached out, put a hand on Colette’s arm, just for a moment. The touch was so light, Colette hardly felt it. ‘You were lucky, you know,’ she said softly.

			‘Lucky?’ What did she mean?

			Élodie wandered over towards the orchids Colette had watered. Again, she reached out and let the palm of her hand gently graze the flowers. That was the sculptor in her, Colette realised. She liked to touch things. ‘I missed her so much when she left us,’ Élodie said.

			‘My mother?’

			‘Oh, yes.’ Élodie’s eyed widened. ‘I had a huge row with Mama about it.’

			‘Do you know why she left?’ Colette tried to keep her voice casual. Maybe it wasn’t such a secret in the Blaise household as it was in her own.

			Élodie shrugged. ‘Mama told her to.’

			‘Ah.’ So she hadn’t left of her own accord. Mathilde Blaise had told her to leave. What had her mother done to deserve that? Colette frowned. It must have been something bad. ‘Didn’t they get on?’ she pressed. She wasn’t even sure why it was so important to know. After all, as her mother had told her, the past couldn’t be undone. But if it helped Colette understand her . . .

			‘Oh, yes,’ Élodie said. ‘They got on very well. Until—’

			‘Until?’

			‘Until the end.’

			The end? The end of what – their relationship? Colette’s mother’s job, what? But Colette could see she’d get nothing further out of Élodie. She had that glazed look in her eyes again, as if she were keen to be somewhere else.

			‘May I go to see her now?’ she asked.

			‘Yes, of course. She was sleeping when I came in here, but—’

			‘I shan’t wake her.’ Élodie drifted back to the doorway. ‘But I will sit with her for a short while, if I may.’ She turned. ‘Merci beaucoup, Colette.’

			‘Au revoir, Élodie.’

			Colette continued to think about her strange visitor as she carried on organising things in the shop. It was the least she could do, she thought. It made her feel useful and it had given her an excuse to escape from her mother’s bedside where she felt awkward, not knowing what to say, how to be. Élodie was right. It would make her feel better knowing that at least her shop was not in total disarray. Colette would have to sort things out with the supplier, though; it was ridiculous that flowers should continue to be delivered, as if her mother were still here, as if nothing had changed.

			She phoned another customer, still thinking. Why had her mother stayed on the island after she left her job as an au pair anyway? It was the kind of job lots of girls must have done as a way of travelling, seeing the world – though in her mother’s case she suspected it was more a question of getting away from Cornwall, from her parents, from a place that was stifling her. So perhaps that was why she hadn’t gone back there. Even so . . .

			‘Oui, Madame?’ The customer had answered. Colette ran through her explanatory spiel.

			‘Oh my goodness, no.’ The woman sounded distraught. ‘Merde. I had no idea. I am coming over from the mainland. It is a special occasion.’

			‘Your aunt’s eightieth birthday, yes.’ Colette was patient – but people could be so selfish. ‘We are sorry to let you down, to give you such short notice, but my mother—’

			‘Could you do it?’ the woman asked. ‘Please?’

			‘Oh no, I really don’t think so . . .’ Could she even remember how to put an arrangement together?

			‘I have no time to look elsewhere, you see. And it would mean so much. You work at that lovely flower shop, don’t you?’

			‘Not really. No, I don’t. And I’m afraid I don’t have the stock.’ Despite this, Colette began to imagine what flowers she would use for the elderly woman’s birthday bouquet: heady white jasmine growing in the hedges of their garden which stood for grace and elegance as far as she remembered, delicate scabious which always looked like a much-loved but elderly flower itself with its wrinkly lilac-coloured petals; some cosmos, feathery and delicate to symbolise tranquillity; and perhaps some old-fashioned scented stock – if she could get hold of it. ‘Although—’ Colette stopped short, not sure what had surprised her the most: her remembering the meanings of the flowers or her instinctive desire to take the order.

			‘S’il vous plaît?’ The woman would not take no for an answer. ‘Your mother was so helpful when I spoke to her several weeks ago. And it’s not for a couple of days. I would be so grateful.’

			‘Very well.’ Where had that come from? Colette wasn’t sure. She only knew that she didn’t want to let her mother’s customers down. And she wanted to make the bouquet. ‘It would have to be something simple and natural,’ she said. For herself, she preferred flowers that way. For herself, she would not use Dutch suppliers at all; she would grow her own blooms on a flower farm with raised beds and a polytunnel and a special patch of worked ground . . . She shook this thought away. What was happening to her? It was as if the flower shop was casting some sort of spell.

			‘But that is her!’ the woman exclaimed. ‘My Aunt Marin – also my godmother, you know – is a simple and natural person. She is down to earth, not formal, you understand. And she loves the sea.’

			She loves the sea . . . Everyone who came to Belle-Île loved the sea. It was there, all around. ‘Excellent,’ said Colette. ‘Then it will be a pleasure for me to make her bouquet.’

			She was thoughtful as she ended the call. Several weeks ago, then, her mother had been well enough to be working in the flower shop – at least part-time.

			She slipped outside into the garden, a small square behind the house and shop. Here, her mother grew more herbs and some of her favourite flowers. Here, Colette was sure she could find more inspiration for Aunt Marin’s bouquet. She felt a small jolt; a dart of adrenalin. It had been so long. These days the most she did was arrange flowers bought for her by Mark into a glass vase before putting them on the dining-room table. Mark . . . There was another jolt – this time of guilt.

			In the sunniest corner of the garden next to the creamy viburnum were some pretty blue cornflowers and love-in-the-mist – which would be perfect with a sprig or two of lilac. If she could get hold of some in time, the scabious would bring in another more purply shade often seen in the ocean at this time of year, and the scented white jasmine would be like the crest of a wave. Colette could see the arrangement in her mind’s eye. She would add blue stocks for colour and volume and a dark seaweed-green raffia to tie it all together.

			It was all coming back to her. After-school afternoons working in the perfumed shop; sweeping the floor, cleaning the counters, trimming eucalyptus stems. ‘There’s a story behind every order,’ her mother used to say, ‘you just have to search for the emotion.’ Colette knew that there were many times when her mother’s flowers or her grasp of people and psychology had saved the day, that she had sometimes been a counsellor as much as a florist. Colette had even admired her for it – when she was not resenting those who took so much of her mother’s time away.

			Now, she was itching to get started. She looked back up at the house, at the window behind which her mother would be sleeping or perhaps still talking with Élodie. But it would have to wait until tomorrow. She looked over to the west, towards the cemetery. Tomorrow. She’d go to see her father tomorrow – she owed him that much at least.

			Chapter 8

			Élodie

			Élodie was walking along the beach looking for driftwood. She did this most mornings. She never knew what she might find – but the best times were after a storm. She liked to watch them from the shelter of her small studio, which was close to the Old Lighthouse but entirely self-sufficient – she’d made sure of that. She would stand in front of the window before she went to bed, watching the night-time sea raging and rolling outside, the waves bucking and rearing; listen to the wind shrieking and the tide crashing on to the great granite rocks. And she would love it – both for the drama and for the haul she could expect on the beaches the following day.

			The sea brought her gifts. Pieces of wood – all shapes and sizes that she could use and mould for her sculptures, her driftwood art; pieces of glass so old and pitted that she could only guess at their ancient history; shells that could be transformed, transfigured into jewellery, threaded on to leather thongs. It was a treasure hunt. And Élodie loved the sea for that.

			She supposed that she had simply fallen into the work that she did – and she knew that she was fortunate. When she was a girl, she and Jacques had spent hours beachcombing in the rocky coves, searching for special stones they could paint; shells and sea glass they could use to decorate some unsuspecting household item of their mother’s – such as the edges of a mirror or a bedside lamp. They had made candle holders too and ashtrays, and their mother had never seemed to mind; the Old Lighthouse was still crammed with their early childish creations.

			Even back then, they hadn’t spent much time with other children from the island and their parents hadn’t encouraged them to. Jacques and Élodie had been born here, but their parents had not and they were both considered outsiders – their father from Paris, their mother from just outside Rouen. Perhaps it was because their parents made no effort to integrate; behaved instead as if they might well be slightly superior to the Bellîlois, the people born on Belle-Île. And so Élodie and Jacques had felt like outsiders too. It was true that they were different from the other village children. They had made themselves insular, and the people in the villages seemed close and clannish to them. But Élodie and Jacques were never lonely. They had each other, so they could never be that.

			Élodie bent to pick up a small piece of wood. It was rounded, which she liked; this showed it had spent a long time in the ocean, and it still had some red paint on one side. She ran a fingertip over it. Now, of course, her family were not outsiders – far from it. Now, it was Élodie and her mother who watched the visitors come and go. There was no sense of permanence; they each belonged to a new current of people who swept in with the sea and then out again, leaving the island behind them unchanged as ever. Although they sometimes bought her artwork, these visitors meant little to her. Neither did Élodie have a lot to do with the people who lived around her – that hadn’t changed. Did she need them? She spoke to her mother every day and for the rest, she had her work; this absorbed her. Sometimes, whole hours went by unnoticed. When she was lost in her art – that was when Élodie was happiest.

			The wood had a good grain and an interesting knot too, adding to its character, and a curve at the top, so it might become a small part of an animal’s head. She thought about it. It had the right kind of streamlined shape. A cheetah perhaps? She liked cheetahs because of how fast they could run – and it would certainly be a challenge to achieve that sense of movement in driftwood alone.

			Over the years, she had moved on considerably from those first early ashtrays and mirrors. Now, her work varied in scale and could be anything from a miniature seahorse to a life-size stag, antlers and all – actually, antlers were one of the easiest things to accomplish from driftwood. Élodie smiled. She had learnt how to secure driftwood pieces to bases of marble or wood; how to fashion recycled copper into animal hooves, and how to make an armature – a steel frame – coated with fibreglass for a roughened surface on which to fit the wood, though for this she needed some help from Pierre who lived outside Le Palais and who would come over for a day or two when she took on the larger projects. But horses were her favourite – like the one outside Thea’s flower shop, which had turned almost silvery in the coastal air.

			Thea had been a big part of Élodie’s childhood, this energetic Englishwoman from Cornwall, gluing their family together in that way she had. Élodie’s father had always been difficult, though her mother Mathilde never used to be as fragile or needy as she seemed to be now. Their whole family was unstable. They teetered on the edge of something and Élodie wasn’t sure quite what was below. Perhaps that was why her parents had employed Thea in the first place? Had they always needed someone to hold them together? Élodie could not remember a time when Thea had not been there.

			The next piece of wood she found was smaller and had lodged itself between two rocks, half hidden by a thick ribbon of seaweed – it could be used as the limb of a small man, for there was a joint like a knee and the leg went off at an angle. She held it up, considering. A puppet man? The idea of making a complete puppet theatre had been running around in her mind for a while now; she could almost see the faces, the rectangular pieces of flat-grained wood with wedges for noses and round surprised eyes. Élodie put the driftwood in her bag.

			In retrospect, Thea’s departure hadn’t come entirely out of the blue. Her mother hadn’t been so nice to Thea for a while. They had been friends once, as she’d told Colette in the flower shop yesterday. But even as a little girl, Élodie had sensed their friendship disintegrating, even if she did not recognise that fact until much later. Her mother had become sharp and critical, she seemed to resent Thea’s presence in the house. And yet Thea had come over from England to help her. (‘Your mother cannot cope,’ her father was fond of saying, though Élodie suspected it was he who made it difficult for her mother to cope.) And then Mathilde asked Thea to leave. But why?

			Élodie stood up straighter to stretch her back, watched the tide rolling in, curling its pathway through the rocks of the cove, leaving its delicate foam trails to disintegrate into the air behind it. She loved these traces of the sea, the way it left its mark, just as Thea had left her mark on the family in the Old Lighthouse.

			The first Élodie had known of her imminent departure was seeing Thea pack a suitcase, a set expression on her face as she placed items of clothing one by one – not folded as Mama would have done, but rolled.

			‘Where are you going?’ Élodie had blurted. ‘What are you doing?’ Already, she liked to think that Thea somehow belonged to her. She was by nature a solitary child, preferring the company of her brother to any other, but she adored Thea. Élodie’s mother was constantly asking her to do things, expecting her to be ready to go somewhere, to be on time for something she had already forgotten. Thea was not like this. Thea was easy-going; she always let her be.

			‘I am leaving, Élodie,’ she said. She wouldn’t look at her.

			‘But why?’ Élodie stared at her. Thea was as much a part of their home as her mother or father – more than her father perhaps, for he was so often away, and often angry too. When he was around, their household changed, as if he had brought a tornado into the house with him. They were all aware of it. They stopped talking so much, laughing so freely. They slunk into the crevices of rooms and didn’t risk sparking anything off. Élodie and Jacques would spend hours away from the house if they got the chance; often Thea went with them.

			‘I have to.’

			‘You cannot. C’est impossible.’ Élodie had stood there, hands on hips, eyes blazing. ‘Thea, you cannot!’

			Thea had smiled then. She had bent down to Élodie’s level and placed her hands gently on her shoulders, her head close to Élodie’s. ‘I have to, chérie,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to. It’s the last thing I want. But I have no choice.’

			‘Mama will not let you.’ Élodie had been close to tears, she felt them welling inside, she didn’t want to imagine how life would be in the Old Lighthouse without Thea.

			‘It is Mama who has told me to go,’ Thea said.

			Élodie had stared at her in disbelief. ‘Non . . .’ She shook her head.

			‘I am sorry, my darling, but it’s true.’

			Élodie held her gaze for a few moments, registering what she was saying to her. Then she turned on her heel and stormed from the room. ‘Mama!’ she roared.

			Mathilde was in the kitchen drinking coffee and reading the paper. She looked calm, but even then Élodie was not fooled. ‘Oui, chérie?’

			‘Why is Thea leaving?’

			Her mother sighed and folded the paper. ‘It is a grown-up matter,’ she said.

			‘What grown-up matter?’

			‘Something that is too complicated for little girls to understand.’ And that was all she would say.

			Élodie cried and stamped her feet and even told her mother she hated her. Nothing made any difference. The only thing that pierced her mother’s aura of calm was when she said: ‘I will tell Papa. He will not allow Thea to leave.’

			Her mother had glared at her then. ‘You will not tell Papa, Élodie,’ she said. ‘And Thea must leave. There is nothing you – nor Papa – can do about it.’

			And so, incredible as it seemed, Thea had left, though Élodie made her promise to stay close by. ‘Don’t leave the island,’ she had begged. ‘Don’t go back to England – I will never see you again.’

			Thea had looked as if she might cry. ‘Ma petite . . . I will miss you so much. But I don’t know if I can . . .’

			In the end though, Jacques too had pleaded with her and – much to their mother’s undisguised irritation – Thea had stayed nearby in Sauzon. At first, they thought it was for a short while, at first Élodie was convinced that her mother would change her mind and Thea would return to the Old Lighthouse. But no. Thea opened a florist’s shop with Lise from the village. She bought a second-hand motorbike to get around on and soon afterwards, she married Sébastien, a fisherman from Sauzon whose family had always lived on the island.

			Life had gone on. Élodie saw her rarely; sometimes just a figure in the distance on the Pointe looking out towards the sea, towards her old home, sometimes on that motorbike wheeling around the country lanes. Later, as she grew up, Élodie saw her in Sauzon, sometimes they chatted. Thea had a daughter of her own by then, but she was always friendly and interested in Élodie’s life – she seemed to hold no ill will for the way her mother had treated her.

			Élodie had searched the rocks and beaches of several of their little coves – coves as good as private since you had to pass through the grounds of the Old Lighthouse to get to them. They could also be reached by sea but few bothered, even in the height of the tourist season; there were better beaches along the coast – if ‘better’ meant sand and fewer rocks under the surface when one swam. Élodie stood still for a moment and breathed in the fresh salt air; watched a cormorant drying himself on a flat slab of granite out to sea. She had collected a few driftwood pieces on the way and was especially pleased with some curly bits she needed for the wool of the sheep she was currently working on. She was lucky, she knew, to live here, to work here; fortunate that Belle-Île could be stormy, wild and unforgiving.

			After Sébastien had died and Thea’s daughter had left home, Thea and Élodie had taken to having coffee together from time to time. When they were chatting one day, Thea mentioned that she would love to see some of Élodie’s work.

			‘Come to the studio,’ Élodie urged. ‘I’d really like you to.’

			Thea smiled. ‘That would be nice, but I’m not sure,’ she said. ‘Your mother . . .’

			‘Don’t worry about her,’ Élodie said. ‘You know Mama. She might rage inwardly, but she’ll keep out of the way.’

			Thea had laughed. ‘Well, maybe one day I will.’

			And rather to Élodie’s surprise she had come, one afternoon, looking rather hesitant, not on the motorbike, but picking her way carefully over the dunes and through the pink, purple and yellow succulents down the coastal path that led to the Old Lighthouse.

			Élodie was delighted. She showed Thea some of her finished pieces – a small foal, a dragon, a complex spined fish. These were her current favourites but many more pieces were out there in galleries on the island, either sold or awaiting their new owner. Others she kept back, not quite satisfied with them, watching them almost warily as if they might tell her why. Sometimes they did – she would see what was missing or what had been overworked in the form and she could rectify it, but not always. Other times she remained frustrated with what was not quite right, what had not worked, and she would dismantle the piece with a sigh and use the wood for another purpose. It took time, but all her work took time. Time was what Élodie had most of, and work was what she most liked to do.

			‘Where do you find all the wood?’ Thea’s eyes were shining. She had always been so full of life; that was one of the reasons Élodie had missed her so.

			‘From the beach – mostly in winter. I dry it out first, store it in the barn and then, voila!’ She laughed.

			‘It’s amazing. The variety I mean – and what you make out of it.’

			‘I work with sea glass too.’ She pointed to a lampshade. It had taken her a long time to find the right pieces, but when the light shone through, it had the pleasing effect of old stained glass.

			Thea moved closer to examine it. ‘How beautiful. I remember you and Jacques collecting sea glass from the beach when you were children.’

			‘Mais oui.’ This saddened Élodie. Any mention of her brother could sadden her. They had been so close, they had done everything together once. But there came a time when she could not leave and he could not stay. And . . . She pushed away the thought of that. It was another thing she did not wish to remember.

			‘You must miss him,’ Thea said softly. And she laid a hand on Élodie’s arm.

			‘Yes, I do.’ Life was solitary here on the island and normally that was how Élodie liked it. But yes, she missed him more than she could say.

			‘I would like to commission something,’ Thea said. ‘Something for the flower shop.’

			‘Oh.’ Élodie was surprised. ‘You really don’t have to.’

			‘I know that.’ Thea moved around the studio in between the driftwood animals, stroking a fishy spine here, a horse’s mane there.

			Élodie smiled. Thea seemed to have an understanding of the pieces, so perhaps she was not just being kind after all. She too was creative. Élodie had seen some of her flower arrangements, her baskets and bouquets. She had a delicate and artistic touch. ‘What would you like?’ she asked her.

			‘A horse,’ Thea said with sudden decision. ‘A horse with panniers for plants and maybe some earth within his body for planting?’ She nodded. ‘I’ll put him outside the shop.’

			‘Excellent.’ Élodie very much liked the sound of this. And so, they discussed sizing and prices. Élodie quoted a price lower than usual because of what Thea had always meant to her and Thea pushed her up to ‘what was fair’.

			Élodie had worked on that commission for several weeks. She had to find the right image of a horse among the photographs of horses she had already taken, she had to work on a sketch and build up the plan. It always took time to select the right pieces; often, she had to go away, work on something else, come back to it with a fresh and objective eye. She started with some solid slabs for structure. The second layer of driftwood must go with the flow of the horse’s muscles, provide that sense of contained movement, that sensation when one looked at the creature that it might almost gallop off into the sunset. This was fanciful of course, especially for a creature destined to hold flowers, but it was part of Élodie’s process and so she stuck to it. For her, a horse symbolised energy and power; that was what she wanted to achieve. She needed to build him right, so that he had more hope of surviving the elements. But she would advise Thea that in the winter she should bring him inside.

			When her work was completed, Élodie carried the driftwood horse to Sauzon, supporting his body on her lap, tied – and balanced precariously – to the handlebars; legs and hooves facing the oncoming traffic.

			‘I would have come to collect him,’ Thea exclaimed, when she saw her wobbling along. But she laughed and gently touched his woody mane.

			‘No, no, I enjoyed the ride.’ They had certainly attracted a few interested observers on the way. And as for Thea, Élodie could tell that she was delighted. The horse, which she had created with love, was going to a good home.

			*

			It was her mother who had told her that Colette was back.

			‘That’s good,’ Élodie had said. ‘Will she stay this time, do you think?’

			‘I doubt it.’ Her mother frowned. She was staring out to sea. The lichen on the granite shone like gold-dust.

			‘Thea needs her,’ Élodie said. ‘She is not at all well. So, whatever it is they have fallen out about, don’t you think it is time to make up?’ And for you too, Élodie was thinking. For you too.

			‘Have you seen Thea?’ Mathilde’s voice was sharp.

			‘Yes, I see her sometimes, you know that I do.’ And you have to accept it, she thought. Élodie was an adult now; her mother could not dictate her life.

			‘And she is very ill?’

			Élodie realised that her mother was trembling. She wasn’t sure what this meant – just that everything concerning her relationship with Thea was packed with emotion. ‘Yes, Mama,’ she said gently. ‘And you were friends once.’

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We were.’

			Élodie let it pass. But now that Colette had returned to Belle-Île, she thought that other things too – good things perhaps – might also be possible. Élodie hoped that her mother would go and see Thea, that she could find it in her heart to forgive. She still did not know for certain why she had told Thea to leave, but by now she could hazard a guess. It was a matter best not mentioned, she decided, not now; probably not ever. But her mother needed to do something to put her life in order. And perhaps now, as then, it might be Thea who held the key.
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