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For Laura and Cordelia










Part One


Arete










 


Here they come. Here they are. Les anglais, the English, les rosbifs.


The first English tourist to arrive in Hext came by horse-drawn carriage. By the time I met him, in 1914, we had trains and cars, and he was a doddery old codger. But I can imagine a young Sir Anthony Oswald Valentine, full of fancy and English vim, coming to summer among the Alps.










One


The valley is a vagina, a frilly French quim . . .


Sir Anthony strikes through the word ‘quim’, replaces it with ‘cunt’, tries ‘contrapunctum’ and ‘crinkum crankum’, before rewriting, neatly, ‘quim’.


. . . French quim, inviting penetration. How I long to lose myself in this moist and perfumed . . .


Sir A half smiles and wrinkles his nose in pleasurable anticipation of the word coming next.


. . . tuzzy-muzzy.


He blots the ink on the page of his diary, dated 27th May 1865, and closes the pocket-sized leather-bound book. With the pad of his thumb, he makes a soft dent on the calfskin of its cover. His movements are slow, measured and careful, but there’s a tremor in his eye where the surge of his written words registers.


Summer foliage curling like hair on the fleshy labia of the hillsides, he has written on the previous page. Feminine folds, animal smells, earthy wetness and the whore’s promise of more, always more.


The church clock in the village square chimes eleven. Sir A lifts the iron spiral of the window latch, pulls inwards. The window opens smoothly, but the wooden shutters, carved with hearts, are stiff, and they moan when Sir A presses on them, concertinaing away from him and unfolding backwards against the cold stone wall.


Fresh air on his face, the smell of woodsmoke, pine and damp soil, the noisy rush of the river, a big gibbous moon, silver clouds in the blue-black sky, the notched outline of mountains with bright skirts of snow on their summits: white ladies of the night.


Write it. Write it down. There’s a quickening in his breast, a stirring in his loins. But scholarly, punctilious Anthony Oswald Valentine, classical philologist at University College London, alpinist, diarist, philanthropist, amateur botanist, geologist and glaciologist, exercises the self-control for which he is renowned. He opens the desk drawer, pulls out a thin sheet of pale pink writing paper, shuts the window, moves the candle closer and begins a letter to his wife.


 


My dearest Charlotte,


I write in some haste, but with much pleasure, to reassure you of my safe arrival at the Auberge Dorée. The landlord and his wife received me with their customary warmth. They send their regards and look forward to seeing you in five weeks’ time.


I dined alone, but satisfactorily, on a rich stew of unusually dark meat (horse, I suspect), washed down with passable red wine and followed by a sliver or three of Reblochon, to which I am, as you know, most partial. Plus, a very small glass of green and rather bitter génépi.


The journey from Geneva to the border was swift and smooth, but as soon as we’d crossed into France, things took a turn for the worse. Bad weather, stubborn horses, an irascible driver. We had to change carriages at Bonneville . . .


 


Et cetera et cetera.


Sir A asks his wife about the garden, the roses, the weather and whether Edmond, their firstborn, has taken his first steps. He reminds her to arrange collection of his watch, which he sent for repair to that new place in Holborn a good two weeks ago. He mentions the delicate matter of her new pregnancy and expresses his hope that the sickness has passed. He promises to write again soon.


After a decent night’s sleep and a hearty breakfast, Sir A sets out on the stony track that leads up from the village of Hext, past the cemetery, to the hamlet of Hext-en-Haut and beyond. It’s a clear sunny day. The sky above the valley is sapphire blue, the high pastures are peridot green against the darker jades and blacks of the forests, and, close up, each blade of grass has its own dewy hue. Wild flowers – red, gold and purple jewels – glisten by the roadside. And between the sky and the flowers, as if suspended between heaven and earth, the white-capped, rising, rising ridges, cols and peaks.


 


Pillage and rape. Silver necklaces of snow, pearly icicle-earrings, the cheap chipped glass of the glaciers: my desire is to rip them apart, smash and scatter them, thrust myself naked against this unadorned pute of a landscape.


 


That is what Sir A will write in his diary later. He will stay up beyond midnight, observing the stars, watching and listening for wildlife, writing, recording, exciting himself with language and nature.


But now, jaunty, he slings his satchel over one shoulder and turns off the track onto a narrow path that snakes up through dense, evergreen trees. His satchel contains nothing but a half baguette of bread, a hunk of smoked ham, two flasks of water, binoculars, notebooks and his diary. The porters will follow later with provisions for the summer, plus Sir A’s trunk, the ten heavy boxes of books, Charlotte’s several painting easels and his own unwieldy tripod, telescope and folding chair, all of which he himself helped wrap in padded canvas, overseeing the strapping and labelling, in Geneva last week.


After striding at a slow but steady pace – up hill and down dale, as he likes to say, or over the hills and far away, as he likes to hum and sometimes sing – until the sun is almost directly overhead, Sir A arrives at the spot where the only dwelling is a large, square, wooden chalet: Arete, his alpine eyrie.


Xavier is on the balcony. Both men raise an arm and wave simultaneously. Xavier hurries down the balcony steps. Sir A shifts the weight of his satchel, ignores his pounding heart and bounds across the last furlong of tufty grass.


The men shake hands, slap shoulders.


‘By God, it’s been too long,’ says Sir A.


Xavier nods and smiles. He glances back up to the balcony, where a small figure now stands.










Two


Tall Paul – I never knew him small – remembered standing on the balcony at Arete.


Sir A, said Paul, was beaming, gleaming, huffing and puffing like a dragon, while Xavier (Paul’s papa and the best guide in the valley) spoke to the rich Englishman in the rich Englishman’s tongue as if they were equals.


But Tall Paul told tall stories, so that might have been one of them. He was three at the time, he said.


*


My story starts in the soft summer of 1914, when I was fourteen.


Only we uglies went to work at the Valentine house, and I was uglier than most. But did I care? Was I scared? Not a jot. I was curious. Keen, even. Besides, I’d been there before: six times to the bend in the path from where you can see the back door, and once, with Miss Margaret Valentine, inside, to the hall.


Margaret Valentine. ‘Spit, spat.’ That’s what she said. ‘That’s families for you.’ What she meant – angry – was clear; I was there; but then she went and disappeared. Why she went, or where, none of us knew. Everyone wondered, rumours flew. Now, seven years later, rumours were still flying. I wondered if any of the Valentines would or could tell me, if I asked, what had happened to Margaret.


Valentine women are more than at the core of my story – they’re its beating bloody anglais heart – but I didn’t know that then. Valentine women and Valentine men: good things as well as bad have come of my connection with them. But back then, the simple truth was, I had a job for the summer. I couldn’t wait.


I had my bag packed by Thursday. I had to unpack and repack it on Friday, because Madame Tissot, who visited our farm to check that I was ready, insisted I take my schoolbooks with me (she said she didn’t want her clever clogs forgetting everything over the summer) and some of them were very big. Eventually it was done, but I couldn’t sleep on Friday night for thinking about the faraway, high-up house, full, from June to September, of rosbifs.


Various Valentines had already arrived: Sir A, with his telescopes, cameras, journals and maps, and Lady C, ‘my dearest Charlotte’, who was, by all accounts, already in front of her easels and wearing her wispy white dress. I wasn’t quite sure who else to expect, but I knew there would be family friends – women in trousers, no less, scrambling up rock faces, what’s more, and men in checked skirts (kilts, to be precise) dancing to jiggy music from the flaring horn of a wind-up music box. Not to mention the children, shapes and sizes galore, many of them pale as unrisen bread. These things we’d all heard about. These things awaited me – ugly, clever-clogs, sleepless me. ‘Yes, please.’ I practised the foreign words in a whisper.


Nearly everyone in the village said English was a dirty language. Our parents forbade us to use it. But our teacher, Madame Tissot, would tilt her head and roll her eyes.


‘Nonsense,’ she’d sniff. ‘Or, “stuff and nonsense”, as our English friends would say. English is as fine a language as any.’


It was dawn before I finally dropped off and, before I knew it, the moment to rise, with scarcely time enough to milk the cows, load the milk onto the cart, feed the horse, harness him to the cart and drive the milk down to the village. I had to wait at the train station for the milk to be picked up, collect yesterday’s empties, then coax old Slowcoach all the way up the hill again. By the time we got back to the farm, Madame Tissot had arrived. So it was goodbye to my mother and my prettier sisters, and a wave to my father, who was busy mending the mazot which had collapsed last winter under the weight of the snow. Like everyone, we kept our valuables, our Sunday shoes and fête-day finery in the mazot. The collapse meant the wet got in, mould ruined the lot, and, for months, we had to wear our work clothes to church.


Madame Tissot accompanied me, as she had in the past, as far as the turning off the track above Hext-en-Haut. This time, though, instead of retying my cap, patting my apron, kissing me on both cheeks and saying, ‘Goodbye, Mathilde. Mind your P’s and Q’s. I’ll be here this evening, at five o’clock,’ she retied my cap, patted my apron, kissed me on both cheeks and said, ‘Goodbye, Mathilde. Mind your P’s and Q’s. I’ll be here on the thirtieth of September, at five o’clock.’


I followed the path up through the forest, crossing three streams, none of which had much water in them. It had been a dry spring. Papa said our first crop of hay would be early that year. I was sorry I’d miss the haymaking. During the haymaking, we stayed at Sortilège, our haybarn half an hour away, above our farm, and I liked the change: hard, hot-work days, warm, not-work evenings and sticky, tickly nights. We all slept together in the only room there was, next to the hay. The smell was as intoxicating to me as the wine we all drank, watered down, at the end of a good haymaking afternoon.


The higher I climbed towards Arete, the heavier my bag seemed to become, even though I swapped it regularly from one hand to the other. The sun sliced through the tall, spiky trees, chopping the air into oblongs and wedges. Yellows and greys, shadows and haze. Left foot, then right. Bag in my right hand, then in the left. Then, for short spurts, on my back. But that hurt. I could have done with a drink.


Eventually, the path came out onto the Plateau des Bergers. My word, there it was hot! Rocky underfoot, and my clogs rattled and banged. I stopped for a moment to catch my breath. When I turned round, I could still see the village, but it was too far away to distinguish one building from another, apart from the church. Above the village and the slopes on the opposite side, the dark forest of Zizipompom was studded with haybarns, each in its own, bright clearing, and I could see le Nid, which belonged to my friend Benoît’s family, right at the very top.


Sweat ran down the back of my neck. I took off my cap and used it to dab the wet away, then I knotted the cap (we were allowed to do this at haymaking, when the heat rose unbearably) like a man’s hanky around my neck, to catch the sweat. The only sound, apart from my slowing breathing, was the faint whap-whap of wings high above me in the plateau’s craggy overhang.


At the far edge of the plateau, the path forked – south to Chamonix, east to Arete, which meant a sharp zigzag down, across a narrow gully, up again over a small bank and into the high pastures. The cows up there were still thin from the winter, but they looked happy, swaying their heads, munching away, making the heavy bells around their necks jangle and clank. The grass was bright and new, and although the sun still warmed my head, neck and back, the air was much fresher.


Dozens of tracks, human and animal, furrowed the pastures. All the farmers on our side of the valley used this land for grazing. It was permitted. The land belonged to the commune.


The track to Arete, wider than the others, was easy to spot. The hard mud on it was marked from the tramp of dozens of footprints made earlier when half the men in the village had loaded donkeys, mules and horses and portered luggage and provisions up to Arete for les anglais. The men, when they returned, said they’d carried no fewer than sixteen crates of tins containing food. Tins, we women wondered? Corned beef, baked beans and sweetened milk, apparently. Four crates for each month – one for each week. This year’s convoy also included a new tin bath and a small sailing boat, to go with the rowing boat moored on the tiny pool which Sir A himself had dug, many years ago, and which les anglais called the Round Pond. The men also mentioned a phonograph (gramophone, to be precise) and a blue-painted trunk, light but large and which two of the men dropped when crossing the first stream. The trunk broke open, spilling its contents: toys and clothes, but oh, what toys and clothes! Plied with questions from the rest of us, the men did their best to describe what they’d seen – china dolls, silver crowns, satin capes, a black top hat – but words, in my opinion, failed them, for I was left tantalised and frustrated by the meagre snippets of information.


I adjusted my pace as the path wound down to more trees. The trees thinned and I saw Arete, a bit higher up, through them. Two more bends. But as I rounded the second grassy, ferny, high-banked bend, with Arete only a glance away, I all but stumbled across the prone body of a girl. She lay on her stomach, beating the ground with her fists and the tips of her boots which were, I noticed, brown leather boy-boots, new, scarcely a scratch on their soles.


‘Good morning, miss,’ I said, as correct as could be.


‘Daisy,’ came the muffled reply.


This limby, lamby, long-legged girl scrambled to her feet and stood facing me with her hands on her hips. Her dark-brown eyes, which matched her hair, were dry, but their whites were dirty red from crying and rubbing.


‘Daisy,’ she repeated. ‘My grandpa’s Sir Anthony Valentine. Who are you?’


‘Mathilde, miss.’


‘Daisy. It’s Daisy, once and for all. Not “miss”, for heaven’s sake. You must be the new—’


I nodded.


‘Well, how d’you do?’ Daisy put out her right hand. When I didn’t take it, she stretched across, picked up my right hand and shook it.


‘Excuse me, yes, how d’you do?’ I imitated, inwardly kicking myself for not immediately remembering this English way of greeting.


‘Not very well, actually.’ Daisy unclasped her hand from mine. ‘Livid, in fact. Everyone’s gone off on paideia. Well, not everyone, but all three of my stupid brothers. Again. Weather permitting, I’m allowed to swim. Otherwise I’m pretty much stuck here, bored stiff. I’m convalescing, you see. Listen to this.’


She coughed.


The sound – a high-pitched squeal, not unlike the bellows of a little-used accordion – reminded me of Louis, who coughed so much in class one day, Madame Tissot sent him home and told him to stay away from school. She said she would go and see him at the end of the week and if he wasn’t better by then, she would pay for the doctor to visit. But Louis was dead by the end of the week.


‘Coqueluche,’ said Madame Tissot. ‘I thought as much. I should have intervened earlier.’


‘Whooping cough.’ Daisy patted her chest with both hands. ‘Grandpa calls it pertussis and says it will last a hundred days. I’m counting. Twenty-five more to go. And then it’s my birthday. I’m fine, though. Fit as a fiddle. Just bloody hot and bloody bothered. You look bloody hot, if you don’t mind my saying. Let’s get you a drink, shall we? Come. I’ll take you in. Give me your bag.’


She grabbed my bag, and before you could say Jack Robinson, or I could ask what she meant by gone off on paideia, Daisy took my left hand in her right and led me the last few steps along the track and across an open grassy spread to the back door of Arete. Out of the corner of my eye I saw the Round Pond – yes, there were two boats bobbing on it, and one of them definitely had a mast.


In we went, first to the kitchen, which was empty and where I drank a good, cold bowlful of water, and Daisy splashed her face. Then along the corridor – ‘games room’, said Daisy, indicating a door on the left, and ‘dining room’ on the right – and into Arete’s enormous front hall with its huge staircase in the middle.


A woman was sitting on the bench in the hall next to the open front door, through which you could see, like a picture, the ‘V’ of the valley and the crumpled folds of the slopes surrounding it. The woman had one trousered leg stuck out in front of her and she was lacing her boot.


‘Mother,’ said Daisy. ‘She’s arrived.’


‘Who, darling?’ The woman looked up. ‘Oh.’


‘Good morning, madam,’ I said.


‘Well. You’ll certainly do on the looks front. How’s her English, Daisy?’


‘My name is Mathilde,’ I said. ‘I speak English and read and write it really rather well. Also French a Parisian would be proud of and the rudiments of Latin. So says Madame Tissot.’ This speech was rehearsed and I was pleased with its delivery. I smiled, trying not to let the sucking sound escape through my gums.


‘Heavens above!’ Daisy’s mother smiled back, but not in a way I liked. I decided she must be Margaret’s sister because she looked similar to the Valentine woman I remembered, though this one was more thickly built – a strong-bodied woman, you could tell, and her face and teeth and horsey smile were strong too, almost too strong. ‘An educated cretin. What an odd thing. But it’s your domestic skills that matter here.’


I was indignant: I was not a cretin. Ugly, yes. Stupid, no. Ugly as sin, said the boys in the village. (Not Benoît, but the others.) And their sisters – and mine – tittered. Did it hurt? Yes. But so did many things. Papa’s stick, for one. Maman’s hand-thwack for another. Burns from the fire, blisters from the mangle, cuts from the thresher: they hurt. Maman sighing and saying I’d never marry, she’d never get rid of me or get the extra man-help she needed on the farm: that hurt. And above all, the cold. Oh my! How that hurt! For months on end, it could literally tear your skin off.


So I was ugly. So what? I was sturdy and squat, a bit squashed, with features uneven, I knew. But so were some of my favourite mountains: lumpy, off-kilter, with mismatching planes and pointy bits.


And I was clever. This woman, Daisy’s mother, was wrong.


‘Madame Tissot—’ I began, but the woman cut me off.


‘That’s enough of Madame Tissot. So long as you know how to clean and cook, you’ll manage. Do as you’re told. You’ll soon learn. Show her where she’s to sleep, Daisy,’ said the woman and, having finished lacing her boot, she strode like a man out of the front door.


Daisy pulled me by the hand up the stairs. My clogs thumped on the polished wood, even though I trod as lightly as I could. At the top of the stairs, Daisy pointed to a ladder.


‘I’ll pass your bag up to you and leave you to get settled in.’


I climbed the ladder, took my bag and found myself in a grenier, except that there wasn’t a speck of hay in that grenier. It was a space as large as the house itself, floorwise, but with the sloping roof as a ceiling so you could only stand up in the middle.


One end of the grenier, above the back of the house, was a mess of objects and pieces of furniture the likes of which I’d never seen. The front part had eight beds arranged higgledy-piggledy, four by four. Only three of them looked as if they’d been slept in. I sat down on an unmade-up bed next to the small window at the front and looked out: I had the same view as through Arete’s front door except wider, because I was up close and could move my eyes, and when I opened the window and looked out, the view was even wider: I could see bits of the path I’d walked up earlier and I could see the high pastures, a few cows outlined on the horizon. In the distance, I could see la Concierge, the small mountain at the entrance to our valley. Benoît said its soft contours reminded him of a woman’s curvy body – of the baker’s round and pretty wife, to be precise.


Beneath me was the terrace. Daisy and her mother were standing at the far side of it in the shade, next to a tall, thin, elderly woman who wore a wispy white dress, had wispy white hair and was dabbing with a paintbrush at a canvas propped on an easel. Every now and then she raised her eyes and stared intently at the mountains in the distance. Lady Charlotte. And directly below my window I could see the head, or rather the flat-topped, narrow-brimmed hat, of what could only be Sir Anthony. He was sitting on a cane-backed, folding wooden chair. This, I learnt later, he called his star-gazing chair. One leg was crossed over the other, and I could see shiny black leather shoes and matt black socks pulled up over long slim shins. Sir A’s elbows rested on the wooden arms of the chair and he was reading and smoking. His pipe-smoke wafted through the air to me and I breathed it in – a lovely smell – which made me cough. Sir A looked up.


‘Who’s that, Beatrice?’ said Sir A, peering over his reading glasses.


Daisy’s mother glanced at the window, frowned, and shaded her eyes with her hand.


‘What are you doing, Mathilde? What on earth’s she doing up there, Daisy? Come down this minute.’


I withdrew my head from the window and lowered myself and my bag back down the ladder. Clop, clop, down the stairs and out through the open front door. Daisy hurried over, followed by Beatrice. Lady C stayed where she was and continued to paint, ignoring the rest of us.


‘Sorry, Mother. Grandpa,’ said Daisy. ‘I forgot. Sorry, Mathilde. What a silly billy I am. The servants used to sleep in the grenier, but the boys are up there this year. I completely forgot. Dizzy Daisy, that’s me. There are new quarters for you all now.’


‘Welcome, Mathilde,’ said Sir A, standing up and extending a hand.


I was quick off the mark this time and extended mine too. Our hands met and I was astonished by the smoothness of Sir A’s palm and the pads of his fingers. Like, I imagined, a grand lady’s. Even Madame Tissot’s – and she was quite grand – were rougher, with callouses I liked to think came from holding her pens for so long, but were probably due to the mopping and swilling and mending she did like the rest of us.


‘Take Mathilde to her lodgings, Daisy. And show her the bath house on the way. I’ve rebuilt it and installed a bigger tub,’ said Sir A, letting go of my hand and gesturing with both arms. ‘It’s this wide. And longer than you, even at a stretch. Stand up straight, child, can you not?’


I could stand up straight, but it was an effort. My back was ever so slightly hunched. Not that you’d notice, if I always stood up straight. But doing so meant forcing my shoulders uncomfortably, and I tended not to bother.


Sir A put his hands on my shoulders, just as I was grimacing and moving them backwards.


‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Keep them like that. Imagine you’re riding a horse.’


I’d been riding Slowcoach, with the milk, through summer dawns and winter darks, every morning for as long as I could remember. Those early two or three hours were usually a time of pleasant drowsiness. I’d sit slumped on his back and let my mind wander. When it was very cold, I put my head down on his scraggy old mane and let the heat from his body seep into mine. I’d never sit upright with my shoulders pulled back. What would be the purpose of that?


‘Off you go.’ Sir A nodded towards the back of the house. ‘I hope you settle in well, Mathilde.’


‘Thank you, sir,’ I said.


‘Come.’ Daisy turned to go.


As I followed, I heard Sir A’s deep, clear and, to my ears, tuneful English voice again.


‘And where are you off to, Beatrice, my dear?’


‘I thought I’d take a quick turn up the Little Loo, Pa,’ was the reply. ‘Meet the boys, perhaps, on their way home.’


The petit Luet was the steep rock face that rose like a wall behind Arete and was topped by the narrowest, sharpest of ridges.


If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought Arete was named after the ridge of the Luet, l’arête du Luet, but, like so many Valentine things, names were deceptive. Sir A, for example, wasn’t actually a sir when he first visited our valley. He became a sir later, but back then, strictly speaking, he was Mr Anthony Valentine, and Charlotte, his wife, just Mrs.


It was his guide, Xavier, who introduced them as Sir A and Lady C. Xavier was prone to exaggeration. It ran in the family. From Xavier to Paul to Benoît, the gift of storytelling was passed on proudly from father to son. And since the villagers knew no better, the names stayed.


As to the Valentine house, Madame Tissot said that arete was a Greek word meaning virtue and excellence in all things. The Valentines made its rhythm and rhyme chime with charity, she said, but beware – their anglais guests might pronounce or stress it in myriads of two- and three-syllable ways.


You could see the petit Luet from the valley floor, and the sun often shone on its high granite ridge, turning the ridge orangey gold. But even on the brightest day in midsummer, the sun didn’t warm the Luet’s lower damp and stony surfaces. There might be a group of chamois on one of its precipices, a third of the way or even halfway up. No living thing without wings above that. So what Beatrice meant by a quick turn up the Luet, heaven only knew.


‘Good for you,’ said Sir A. ‘Which route will you take?’


I didn’t hear the answer because Daisy and I had reached the corner of the chalet, where a small lean-to had been added. The wood was pale and unweathered, and there was a shiny new latch on the door.


‘The bath house,’ said Daisy, lifting the latch and pushing open the door.


We both went inside. There wasn’t anything in there except a rough bench and a tin bathtub, which was indeed large.


‘Hot water comes from there.’ Daisy pointed to a pipe sticking out from the wall. ‘Straight through from the stove in the kitchen. You can turn it off and on.’ She demonstrated, twisting the tap above the pipe. Steaming water flowed out and splashed into the tub. I took a step back in awe.


‘It’s not like at home,’ Daisy went on. ‘In London, we have a bath and a basin, two taps each, and a water closet with, well, something that makes the, you know, the everything disappear. The boys call this slumming, and it is, in a way. Nevertheless, you’ve got to admit Grandpa’s bloody clever to have designed the place himself all those years ago. No wonder he’s pleased with his new bathtub. It’s so big, you and I could have a bath in it together. Couldn’t we? The boys often share, especially when they get back from paideia, all glistening and full of themselves.’


‘Paideia?’


‘Some say pie-day. We say pie-dee-uh.’


Daisy had confused me. ‘What does it mean?’ I took a step back through the doorway.


‘It’s a special sort of expedition. Meant to educate us. Make us better people,’ said Daisy. ‘Grandpa invented it. Well, not originally. Knowing him, it’s probably Greek. Anyway, you can use the bath house whenever you like. Unless, of course,’ she put a hand to her mouth and lowered her voice, ‘one of the boys is already in there. Right. To your lodgings, Mathilde.’


We set off from the bath house towards the group of small huts behind Arete on the flattish piece of mossy, grassy land before the rise of the Luet. We passed a privy, an outhouse and the mazot on the way.


‘Thunderbox, laundry room and Grandmother’s – Lady C’s – painting studio,’ said Daisy. ‘And there are the servants’ quarters. Your sleeping huts. Though we use them for overflow too.’


‘Overflow?’


‘When the house is full up, which it often is. You’ll see. The huts were shelters for cow and goatherds, you know, once upon a time. Before Grandpa bought the land and built the house. He fell in love, he said.’ Daisy laughed – a squeaky laugh – like pretty Angélique, at school, whenever Benoît’s name was mentioned. ‘He fell in love with the land.’


Once upon a time, cowherds, goatherds, most of the people in the valley, in fact, were anxious or angry about Sir A asking to buy this land. It was before my time, so I didn’t know the ins and outs of it, but people feared for their livelihoods, I knew that much. The land included grazing land owned by the commune and land with trees, which Sir A proposed to cut down. We needed our trees – not just for fuel and to build our houses with, but as a way of slowing down the avalanches which tumbled willy-nilly down the mountains every winter.


There was, in addition, the rumour of gold in the vicinity, and some people suspected that Sir A knew its whereabouts.


Sir A, moreover, was not a catholic. Priests, peasants and the majority of the villagers were reluctant to say yes to the sale of the land to a rich, protestant rosbif. There was argy-bargy in the village and loud opposition to the sale.


Afterwards, however, many of these very same people were willing to take Sir A’s money in exchange for their labour as builders, porters, servants, guides, messengers, maids, gardeners, dogsbodies. Perhaps they were good at hiding their resentment in the darkness of their hearts, but Sir A, it turned out, was a fair and generous man in employment matters, and, in addition, he donated a considerable sum of money to the commune’s general coffers. Not that this stopped the gossip about Sir A and what he and his family, or he and his friends, got up to in the mountains and at their maison de plaisance.


More than forty years later, though, people were still benefitting. My family would certainly profit. With the money I would  earn, we planned to buy a new horse to replace old Slowcoach. We also hoped to replant our potato field with the best potatoes, bought from a farm on the opposite, more fertile side of the valley. Two years ago, weeks and weeks of autumn rain soaked the fields around our farm. The slopes on our side of the valley weren’t steep enough for the water to run away as it usually did, and all our potatoes ended up getting some sort of blight. It seemed like a never-ending winter. We became weak and skinny – even Maman, who was pregnant again.


The baby came early and was, as usual, dead. All Maman’s babies came early and were dead. My sisters and I were milk sisters, not blood sisters. There were several women in the valley, like Maman, paid to take in bastards, orphans or foundlings, nurse them with milk from their aching titties and raise them as their own. It was a job, Maman said, like any other.


It was my job to wrap the dead baby in hessian and carry it up to the roof, where it would stay until spring; it couldn’t be buried until then because the ground was covered in snow and too hard underneath to be dug. The baby was a boy and perfectly formed, except for being smaller than a marmot. I wondered how long, cocooned in snow, preserved by the cold, the baby would look the same. What colour was frozen skin? It wasn’t the sort of question I could put to Maman, whose own skin stayed grey with fatigue for weeks after the birth. My sisters might have known, but none of us talked as we lay in our bed at night, close together for warmth.


My sisters went to sleep with pegs on their noses (to beautify them, they said). Both of them snored. My nose, even as a child, was long and thin, with a prominent bony bit just below my eyes. My sisters said there was no point trying to beautify it. If I crossed my eyes, which came easily to me, I could see all but the tip of my nose where it turned down towards my mouth. I could touch that tip with my tongue. Breathing also came easily to me and I knew I didn’t snore. My sisters said I slept with my mouth open, grunted like a pig and kicked like a horse, but no, thank the Lord, they said, at least I didn’t snore. I would lie awake, listening to them. The noise of their snores irritated me no end, and sometimes I’d remove the pegs from their noses. They would sigh and sink into a deeper, quieter, more peaceful sleep, and I could hear, then, the night sounds. Creaks and rustles, inside and out. Animals stirring and stomping. The sow grunting. A distant barking. And sometimes, if I listened carefully, the gentle hiss or muted thud of snow falling on snow.


There was a belief in the valley that exactly the same amount of snow fell every winter. In varying quantities, at different times, of course. But if you could count it all up, it would come to exactly the same amount every winter. Like emptying a sack of flour – in flurries and gushes and sprinkles. Like in the legend of the white gold. But what if, one year, there was too much? An avalanche. The equivalent – or the result – of anglais overflow.


‘Overflow.’ I repeated the word, and Daisy laughed again.


‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘And here we are. These four are overflow.’ She gestured right and left. ‘And this one’s yours.’


We both stopped walking.


‘You’ll be sharing, naturally. The other uglies are all probably in there at this hour. Having a rest. I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to read to Grandpa. See you at supper, I expect.’


*


I did see Daisy at supper, but not to talk to. I and two other uglies served the dishes and cleared them away, but none of the Valentines appeared to notice us. There weren’t as many people as I had imagined. Madame Tissot had warned me numbers changed from week to week, from six to twenty-six or more. But what they lacked in numbers (only ten that night) the Valentines and their visitors – an elderly couple and a large, hand-flapping man – made up for in noise. They clanked their china plates and clinkled the silver cutlery, speaking in loud voices, often at the same time. Only Lady C was silent. When she wanted me to refill the water jug, she indicated using just her pale grey eyes. I could see immediately that she didn’t recognise me from the incident with Margaret Valentine seven years ago. Which was no surprise really – I hadn’t grown much taller, but I’d filled out and wore women’s skirts and blouses now, not the cotton smocks and hemp leggings of childhood.


Daisy’s three brothers were the noisiest, all wanting to describe what they’d seen or done that day. Parliament Hill was mentioned, along with a rock-hopping contest and three different types of kestrel spotted diving for prey. The boys were older than Daisy, but behaved younger. They teased her about not being able to go with them and made fun of her cough, whooping with laughter when, just as I was serving the pudding (an anglais concoction called jam roly-poly, with milk – ‘condeeny’ – from one of the tins), a coughing fit began. It was the sound of the madhouse, said Stephen. Daisy was a witch and ought to be burnt.


‘Remove her, Mother. Lock her up. She’s the devil in disguise.’


But Beatrice didn’t intervene until Daisy turned the same colour as the jam in the roly-poly pudding, and then only to tell her to go outside until she felt better.


By the time Daisy came back, supper was almost over and talk had turned to the evening’s entertainment: charades or consequences, music or billiards, sitting room or terrace, whisky or brandy? I listened while stacking the pudding bowls, but I lost the thread when Sir A and Lady C began discussing an event in the future called the garden party. It involved sausage rolls, crustless cucumber sandwiches, cricket, a marquee and a drink called Pimm’s.


Stephen and Ted, meanwhile, were arguing about the merits of medicine versus law. I’d deduced that earnest, talkative Stephen was Daisy’s eldest brother, because of the way he spoke (superior) to Ted, a kind but nervy young man who kept picking at the edge of the tablecloth, tapping his glass and fiddling with the unused cutlery.


The third brother, who looked about fifteen, was puppyish and lively and they called him pretty Johnny. I heard Daisy ask pretty Johnny whether he’d describe her hair as chestnut or chocolate. And pretty Johnny said he’d give the question some serious thought.


I was excused washing-up and sent to bed early that night. I had the hut to myself and I thought I’d fall asleep quickly, but I found myself going back over the day. I wished I could tell Benoît about it all. Together, we’d have managed to make some sort of sense out of the odd anglais ways. I tucked the sheet closer and turned on my side. Chestnut or chocolate? I’d have said foxy, if anything. But the Valentine hair was basically brown. Thick and wavy. Rich as shit. Sir A had it. And he’d passed it on to his daughter, Beatrice, and her daughter, Daisy.


When I was very young, I thought my own hair was the cause of the taunts I received. It was short, coarse and colourless. Even as infants, we wore caps or bonnets most of the time, including at night. But we took them off for washing and when it was hot by the fire, or hot from the sun outside. My sisters’ hair reached to below their shoulders. Mine didn’t seem to want to grow more than a couple of inches. Moreover, it was sparse and brittle, like parched shoots of grass. Maman told my sisters off if they poked fun at me, but even she occasionally called me Little Broomhead. And there was nothing Maman could do about the village children, who pretended to be scared (perhaps they really were) when I was sent, as soon as I could walk, on errands in the valley.


But it wasn’t until I went to school that I realised my ugliness was in my face and in my small, stout body too. Madame Tissot had to put a cushion on my seat because I was so short. She told the class, ‘Be kind. Mathilde is only five. She’s here this young because she reads already.’


‘We don’t play with the uglies, whether they read already or not,’ said Angélique at lunchtime on my first day at school, when I went over to the huddle of girls in the corner, exclaiming as they peeped into each other’s apron pockets.


Angélique said I was so ugly that my mother must have been one of the witches of Morzine, which scared me rigid – and I was Mademoiselle Wet-Knickers for the week, because I was indeed born in Morzine, at least that’s what Maman said she’d been told.


The uglies were left out of all the girls’ games and gangs, and we didn’t gang up together either, not even with the redheads. Madame Tissot did her best on the redhead front to dispel the myths, with doses of Poil de Carotte and stories of Cleopatra, the red-headed queen of Egypt who bathed in the milk of seven hundred donkeys. But the myths persisted: ugly, red-headed Henri le cretin had a far worse time than me at school. He cried so much that the lids of his lashless eyes swelled and thickened like a toad’s.


Henri le cretin lived in the farmhouse next to ours, which meant I occasionally had to walk some of the way to or from the village with him and – worse – his big brother Cédric. Cédric was the toughest boy in the school, but not the most handsome nor the cleverest. He was slimy-faced and wobble-lipped, with dirty, gappy teeth, and he was always trying to stick his fat tongue in some poor girl’s mouth.


The boys were less vicious than the girls with their words, but often, on my way out of school, they would hide, then try to scare me by jumping out. Sometimes they’d circle me, imitating my uneven gait or pulling at their cheeks so they looked even worse than Henri le cretin.


Only black-haired Benoît didn’t join in. He was by far the cleverest pupil at school. Not always top of the class, though. Sometimes I beat him. He said he thought that we were equally intelligent, but that I, unlike him, had an imagination to rival La Fontaine’s.


Benoît and I often stayed behind at school to help Madame Tissot put the books away and sweep the floor. That’s when we learnt the most from our teacher, for she would speak differently – still teacherly and strict, but she would tell us things and explain things, then, that we knew the others would have had trouble understanding. The world, for example: we had no globe, but there was an atlas on Madame Tissot’s desk and she let us flip through it sometimes, teaching us which bits of land belonged to which country. Idiomatic English. She showed us the book she’d bought in the Charing Cross Road, London, in 1895, A Handbook of Common English Idioms, which she said was invaluable. The poetry in the poems we copied and recopied, day after day. The finer points of handwriting, grammar, spelling, punctuation.


It was the circumflex that brought Benoît and me together. We were still young enough to call it a hat, although Madame Tissot encouraged us to use the correct word.


And it would be correct to say that a hat, my real hat, was actually what started things off.


It was late spring, and I’d only been going to school for a few weeks when I had to stay up most of the night helping Papa with a kid goat who’d been born too quickly, all wrong, and looked like he’d probably die. We did our utmost not to let that happen, but he stopped breathing just before sunrise and this time our rubbing and cajoling didn’t revive him. I went to milk the cows as usual, but Papa said no, he’d do my chores that morning, and I was to go and sleep for an hour. But I couldn’t sleep, so it was still early when I set off for school. I had time to go the long route across the fields, following any one of a number of paths through the cool, dark, dense mass of trees: oak and ash, elm and beech – I counted twelve of each, plus six budding sycamore trees before, suddenly, I was out and stomping through the thickety, moist undergrowth down to the river, thus avoiding the road into the village and reducing the risk of a ragging.


I loitered when I reached the river. It was flowing very fast, rushing green and foamy-grey over the stones and boulders from all the melting snow. It didn’t look like water at all. You couldn’t see the bottom. You certainly couldn’t cross it, as you would be able to easily later in the summer by stepping or leaping from one stone to the next. The only way to get across now, apart from going back to the village and over the bridge, was to climb onto the trunk of a fallen tree. There were several of these, all still half-rooted, with torn branches and splitting sides. I picked the thickest, safest-looking one I could see. It was slippery and I had to crawl, but I quite liked peeping down from time to time, seeing the swirl of water below me. It looked as thick as simmering soup, but I knew, if I fell, its iciness might kill me.


Branches overhung the fallen tree on the high bank, and, as soon as I could, I pulled myself up with these. My hat – a plain, grey-felt, childish thing – caught in one of them. I stretched an arm to retrieve it, but that made me lose my balance. I wobbled and clutched wildly at the branches, dislodging my hat and sending it tumbling towards the river. Two more steps and I was safely on the other side. I turned and looked at the river, expecting to see my hat whisking away in the soup. But no. It had fallen into a narrow gap where the water had made a trough of mud between the riverbank and the boulders at its edge. There was my hat, several feet below me, safe and sound – it had even landed the right way up – but I knew I couldn’t climb down to retrieve it.


At that moment, Benoît appeared on the far side of the river. He was carrying books under one arm and a fishing rod under the other. He saw me, and he saw me looking down at my hat. He put his books on the ground, climbed onto the tree trunk and made his way across it. He didn’t crawl. He put one foot in front of the other and held his fishing rod horizontally across his body for balance.


‘Take my hand,’ he said when he’d nearly reached me. ‘This is always the tricky bit. I don’t trust those branches.’


I reached out my hand, but Benoît didn’t need it. He jumped, nimble as a squirrel, onto the riverbank and then turned and looked down at my hat lying on the mud below us.


‘Hmm,’ he said. ‘Seems to me you’ve lost your circumflex, Mathilde. Definitely a case of the hat falling into the abyss. Le chapeau de la cime est tombé dans l’abîme. Remember?’


I couldn’t help smiling. This was one of Madame Tissot’s many aides-memoires, to help us spell. We’d spent the best part of the week having the importance of the circumflex drummed into us.


‘It makes all the difference,’ Madame Tissot said. ‘It’s as important as any letter in the alphabet. Like its friends – you learnt about some of the accents last week . . . remember the curly cedilla? – it tells you how to pronounce correctly in Parisian French. But it also, sometimes, tells you the history of a word. The circumflex might, for example, indicate a missing “s”. Take Benoît,’ she continued. ‘There’s a circumflex on the “i” of your name, isn’t there, Benoît? Do you know why?’


Benoît said that he did. He said his father, Tall Paul, gave him a name with a hat on it because he was born with so much black hair on his head that it looked like he was wearing a hat.


‘That’s not quite what I was expecting.’ Madame Tissot smiled and wrote ‘Benoist’ on the blackboard, then crossed out the ‘s’ and changed the ‘i’ to ‘î’. ‘But it reminds me of a couple of useful aides-memoires.’ She wrote, ‘On met un chapeau sur la tête’ and, underneath, ‘Le chapeau de la cime est tombé dans l’abîme.’ We had to copy and learn, copy and learn. All morning. Copy, learn, recite. Copy, learn, recite.


Madame Tissot’s teaching was turned against me at lunchtime that day when Angélique flipped the hat from my head.


‘Look at Mathilde,’ she said. ‘Truly an ugly beast. On met un chapeau sur la tête to hide what’s underneath – une vraie bête.’


‘I can’t go to school without my hat,’ I said now to Benoît, the smile dropping from my face. My eyes even prickled with tears at the thought.


‘No, you can’t,’ Benoît agreed. ‘Your head,’ he added, ‘definitely needs its circumflex.’


He was the first person ever to refer to my looks without making me feel ugly through and through.


‘I’ll get it for you,’ he said.


‘How? You can’t climb down there.’


‘With this, of course,’ said Benoît. ‘We’ll fish it up.’


He unwound the string from the fishing rod, pulled a hook from his pocket, tied it to the end of the string and dangled the rod over the side of the river. He stretched as far as he could, but the hook didn’t reach my hat.


‘I’m going to lie down. You hold onto my feet. Tight, mind. I don’t want to die by drowning.’


Benoît lay on his stomach. I grasped his bony ankles with both my hands and he wriggled forwards to the edge of the riverbank. He bent his body so far over it that I couldn’t see his head any more, but I could hear him breathing heavily as he reached and stretched.


‘Come on,’ I heard him mutter. ‘Come on, little hat.’ He sounded like Papa earlier that morning trying to coax the tiny goat to stay alive.


‘Got it. Keep holding on, though, Mathilde, while I kneel up.’


He sat back on his heels, and although I was still holding onto his ankles, I saw, over his shoulders, my headgear dangling in mid-air like a great big trout.


The felt hat was damp and a bit muddy, but I put it on, and Benoît and I walked together the rest of the way to school. Just as we were about to go inside, some girls came over. They pushed Angélique to the front of the group.


‘Will you sit next to me today, Benoît? It’s Friday,’ she said, undoing the bow beneath her chin and loosening her bonnet, so that pretty ringlets of hair fell about her face. Once a week, Madame Tissot let us choose where we sat; otherwise, it was she who decided. ‘We can go to Zizipompom later, if you like.’


We didn’t know exactly what it meant, but we all knew that, out of season, the empty, unlocked haybarns in the Zizipompom forest were a trysting place for courting couples, and we knew to say, ‘Oo,’ in silly voices, if an invitation to go there was issued.


‘Actually,’ said Benoît, ‘I was hoping to sit with my friend, Mathilde. I appear to have forgotten my books. We read at the same level and speed, you see.’


I didn’t know what to say, I was so surprised. Angélique looked at me and sneered.


‘La bête? I didn’t know you liked ugly animals so much, Benoît,’ she said.


‘I like all animals,’ said Benoît. ‘It’s stupid people I’ve no time for.’


I didn’t learn very much at school that day. I was too busy enjoying sitting next to Benoît. At the end of school, Benoît went his way and I went mine – and we never went to Zizipompom – but we sat together regularly from then on, because we were friends.


*


Every September, I went fruit-picking with Benoît. The sweetest apples, the juiciest pears and the most succulent bilberries were to be had in the meadows beyond Alessandro Costanza’s house, where the river bends, the land is gentle and the sun’s rays warm the earth for most of the day in the summer months. We’d lie on our backs in the shade of one of the trees, eating apples or pears and staring at the sky, oval and tooth-edged from the mountains all around. We’d argue about what the mountains resembled: Mont Blanc was a pig’s ear and the Aiguille Verte a circumflex, but there were titties, cocks and arses, the curé’s nose, the webbed toes of dimwitted, slitty-eyed Henri le cretin, his big brother Cédric’s grey-streaked, uneven teeth, the blacksmith’s broken thumb, Madame Tissot’s Sunday bonnet, and, on a sunny, sharp September day, clean underwear hanging out to dry.


Sometimes we’d dawdle outside Costanza’s workshop, which was also his house. If there was music coming from his windows, we’d sit down on the grass next to the brambles and listen. Costa mended violins, but also sold the wood to make them. He tuned pianos and made glue (from a secret recipe), which he sold too. People were suspicious of Costa because he’d been born on the other side of the mountains, in Italy, and because of the unusual jobs he did. They were jealous because they thought he might be rich. There was even a rumour that the fire in 1907, which destroyed the property and killed Costa’s parents, might have been started deliberately. Costa left the valley after the fire, aged only seventeen. He returned three years later and set about repairing the house, rebuilding his father’s business, but he kept himself to himself, and people didn’t like that. He aroused suspicion and envy. Some people even said he wasn’t quite right in the head. Costa never went to church, but he often had a beard, which I thought made him look like Jesus Christ. Plenty of people came to the village and asked directions to Alessandro Costanza’s place, but they were clients from towns and cities, not friends.


*


Daisy and I became friends that first summer at Arete. Stephen, Ted and pretty Johnny were polite but distant with me. Daisy, however, wouldn’t leave me alone, and, to start with, I was irritated. There was a lot of work in the mornings and again in the evenings. Even when we’d cleared away supper, there was often the waxing of walking boots and the re-coiling of the day’s climbing ropes after checking the strands – two hemp-coloured, one red – for wear and tear.


The afternoons weren’t so busy. Sir A and Lady C were too old, by 1914, to go on any major outings, although they did still revisit their favourite peaks and picnic spots in the close vicinity of Arete. Most members of the family and their guests, however, were usually off on paideia or some such (scrambles, rambles, excursions, expeditions, walks, constitutionals, paideia, reccies: I didn’t realise, for a long time, how carefully the Valentines distinguished between these anglais pursuits). A few people took siestas – post-prandial naps – in their bedrooms. Others sat in the sun or under parasols on the terrace; they read books, wrote letters, filled in their journals, stuck things into scrapbooks, drew, painted, played parlour, card and board games. We uglies could rest, if we wanted to. And I would have rested – and perhaps even read some of my big books – if Daisy hadn’t pestered me to join her.


We discovered we were the same age.


‘I’ll be fourteen next month. As old as the century,’ said Daisy. ‘I hope we both live to be a hundred.’


She was watching me clear the remains of lunch from the dining room. She followed me into the kitchen and got in the way as I dried the cutlery, crockery and cooking utensils.


She picked up the Mrs Beeton cookery book, which Beatrice referred to when overseeing our kitchen activities (which, being a bossy boots, she did quite frequently).


Daisy read out a recipe for soused mackerel.


‘Ugh. Sounds horrible.’


She flipped over the pages.


‘Mmm, jelly,’ she said. ‘Look, Mathilde – a picture of jelly, two colours, two tiers. Will you make it for my birthday?’


And when I didn’t reply:


‘What’s this for?’ She banged a flat wooden spoon as long as her bare forearm on the edge of the sink.


‘We use it to skim the cream from the milk for Sir A,’ I said.


Daisy laughed.


‘Kippers and cream for Grandpa. Porridge and milk for the rest of us. I’m looking forward to being old. I’ll have kippers and cream, cake and summer pud for breakfast then. What’s this?’


And this? And this? Her questions were endless. When she picked up one of our carving knives, still wet and dripping from the sink, I frowned and held out my hand, like Madame Tissot demanding contraband from a child. Coin, pebble, crust of bread or scrap of ribbon – all would go in the bottom drawer of Madame Tissot’s desk until the end of the day.


‘No,’ I said. ‘That is not a toy. This is a kitchen and that is a kitchen tool. Give it to me, please.’


Daisy handed me the knife, saying, ‘Don’t be cross, Mathilde. I’m so, so bored. Will you do something with me this afternoon?’


‘What would you like me to do?’


‘We could go for a swim? Or look for fossils? Start our own Alpine Club, for girls only, like Lizzie Le Blond? Try on some of the new dressing-up clothes? Or how about a boating trip on the pond?’


I didn’t know the correct reply. I looked to Sylvie, the cook, for guidance. Sylvie spoke mostly patois and was a woman of few words. She got on with her job, which included managing the rest of us uglies, without enthusiasm, but without complaining. She came from one of the poorest farms in the valley, and was the only woman in a chaotic household of brothers and uncles, and a father who drank. Which is probably why cooking meals and doing les anglais’ dirty work was as easy as pie compared to keeping house for her good-for-nothing relations. There was a purple streak across Sylvie’s face. It covered one eye and seemed to pull her eyebrow down towards the lower lid so that her eye was half-closed. On her cheek it was livid and patchy, and it went down her neck too. We all wore high collars and our caps at work, but at night, in the servants’ quarters, when Sylvie removed her cap and apron, unbuttoned her collar and began to get undressed for bed, I saw the purple mark, like a cloudy sunset, spread under her jaw and halfway down her neck. Sometimes she put a hand to her neck, and I wondered if the purple mark itched or hurt.


Without the purple, Sylvie might have been an attractive woman. She had black hair, blue eyes and thin, delicate cheek- and jawbones which gave a pretty shape to her face. But without the purple, Sylvie would not have got the job of cook at Arete and would not have been able to save up some of her money every year, ready for the day she would move to town. This is what she told us she planned to do. It was the only conversation she was happy to have, and we had it more than once, that’s for sure. She had to give most of what she earned at Arete to her family. But, she said, she saved a bit each year and hid it in the mazot. One day, she said, she would have enough to move to town. She never said which town. Just that she’d heard there were many hotels in town. She would find work in one of them as a cook. She lived for that day, she said.


She was quite stupid.


So were the other uglies. All four of them. Cretins, almost. They were known to me, of course – farm girls, like myself, all of us as strong as tree trunks. But they were older than me by a good two or three years, and none of them had attended Madame Tissot’s school. They kept together and left me alone. Unlike Daisy.


Sylvie nodded, so I said yes to Daisy.


‘Dressing-up,’ she decided. ‘The box is in the attic.’


I climbed behind Daisy up the ladder into that hot and airless space again. Daisy opened the small window at the front, but then walked to the back and stood surveying the piles of objects. I stood next to her. The mess perplexed me. We would never have left a storeroom in such a state. But then we would never have had so many things we didn’t use. When Benoît gave me an ibex he’d carved out of wood, Papa had said, ‘Not bad,’ even though Benoît hadn’t managed the horns very well. ‘Of no actual use, though.’
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