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  Titian’s young Virgin has traditionally been called the ‘Gypsy’ Madonna on account of her dusky complexion, dark hair and eyes. Mary, little more than a child
  herself, supports her infant son as he stands unsteadily on a parapet. Both mother and son seem lost in thought. However, their communication goes beyond words; with his left hand, in what is a
  very natural and engaging attitude for a young child, Christ plays with his mother’s fingers while with his right, he toys with the gold-green fabric lining of her mantle.

  


  PART ONE

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
                
                  As I walked out on the streets of Laredo

                  As I walked out on Laredo one day

                  I spied a young cowboy

                  A handsome young cowboy

                  All dressed in white linen

                  As cold as the clay

                  I see by your outfit

                  That you are a cowboy

                  These words he did say

                  As I boldly stepped by

                  Come sit down beside me

                  And hear my sad story

                  For I’m shot in the breast

                  And now I must die

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  

  


  Prologue

  New York, 1985

  I was as surprised as anyone when, shortly before her death, my mother gave away the Titian. At first it seemed the action of a woman not in control of her mind. My mother had
  grown increasingly stubborn with age. She gave the painting to the Metropolitan and flatly refused to talk about what she had done, even to me. That was my mother. She could be cold and brisk. She
  had that air of self-control, of haughtiness, so often associated with the French. But, if one persevered and won her trust, beneath the thorns she was a rare and fragile flower, like a briar rose.
  In spite of all their efforts, though, every journalist who approached her was rebuffed. Pressure mounted but she would not bend, not for a moment.

  She was not mad, however, but maddened. I recognised, in those shiny, restless eyes, a deep and urgent need way beyond my comprehension. She was dying. She knew she had little time. The dying
  are often beset with the desire to tie up loose ends so they can die in peace, with a clear conscience. But my mother’s desire was far greater than the simple sorting of one’s affairs
  before embarking on a voyage. ‘You don’t understand, Mischa,’ she had said and her voice had been strangely anguished. ‘I have to give this painting back.’ She was
  right, I didn’t understand. How could I?

  I was angry. We had shared everything, my mother and I. We were closer than other sons and mothers because we had lived through so much together, just the two of us. It was us against the world,
  maman and her little chevalier. And, as a child, I had dreamed of wielding a sword powerful enough to slay all her enemies. But she had never told me about the Titian.

  Now she is dead, her lips forever sealed, her breath taken by the wind, her words whispers that come to me in dreams. One night she slipped away, taking with her all her secrets; or so I
  thought. It was only later that I discovered those secrets, one by one, as I walked back down the path of memory to my childhood; they were all there for me to find if I could only bear to walk
  through fire to reach them. On my journey I suffered both pain and joy but, most often, surprise. As a small boy I interpreted everything with my young, innocent mind. Now I am a man in my forties,
  with the wisdom gained from years of experience, I can see things as they really were. I expected to find the provenance of the Titian; I never expected to find myself.

  


  Chapter 1

  It all began on a snowy January day. January is bleak in New York. The trees are bare, the festivities over, the Christmas tree lights taken down for another year. The wind
  that races down the streets is edged with ice. I walked briskly with my hands in my coat pockets. Head down, eyes to the ground, lost in thought: nothing particular, just the business of the day. I
  tried not to think of my mother. I am an avoider. If something gives me pain I don’t think about it. If I don’t think about it, it isn’t happening. If I can’t see it, it
  isn’t there, right? My mother had been dead a week. The funeral was over. Only the journalists pestered like flies, determined to find out why an uncatalogued, unknown, Titian of such
  importance had only now come to light. Didn’t they understand that I knew as little as they did? If they were grappling in the dark, I was floundering in space.

  I reached my office. A red brick building in the West Village with an antique shop on the ground floor. Zebedee Hapstein, the eccentric clock-maker, toiled against a discordant orchestra of
  ticking in his workshop next door. I fumbled in my pocket for the key. My fingers were numb. I had forgotten to wear gloves. For a moment I looked at my reflection in the glass. The haunted face of
  a man, old beyond his years, stared grimly back at me. I shook off my grief and walked inside, brushing the snow from my shoulders. Stanley wasn’t in yet, nor was Esther who answered the shop
  telephone and cleaned the place. With leaden feet I climbed the stairs. The building was dim and smelt of old wood and furniture polish. I opened the door to my office and stepped inside. There,
  sitting quietly on a chair, was a tramp.

  I nearly jumped out of my skin. Angrily, I demanded to know what he was doing there and how he had got in. The window was closed and the front door had been locked. For an instant I was afraid.
  Then he turned to me, his mouth curling into a half smile. I was at once struck by the extraordinary colour of his eyes that shone out from his cracked and bearded face, like aquamarine set in
  rock. I had a sudden sense of déjà vu but it was gone as quickly as it had come. He wore a felt hat and sat hunched in a heavy coat. I noticed his shoes were dirty and scuffed with a
  hole wearing through at one toe. He looked me up and down appraisingly and I felt my fury mount at his impertinence.

  ‘You’ve grown into a fine young man,’ he mused, nodding appreciatively. I frowned at him, not knowing how to respond. ‘You don’t know who I am?’ he asked and,
  behind his smile, I noticed a shadow of sorrow.

  ‘Of course I don’t. I think you should leave,’ I replied.

  He nodded and shrugged. ‘Hell, there’s no reason why you should remember. I hoped . . . Well, what does it matter? Do you mind if I have a smoke? It’s mighty
  cold out there.’ His accent was southern and there was something about it that caused my skin to goose-bump.

  Before I could refuse his request he pulled out a Gauloise and struck a match to light it. The sudden smell of smoke sent my head into a spin. There was no way I could avoid the sudden arousal
  of memory. I gave him a long stare before dismissing the idea as preposterous. I took off my coat and hung it on the back of the door to hide my face and play for time, then sat down at my desk.
  The old man relaxed as he inhaled but he never took his eyes off me. Not for a moment.

  ‘Who are you?’ I asked, bracing myself for the answer. It can’t be, I thought. Not after all this time. I didn’t want it to be, not like this, not smelling of stale
  tobacco and sweat. He smiled, blowing the smoke out of the side of his mouth.

  ‘Does the name Jack Magellan mean anything to you?’

  I hesitated, my mouth dry.

  He raised a feathery eyebrow and leaned across the desk. ‘Then perhaps the name Coyote might be more familiar, Junior?’

  I felt my jaw loosen and fall. I searched his features for the man who had once held my love in the palm of his hand, but saw only a dark beard fringed with grey and deep crevices in thick,
  weatherbeaten skin. There was no evidence of his youth or his magic. The handsome American who had promised us the world had died long ago. Surely he had died, why else would he not have come
  back?

  ‘What do you want?’

  ‘I read about your mother in the papers. I came to see her.’

  ‘She’s dead,’ I said brutally, watching for his reaction. I wanted to hurt him. I hoped he’d be sorry. I owed him nothing – he owed me an explanation and thirty
  years. I was glad to see his eyes fill with tears and sink into his head with sadness. He stared at me, horrified. I watched him watching me. I didn’t endeavour to ignore his emotion. I
  simply left him like a fish struggling on the beach, gasping for air.

  ‘Dead,’ he said finally and his voice cracked. ‘When?’

  ‘Last week.’

  ‘Last week,’ he repeated, shaking his head. ‘If only . . .’

  He inhaled and the smoke that he blew out enveloped me once again in a miasma of memory. I fought it off with a scowl and turned away. In my mind’s eye I saw long, green rows of vines,
  cypress trees and the sundrenched, sandy stone of those château walls that had once been my home. The pale blue shutters were open, the scents of pine and jasmine blew in on the breeze and
  somewhere, at the very back of my thoughts, I heard a voice singing Laredo.

  ‘Your mother was a unique woman,’ he said sadly. ‘I wish I had seen her before she died.’

  I wanted to tell him that she had long clung to the hope that he would one day return. That, in the three decades since he had left, she had never doubted him. Only finally, when she reached the
  end of the road, had she resigned herself to the truth – that he was never coming back. I wanted to shout at him and haul him off the ground by the collar of his coat. But I did not. I
  remained calm. I simply stared back at him, my face devoid of expression.

  ‘How did you find me?’ I asked.

  ‘I read about the Titian,’ he replied. Ah, the Titian, I thought. That’s what he’s after. He stubbed out his cigarette and chuckled. ‘I see she gave it to the
  city.’

  ‘What’s it to you?’

  He shrugged. ‘Worth a fortune that painting.’

  ‘So that’s why you’re here. Money.’

  Once again he leaned forward and fixed me with those hypnotic blue eyes of his. ‘I’m not coming asking for money. I’m not looking for anything.’ His voice was gruff with
  indignation. ‘In fact, I’m an old fool. There’s nothing left for me here.’

  ‘Then why did you come?’

  Now he smiled, revealing teeth blackened with decay. I felt uneasy, however, because his smile was more like the grimace of a man in pain. ‘I’m chasing a rainbow, Junior,
  that’s what it is. That’s what it’s always been, a rainbow. But you wouldn’t understand.’

  From the window I watched him limp down the street, his shoulders hunched against the cold, his hat pulled low over his head. I scratched my chin and felt bristles against my fingers. For a
  moment I was sure I heard him singing, his voice carried on the wind: ‘As I walked out on the streets of Laredo.’

  It was all too much. I grabbed my coat and hurried down the stairs. As I reached the door, it opened and Stanley walked in. He looked surprised to see me. ‘I’m going out,’ I
  said and left without further explanation.

  I ran into the road. The snow was now falling thick and heavy. I set off along the trail his footprints had made. I didn’t know what I was going to say to him when I caught up with him.
  But I did know why my anger had been overridden by something almost visceral. You see, it’s hard to explain, but he had given me a gift, a very special gift. A gift no one else could give me,
  not even my mother. And, in spite of all the pain he brought, ours was a bond that could never break.

  I was able to follow his footsteps for a while, but soon the track was lost among the millions of faceless inhabitants of New York. I felt a sudden ache deep within my soul, a regret for
  something lost. I scanned the pavements, searching for the old man with the limp, but my heart yearned for someone different. He had been handsome, with sandy hair and piercing blue eyes, the
  colour of a tropical sea. When he smiled those eyes had twinkled with mischief, extending into long white crows’ feet accentuated against the weathered brown of his skin. His mouth had turned
  up at the corners, even when he was solemn, as if a smile was his natural expression and it cost him to be serious. He bounced when he walked, his chin high, his shoulders square, exuding a wild
  and raffish charm powerful enough to soften the heart of the most determined cynic. That was the Coyote I knew. Not this old, malodorous vagabond who’d come like a vulture to peck at the
  remains of the woman who had loved him.

  I stared bleakly into the snow, then turned and walked back. My footsteps had almost disappeared. And his? They had gone too. It was as if he had never existed.

  


  Chapter 2

  Bordeaux, France, 1948

  ‘Oh, Diane, do look, here’s that dear little boy again!

  Joy Springtoe bent down and gave my cheek a generous pinch. I breathed in the sweetness of her perfume and felt myself blush. She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Her hair was a
  mass of blonde curls, her eyes the colour of the doves that cooed from the château roof, her skin soft and pale like suede. She was elegant in that overdone American way that French women
  consider brash, but I liked her. She was colourful. When she laughed you wanted to laugh with her; except I didn’t, couldn’t. I just smiled shyly and let her caress me, my young heart
  overflowing with gratitude.

  ‘You’re mighty handsome for a little boy. Why, you must be no more than six or seven? Hm? Where are your parents? I’d so like to meet them! Are they as handsome as
  you?’

  Her friend walked over, looking anxious. She was stout like a teapot, with rosy cheeks and soft brown eyes. In spite of her red floral blouse she looked drab beside Joy, as if God had got
  carried away painting Joy and forgotten to give Diane any colour.

  ‘His name is Mischa,’ said Diane. ‘He’s French.’

  ‘You don’t look French, my little one. Not with all that blond hair and those pretty blue eyes. No, you don’t look French at all.’

  ‘His mother works in the hotel,’ Diane added. Joy frowned an enquiry. ‘I was curious, so I asked.’ She shrugged and smiled down at me apologetically.

  ‘Don’t you go to school?’ Joy asked. ‘Est-ce que tu ne vas pas à l’école?’

  ‘He’s mute, Joy.’

  Joy straightened and looked at Diane in horror. When she turned back to me, her face had melted with sympathy.

  ‘He doesn’t speak?’ she said, running her hand over my cheek. Her eyes glistened with compassion. ‘Who stole your voice, my little one?’

  At that moment, while I basked in the warmth of Joy’s affection, Madame Duval strode around the corner. When she saw me her face darkened for an instant before she checked herself.
  ‘Bonjour,’ she said to her guests. Her voice was light and sugary. I froze like a startled mouse with nowhere to run. ‘I trust you had a pleasant
  night?’

  Joy stood up and ran a hand through her hair. ‘Oh, we did. It’s so beautiful here. My window looks right out over the vines and this morning, in the sunshine, they simply
  sparkled.’

  ‘I am pleased. Breakfast is now served in the dining-room.’

  Joy glanced down at me. By the expression on her face she had registered my terror. She patted my head and winked, then she and Diane walked down the corridor towards the staircase. When they
  had gone, Madame Duval’s expression hardened like water that is suddenly turned to ice.

  ‘And you! What are you doing in this side of the house? Get away! Go on! Get away!’ She shooed me off with a brisk wave of her hand. My heart, only a moment ago so open, now closed
  in on itself. I ran off before she could hit me.

  I found my mother polishing silver in the pantry. She looked up anxiously when she saw me enter. ‘Oh, Mischa!’ she exclaimed, drawing me into her arms and kissing my temple.
  ‘Are you all right? Did someone hurt you?’ She looked down at my face and understood. ‘Oh, my love, you mustn’t go into the Private Side. This is a hotel now. It is not your
  home.’ My tears soaked into her apron. ‘I know it is hard for you to understand. But this is the way things are now. You must accept it and you must behave, for both our sakes. Madame
  Duval has been good to us.’ I pulled away and shook my head angrily. To my shame the tears began to flow again. When she tried to embrace me I shook her off and stamped my foot. I hate her, I
  hate her, I hate her, I shouted. But she could not hear my inner voice.

  ‘Come, my love. I understand. Maman understands you.’ Unable to resist the warmth of her kisses I allowed myself to be won over and snuggled into her lap. I closed my eyes and
  breathed in the lemony scent of her skin. Her lips rested against my cheekbone so that I could feel her breath on my face. I sensed her love. It was fierce and unconditional and I drank it in with
  parched lips.

  •   •   •

  My mother was my best friend. However, that dreadful episode at the end of the war also brought me someone special, someone all my very own. His name was Pistou and no one
  could see him but me. He was about my age. Unlike me, he was dark with ruffled hair and olive skin and deep-set brown eyes. He heard my inner voice and I didn’t have to explain, because he
  understood everything. For a little boy, he was very knowing.

  The first time I saw him was at night. Since the end of the war I slept with my mother. We’d curl up together and she’d keep me snug and safe. I had nightmares, you see. Terrible
  dreams where I’d wake up crying with my mother stroking my brow and kissing me sleepily. I couldn’t explain to her the nature of my dreams so I’d lie blinking into the darkness,
  afraid that, if I closed my eyes, the images would return and take me away from her. It was then that Pistou appeared. He sat on the bed and smiled at me. His face was so luminous, his expression
  so warm, I knew instantly that we’d be friends. From the look of compassion in his eyes I knew he saw my dreams as I did and that he understood my fears. While my mother slept, I lay awake
  with Pistou, until I could fight my tiredness no more and I, too, drifted off to sleep.

  After those initial midnight encounters, he began to appear during the daytime. I soon realised that no one else could see him; they looked right through him. He’d run amongst them,
  playing pranks, pinching the old women’s bottoms, tipping their hats with his fingers, sticking out his tongue right in front of them, but they did not see him. Even my mother rubbed her
  forehead and frowned when I played with him in our small room in the stable block. Of course, I couldn’t tell her about Pistou, even if I had wanted to.

  I didn’t go to school. Not because I was mute, but because they wouldn’t take me. My mother tried to teach me what she knew, but it was hard for her. She worked long hours in the
  château and would return in the evenings exhausted. However, in spite of having toiled all day, she managed to find time to teach me how to write. It was a frustrating process because of my
  inability to communicate, but we struggled on, the two of us. Always the two of us – and Pistou.

  I knew it saddened her that I had no young friends to play with. I knew a lot that she didn’t suspect me of knowing. You see, she often spoke her thoughts out loud, as if I were not only
  mute but deaf too. She’d sit at her dressing-table, brushing her long brown hair, staring at her solemn face in the mirror, while I pretended to sleep in the iron bed, listening to everything
  she said. ‘Oh, I fear for you, Mischa,’ she’d say. ‘I brought you into the world and yet I cannot protect you from it. I do the best I can, but it is not enough.’
  Other times she’d lie beside me and whisper into my ear: ‘You’re all I have, my love. It’s just the two of us. Maman and her little chevalier.’ I grew up with enemies
  all around. We were like an island in a shark-infested sea. But to me, no enemy was more fearful than Madame Duval.

  It was because of her that we had to move out of the château, into the stable block. My mother said that she was good to us. She spoke to the old woman with deference, her words full of
  gratitude, as if we owed her our very lives. But Madame Duval never smiled or responded with kindness. She peered at my mother through reptilian eyes, with condescension. As for me, to her I was
  worse than the rats they set traps for in the cave beneath the château. I was vermin. The very sight of me alarmed her. When the hotel opened I strayed out to the front, captivated by the
  shiny cars that drew up on the gravel, chauffeured by solemn men in hats and gloves. She grabbed me by the ear and dragged me into the kitchen where she hit me so hard about the head that I fell to
  the floor. Her shrill voice attracted the attention of Yvette, the cook, and her small army of staff, who all crowded around to see what had happened. But none of them helped me. I cowered on the
  floor in fear, like I had done back then, for their faces were the same: full of hatred.

  It was my mother who held me and her tears that proved again and again that against all the odds she loved me deeply.

  Unable to communicate and fearful of the staff, I withdrew into myself and my secret world. Pistou and I played cache-cache for hours among the long rows of vines.
  He’d have a way of popping up out of nowhere, then laugh so hard he had to hold his belly. His shaking shoulders caused me enormous amusement, so I’d copy him, which would make him
  laugh all the more. We’d sit on the stone bridge and throw pebbles into the water. He could make them bounce, like the little rubber ball I carried about in my pocket. That ball was very
  special to me. In fact, it was my most treasured possession because my father had given it to me and it was all I had left of him. We’d play catch with it and perform tricks like seals. Once,
  it fell into the water with an ominous plop. Unlike the stones we tossed in, the little rubber ball didn’t sink but bobbed up and down, swept along by the current. In my haste, I jumped in
  after it, only remembering that I couldn’t swim when I was waist-high in the water. Gasping with shock and terror, I grabbed my ball and struggled through the mud and weeds to reach the bank.
  Pistou wasn’t concerned. He put his hands on his hips and laughed at my foolishness. I dragged myself up the bank. I had nearly drowned. But I got my ball. The relief gave me a delicious
  high. In celebration of my heroics we danced on the grass like a pair of Red Indians, waving our arms and stamping our feet. I held on to my ball and vowed never to be so careless again.

  When the Duvals bought the château and turned it into a hotel, we began to spy on the guests. I knew the grounds better than anyone and certainly better than the Duvals. I had grown up
  there. It had been my home. I knew the places to hide, the doors to crouch behind, all the escape routes. Oh, I didn’t hide from guests like Joy Springtoe; she knew how to keep a secret. I
  hid from Madame Duval and her coarse toad of a husband who smoked cigars and kissed the maids when his wife wasn’t looking. Pistou disliked the Duvals, too. His favourite game was hiding
  things. He hid Monsieur Duval’s cigars, Madame Duval’s reading glasses, and we watched from our secret places while they bustled about irritably in search of them.

  My fascination with Joy Springtoe overrode my fear of Madame Duval. I was only six and three quarters, but I was in love. In my desire to see her, I risked everything. I’d sneak into the
  Private Side and hide behind the furniture and plants. The château was full of narrow corridors and nooks and crannies perfect for a child of my size to hide in. During the day Madame Duval
  spent a lot of time in her office on the ground floor. They had laid an ugly blue and gold carpet there on top of the big square stones I had skidded across as a toddler. I hated that carpet. The
  hall was her lair and there she’d wait like a spider to welcome the guests who arrived from England and America with money in their pockets. While she spun her charm, so false to those like
  me who knew her true face, I crept along the corridors for a glimpse of Joy Springtoe.

  From behind the upholstered chair that stood in the corner by the window, I saw the comings and goings of guests. It was morning. The pale light flooded the carpeted floor and white walls with
  summer. Outside, the birdsong was a loud clamour. First to appear were the Three Pheasants, as my mother called them – three elderly ladies from England who had come to paint. I liked
  foreigners. I hated the French, except for Jacques Reynard, who ran the vineyard; the only one who was kind to me. The Three Pheasants made me smile for they were always arguing. They had been in
  residence for weeks. I imagined their rooms stuffed full of paintings. The tall one was called Gertie, a pheasant with a long neck who tried to be a swan. She was white-haired with a thin, bony
  face and small black eyes. Her bosom was large, and wobbled as she walked, like soft-boiled eggs in muslin. Her waist was small, cinched in by a belt, before her body expanded as if all the fat
  from her waist had been squeezed into her bottom. She had long white fingers that played with the pearl necklace that hung down to her waist, and she was always the first to give an opinion.

  Daphne was my favourite: Daphne with the feathers in her hair. Daphne was eccentric. Her dresses followed no recognisable code, some days covered in lace, others trimmed with what looked like
  the fringes on curtains. Her face was as round and pink as a ripe peach, her full lips always breaking into a smile as if she argued just for the fun of it. She carried a small, fluffy dog that she
  had smuggled into France. His pale brown fur obscured his face so I never knew which way he was facing. Once I waved a biscuit in front of him to find that what I thought was his face was his
  bottom. Daphne’s voice was thick and smoky and she spoke slowly so that I understood, although I had grown up with English spoken around me. Best of all I liked her shoes. She seemed to have
  enough shoes to wear a different pair every day, and each one was more colourful than the last. There were pink velvet ones; purple satin ones; some had small heels; others were flat and pointed,
  turning up at the toes; one or two had straps around the ankles with beads or feathers hanging from the buckle. She was curvy and soft and her feet were very small.

  Then there was Debo. She was languorous in thin, floral dresses. Her black hair was cut into a shiny bob that accentuated her sharp jaw, and her lips were always painted scarlet. Her eyes were
  wide and the palest shade of green. She was still beautiful. My mother said she dyed her hair, for a woman of that age would surely be grey. She also said that they all dressed from another era,
  but I was only six and three quarters so I didn’t know of which era she spoke. They certainly didn’t dress like anyone I had ever seen before. Not like Joy Springtoe, anyway. Debo
  smoked all the time. She’d suck through an ivory holder and the end of the cigarette would light up like a firefly. Then the smoke would either trail out of the side of her mouth or
  she’d puff it out like a train in one long stream. She never simply blew it out, but played with it as if it was a game that amused her. Unlike Daphne, her voice was brittle and her laughter
  a cackle. She talked as if her mouth were full, her jaw stiff and unmoving.

  ‘Don’t look behind the chair, girls,’ said Daphne in a loud whisper. ‘That dear little boy is hiding again.’

  ‘He needn’t hide from us,’ said Debo, cackling softly. ‘Hasn’t someone told him, we don’t bite?’

  ‘He’s hiding from “Mrs Danvers”,’ continued Daphne. ‘And I don’t blame him.’

  ‘I think she’s charming,’ argued Gertie.

  ‘You would,’ Debo replied, her scarlet lips curling into a smile.

  ‘You’re always wrong about people, Gertie. She’s a horror!’ Daphne exclaimed and they disappeared around the corner.

  After they had gone I waited for Joy Springtoe. A couple of men walked past, but they didn’t see me. When I began to lose hope, she emerged from her room and came towards me. However, she
  didn’t walk with her usual bounce and I noticed that she was crying. Moved by her tears I risked being caught by Madame Duval and stepped out from behind the chair.

  ‘Oh, you startled me, Mischa,’ she said, placing a hand on her chest. She managed a small smile and dabbed her eyes with a hanky. ‘Were you waiting for me?’ she asked.
  She looked down at me and frowned. ‘Come, I want to show you something.’ She took me by the hand and led me back to her room. My heart was racing with excitement. She had never held my
  hand before.

  Her room smelt sweet. The windows were wide open, giving out on to the box garden and beyond to the fields of vines. The air that blew in was fresh and heavy with the scent of cut grass. On the
  large bed her pink silk nightdress was draped over the bedspread, the pillow still dented from where her head had lain. She closed the door behind me and walked over to the bedside table. She
  picked up a photograph in a frame and motioned for me to join her on the bed. I sat beside her shyly, my feet dangling over the edge. I had never sat in a woman’s bedroom before, other than
  my mother’s, and it filled me with fear, as if at any moment the door might open and I’d be caught, dragged off by the ear and beaten.

  The photograph was of a man in uniform. ‘This was my sweetheart, my little one.’ She sighed and caressed his face with her eyes. ‘I’d dreamed of marrying him and having a
  little boy like you.’ She laughed to herself. ‘I don’t imagine you can understand what I’m saying, can you? The trouble is my French is very limited. It doesn’t
  matter.’ She put her arms around me and kissed my head. I felt my cheeks enflame and hoped she wouldn’t see. ‘He died here in Bordeaux at the end of the war. He was a brave man,
  my little one. I hope you don’t ever have to go to war. It’s a terrible thing for a man to do. To fight for his life, to lose everything. My Billy was killed in action, in a war that
  wasn’t his. It makes me feel a little better, though, to think that his efforts might have preserved you. That if America hadn’t entered the war the Germans might have won and then what
  would have become of you? Hm? I’d like to have a little boy like you one day – a handsome little boy with blond hair and blue eyes.’ She ruffled my hair and sniffed. I felt her
  eyes on my face and I blushed all the more. This seemed to amuse her for she smiled. Even if I had had a voice, I would have been speechless.

  When she went downstairs to the dining-room, she was no longer crying. I returned to the stable block. It was Sunday, my mother didn’t work on Sundays, she went to Mass instead and I went
  with her. As much as I hated it, I knew I had to go for her. The animosity of the villagers was such that if I let her go alone, I feared it would overwhelm her.

  When I found her at her dressing-table, demure in a black dress and cardigan, her black hat placed carefully on her head, she smelt Joy Springtoe at once. She pulled me into her arms and sniffed
  my neck. ‘You have another woman besides me?’ she exclaimed in amusement. ‘I’m jealous.’ I grinned up at her. She sniffed me again, this time exaggerating the noise.
  ‘She’s pretty. She smells of flowers. Gardenia, I think. She’s not French. She’s . . .’ She hesitated to tease me. ‘She’s American. Her eyes
  are grey, her hair blonde and she has a very infectious laugh. I think you are in love, Mischa.’ I lowered my eyes, believing that I had indeed lost my heart in the way grown men do.
  ‘Does she know?’ I shrugged helplessly. ‘Oh, the language of love far exceeds the need for words. I think she knows.’ She placed her lips on my forehead. ‘And I think
  she likes you too.’

  As we walked down the path that cut through the fields to the town, my heart was so light it almost lifted me off the ground. Thoughts of Joy Springtoe vanquished my fear of going to Mass. I
  pictured her tear-stained face and knew that I had stopped her crying. My mother was right; she liked me too.

  Small flies hovered on the hot air, their tiny wings catching the sunlight and sparkling. A light breeze blew playfully through the cypress trees, making their branches dance. I held a stick in
  my hand, hitting stones on the ground as I went. We walked in silence, listening to the birdsong and the rustling of the branches above us. The sky was clear, the sun bright but not yet too
  intense. Then I heard the doleful chiming of church bells, and the pink-tiled roofs of the town came into view. I took my mother’s hand.

  The church of St Vincent de Paul dominates the small town of Maurilliac. To me it was a fitting home for Père Abel-Louis, whose stern accusing eyes appeared in my nightmares, but not for
  God. If it was God’s house, He had moved out long ago, leaving it vacant for Père Abel-Louis to move in like a cuckoo. The church was built of the same pale stone as the houses, with a
  pinky-orange tiled roof, bleached by the sun, and a tall, needle-thin spire. Below it was a square, the Place de l’Eglise, around which the town was built. There was the boucherie, with its
  red and white awning and shiny tiled floor, where long saucissons hung from the ceiling with other dry carcasses upon which fat flies settled. The boulangerie patisserie, smelling of freshly baked
  bread and cakes, enticingly displayed in the window. If I had been as other children, I would have skipped into town and spent what my mother gave me on chocolatine and tourtière. But I
  didn’t, because I was not welcome there. Then there was the pharmacie, where my mother bought cream for my eczema, and a little café and restaurants that spilled out on to the pavement
  beneath awnings in the colours of the French tricolore. I’m sure the Pheasants lunched there on duck and foie gras, drinking fine wine from the château, and perhaps Joy Springtoe bought
  apple tart from the baker’s; she looked like the sort of woman who liked sweet things.

  We walked down the street, in the shade of the houses, as if my mother was keen not to be noticed. Her grip tightened around my hand as we entered the square. Although I kept my gaze to the
  ground, watching her black buckled shoes and white socks as she strode forward, I could feel the eyes of the town upon us. My throat constricted and not even thoughts of Joy Springtoe could assuage
  my fear. I moved closer to her and lifted my eyes to see that her chin was high, defiant, though her throat was tight and her breathing shallow.

  In spite of the horror of it all, my mother had only missed one Sunday – the Sunday I had been taken ill with a fever. Otherwise, she had gone, as she had done before and during the war.
  She said she felt safe in the church and that nothing would stop her worshipping God. Didn’t she know He wasn’t there?

  We strode over the checkerboard floor, past hostile congregants and unforgiving statues of the saints, and sat on our usual chairs at the front. My mother immediately sank to her knees, as she
  always did, and placed her head in her hands. I dared to look around. People were whispering, staring, the old ladies nodding their approval as if the right place for my mother was on her knees,
  asking forgiveness. One of them caught my eye. I looked away for their eyes stung like wasps.

  Père Abel-Louis strode in and the whispering stopped. Draped in crimson robes he cast an awesome shadow. I winced for I knew that it was only a matter of time before his eyes would rest
  upon us and I would feel the full weight of his reproach. My mother sat down. Her movement among the still congregation would have caught his attention if it weren’t for the fact that we sat
  in the same chairs every Sunday, watched over by a sombre statue of the Virgin Mary. Père Abel-Louis turned his burning eyes on us and spoke. I shuddered. Why couldn’t my mother see
  that this church was no longer God’s home?

  I took my little rubber ball out of my pocket and played with it in my hands. It was the only way I could distract myself from my fear. As I rolled it around in my palm I thought of my father.
  If he were alive he would never permit me to be afraid. He’d have the priest strung up in the town square and punished for his evil ways. No one was more important than my father. Not even
  Père Abel-Louis who believed he was God. How I wished my father were there to protect us. I didn’t dare look up in case the priest read my thoughts and, besides, the disgust in his
  eyes was something I would never get over. The trick was to avoid looking at him. If I didn’t see him he couldn’t hurt me. If I blocked my ears to his voice, I could almost pretend that
  he wasn’t there. Almost.

  Finally the clock chimed twelve and the priest invited the congregation to partake in communion. That was our cue to leave. I sprang up and followed my mother up the aisle. Her footsteps made
  loud tapping noises on the stone. I always wished she’d leave with more discretion. It was as if she wanted everyone to notice. I felt the priest’s eyes burning into my back. I could
  smell his anger as if it were smoke in the air. But I followed my mother and I didn’t look around. I kept my eyes on her ankles, on those white socks that made her look more like a girl than
  a woman.

  On the way back I was like a dog let out into the fields after being locked in a dark cage. Mass was over for another week. I ran about chasing butterflies, kicking stones, jumping over the
  shadows cast by the towering cypress trees that lined our way. When finally, in all its magnificence, the château came into view my heart swelled with relief. Those sand-coloured walls, tall
  shiny windows and pale blue shutters were home to me. The imposing iron gate, upon whose pedestals sat watchful, silent lions, represented refuge from the unfriendly world outside. That house was
  all I had known.

  


  Chapter 3

  Yvette was unpleasant to everyone. Her eyes were always clouded with fury, her wide forehead screwed into a frown and her thin, dry mouth a mean line carved into a face of
  dough. She was large, and dominated the kitchen with zealous determination to inflict on those who worked under her as much misery as possible. She shouted, and banged the table with her fist and
  huffed like an angry bull until smoke almost blew out of her nostrils. Only when Madame Duval entered her premises did she yield to the greater power. She would incline her head, wring her hands
  but she never smiled. Not ever. I was her favourite target and, being small, I was easy prey.

  I didn’t like to go into the kitchen, but often it was unavoidable. Madame Duval thought it inappropriate for a boy of my age to run wild about the grounds all day and ordered Yvette to
  find things for me to do in the kitchen. So, I was put to work. I scrubbed the flagstone floor on my hands and knees until my skin was raw and my knees bruised. I helped dry up, taking the greatest
  care not to break anything, for the force of Yvette’s strong hand across the back of my head was far greater than Madame Duval’s cold slap. I washed vegetables, peeled them and chopped
  them, collected eggs from the chickens in the yard and milked the cows. However, that summer I became indispensable for the most unlikely of reasons – a bane which became an unexpected
  boon.

  It was a big kitchen with copper pots and pans and utensils hanging from the ceiling and walls, and strings of onions and garlic and bunches of dried herbs. In order to reach them, Yvette had to
  fetch the ladder, for, in spite of her ferocity of character, she was short. It was a wonder the thing didn’t break under her enormous weight. She was old – at least to me – and
  her joints creaked, and her thick ankles trembled even on the first step. She was fearful of heights and often ordered Armande or Pierre to do the job for her. But one day her eyes rested on me and
  suddenly glowed with a spark of inspiration. ‘Come here, boy,’ she called. I hurried over, afraid that the floor didn’t shine enough or that I had peeled the wrong basket of
  carrots. With a large hand she grabbed the back of my shirt and lifted me off the ground. I was held as if I were a chicken about to have its neck wrung. I wriggled and kicked in panic. ‘Stop
  it, you silly boy!’ she barked. ‘I want you to grab that pan.’ Obediently I unhooked it from the wall, relieved when my feet touched the ground again. Then she placed her hand on
  my head and, in a moment of gratitude that probably took her as much by surprise as it did me, she patted me gently. From that moment, I was no longer the slave boy toiling away in the shadows, but
  a vital tool. She was pleased with her idea and used me all the time, more than she needed to. I, in turn, grew to enjoy those sudden lifts in the air and took pride in my new role. Yvette no
  longer hit me, even when I missed a bit on the floor, because I was now her special ‘grabber’. I was sure I sometimes heard her chuckle as she held me, feet dangling, arms outstretched,
  managing to reach even the highest objects.

  My favourite job was helping Lucie make up the rooms. It was a small hotel. There were only fifteen rooms and some of the guests, like the Pheasants, stayed for weeks on end. I didn’t know
  how long Joy Springtoe was staying. I found out from my mother that she came every year to remember her fiancé, who had died in action after liberating the town at the end of the war. She
  thought it a dreadful shame that he should have died when it was all coming to an end, when the Germans were leaving.

  Lucie wasn’t pretty like Joy. She had dark brown hair which she plaited, and her round face was plain and colourless like an undecorated cake. She didn’t speak much. As I
  didn’t at all she probably assumed, like so many, that I was deaf too. I helped her make the beds and clean the bathrooms. She gave me the jobs she didn’t like, but I didn’t mind
  because, while I was in the Private Side, there was a chance I might bump into Joy Springtoe and, while I was with Lucie, I had a reason to be there.

  Then one morning Monsieur Duval entered the room we were preparing. I shrank back into the bathroom, afraid that the sight of me might anger him. Through the crack in the door I saw the most
  extraordinary sight. Lucie stood in front of the bed. They didn’t speak, not even a word. He pushed her back on to the mattress and launched himself on top of her. He fumbled with his
  trousers, his face buried in her neck. She turned her head and seemed to stare right at me. I withdrew for a moment, ashamed to be caught watching. But curiosity pulled me back again. When I peeped
  once more, she was still staring at the bathroom door, her eyes half-closed, her sallow cheeks suddenly flushed pink. This time she was smiling. Monsieur Duval was thrusting his hips like the dogs
  do before they are kicked into separating by Yvette. He groaned and growled, murmuring something unintelligible, while she lay with her legs spread, her hand caressing his wiry hair. She
  didn’t care that I was in the bathroom, that I could see everything. After all, I had no voice, I couldn’t tell. What she didn’t realise was that I could write.

  That evening I communicated the events of the day to my mother. When I wrote about Lucie she didn’t seem in the least surprised. She raised her eyebrows and shook her head. ‘There
  are some things that shouldn’t be witnessed by a little boy like you,’ she said, stroking my hair. ‘That is not making love, my darling. That is nothing more than a dog peeing
  against a tree. Lucie was the nearest tree.’ She took my hands in hers. Her face softened and her brown eyes filled with tears. ‘When a man truly loves a woman, like I loved your
  father, they embrace and kiss and hold each other close in a tender way, never wanting to part, longing to remain like that for ever. Making love like that is special, when your heart is so full of
  love it fills the whole of your chest so you can barely breathe.’ Then she laughed mischievously. ‘Monsieur Duval is worse than a dog, he’s a pig.’ And she made a few
  grunting noises, screwing up her nose and tickling my stomach until I wriggled with pleasure.

  •   •   •

  ‘Does the boy have a father?’ asked Debo. Her paintbrush had been poised over a clean sheet of paper for the last fifteen minutes. In her other hand she held a
  cigarette in its ivory holder, bringing it to her red lips every now and then to drag smoke into her lungs. ‘I’ve seen his mother, she’s a natural beauty.’

  ‘He probably died in the war. So many did,’ said Daphne who was well into her landscape, colouring in trees and fields of vines.

  I lay on the ground flicking through the picture book she had brought me, beside her little dog, Rex. Having found me playing with Pistou on the bridge a few days before, they had gathered me up
  and taken me with them to lie in the sun and share their picnic. I liked them and I adored the picture book, which had page after page of photographs of England. I had a good view of Daphne’s
  feet too, clad in rich green suede with little gold bells tied on the ends of the laces.

  ‘A strange upbringing for a child,’ commented Gertie, measuring distances with a paintbrush, squinting in the sunlight. She wore a straw hat and her hair, drawn into a chignon, had
  begun to escape in thin wisps that danced about her jaw on the breeze.

  ‘The boy can’t speak, one can hardly send him to school,’ said Debo. ‘And this isn’t England, is it?’

  ‘Are you suggesting that France is backward?’ Daphne asked waspishly. ‘I don’t think a mute child would fare any better in Devon, do you?’

  ‘Don’t be ridiculous, you can’t compare Maurilliac with Devon!’ said Gertie.

  ‘He’s hardly going to grow up to be a lawyer. He’ll probably work all his life in the vineyard. One hardly needs an education for that,’ said Debo.

  ‘And I suppose you know all about vineyards, Debo,’ Daphne retorted with a sniff. ‘It’s not simply pressing grapes and bottling them up, you know.’

  ‘Don’t misunderstand me. I’m talking about picking grapes, not the science of turning them into wine.’

  ‘This is a charming place for a child to grow up,’ Daphne continued. ‘Fields and fields of vines, a beautiful château with a stream, an enchanting little town. Then, of
  course, people like us, coming and going. I would say his life has more than enough colour to it.’

  There was silence for a moment as they all concentrated on their paintings. Finally Daphne sat back in her chair and smiled at me from beneath her green sunhat. ‘He’s a dear little
  boy, though something worries me about his eyes.’ Her voice trailed off and I looked away and stroked Rex. ‘They’re troubled.’

  ‘Well, he was born in the war, poor darling,’ said Debo. ‘And France was occupied. Must have been horrid growing up with all those beastly Germans marching around all over the
  place shouting “Heil Hitler”.’

  ‘They took the best of everything,’ continued Daphne, as if she were talking to herself. ‘The best wine, the best art, the best of everything. They drained France dry and then,
  on top of that, the poor young men had to fight for Germany. This little fellow’s father was probably one of those poor sods.’

  ‘Did you know the famous vineyards walled up their best wine?’ said Gertie. ‘I read about it somewhere. They collected spiders and placed them in the cellars so that
  they’d build their webs and give the impression that the walls were as old as the rest of the château. Very cunning.’

  ‘Didn’t stop Hitler running off with all those beautiful paintings,’ added Debo. ‘Shame they didn’t wall those up too.’

  ‘You know, when they reached Eagle’s Nest they found half a million bottles of the best French wine and champagne and Hitler didn’t even drink!’ exclaimed Gertie.
  ‘They were taken down the mountain on stretchers. Well, you know the French, wine is almost more important than people.’

  They sat painting and arguing until teatime. Then they laid out a tartan rug and opened the picnic basket. There were biscuits and cakes and a flask of tea. I thought of the bakery in town, the
  one with the delicious display in the window, and eyed everything hungrily. Daphne, sensing my desire, lifted the plate. ‘Help yourself, dear,’ she said in French, and I reached out and
  chose a brioche. I could see the pleasure on Daphne’s face as I chewed. She looked at me in the same way my mother did, her expression tender, her mouth a wistful smile. My cheeks full of
  brioche, I grinned back.

  


  Chapter 4

  Joy Springtoe was my first love. I roamed the corridors of the château like a lost dog, hoping for another glimpse of her – hoping that she’d take me by the
  hand and invite me into her room again. My chance came one evening when my mother had gone into town and I had sneaked in from the gardens. I was only allowed in the Private Side when helping Lucie
  with the rooms. At all other times I was banned and the fear of being caught was ever-present. Hiding in my usual place behind the chair I watched the corridor, listening to voices and footsteps,
  my heart lifting every now and then when I thought it was her, only to sink when it wasn’t.

  When she finally did appear, with her friend, Diane, I crawled out and showed myself. ‘Ah, my little friend!’ she exclaimed happily and, to my joy, she handed her shopping bags to
  Diane and took me by the hand. ‘Come, let me show you what I’ve bought. It’ll be good to have a man’s opinion.’

  Once in her room, I felt safe. Madame Duval wouldn’t find me there and, even if she did, I had been invited by a guest. Surely she wouldn’t be able to punish me for that. The bed was
  made, Joy’s nightdress folded neatly on the pillow by Lucie. I thought of Monsieur Duval and cringed, hoping that they hadn’t used Joy Springtoe’s bed as a tree. Diane placed the
  bags on the floor and sat down on a chair while I hovered by the bed. ‘Sit down,’ said Joy, patting the bed. ‘I’ll go and change into my new dress.’ Diane smiled at
  me. I got the feeling that she assumed I couldn’t hear. She looked uncomfortable, glancing at me awkwardly without speaking. I played with my rubber ball, turning it around and around in my
  hands.

  Joy left the door to the bathroom ajar. I could hear her moving about in there, the shadow she made falling across the doorway as she walked around the room. I lowered my eyes. I did not want to
  intrude on her privacy. Finally the door swung open and she stood there, dressed in pink and blue chiffon, the prettiest dress I had ever seen. ‘What do you think?’ she said, smiling at
  me broadly. She knew she looked beautiful. The dress clung gently to her body as if it had been made especially to fit, like petals on a flower. It was low cut in a ‘v’, wrapping around
  her and tying in a bow at the side, falling just below the knees. The skin on her chest was smooth like cream, her breasts like peaches, her waist small, fanning out into wide hips. Her blonde hair
  fell over her shoulders in waves and her grey eyes shone down at me warmly. I blinked at her angelic form and felt myself blush. She laughed, bent down, took my face in her hands and planted a kiss
  on my cheek. It was then that I understood what my mother had talked about. My heart swelled with love to the extent that I could barely breathe. ‘What do you think, Diane?’ she asked,
  walking into the bedroom.

  ‘I think it’s swell. Real swell,’ she said. ‘You’ll slay ’em dead! Every one of them.’ Joy turned to me and placed her hands on her hips.

  ‘I’m so pleased you like it,’ she said. ‘I needed the opinion of a man.’ I blushed again and grinned. In my excitement I loosened my grip and the rubber ball fell
  to the floor, disappearing beneath the chest of drawers. I wanted to go after it but felt embarrassed to have dropped it. I would have to return with Lucie the following morning to retrieve it. My
  heart, however, was a different matter. Joy Spingtoe had it now and I didn’t want it back. Not ever.

  The next day, after a feverish night worrying about my ball, I followed Lucie along the corridor. Joy Springtoe’s room was at the far end and, to my misfortune, we began our work at the
  beginning. I dreaded being called into the kitchen to grab things for Yvette before I was able to retrieve my ball. It was irreplaceable, you see. Lucie was particularly grumpy that morning,
  snapping at me and clicking her tongue in irritation. I was impatient to move on to the next room, while she seemed unhurried, happy to take her time. Finally we reached Joy Springtoe’s room.
  I was on the point of diving to the floor when the door suddenly opened and Monsieur Duval entered. He smelled of stale tobacco and sweat.

  When he saw me his face imploded into an expression of horror and disbelief. ‘What is he doing in here?’ he barked at Lucie, pointing at me. ‘Get out! Go on! Get out!’ He
  came at me with his hand raised. I ducked and ran as fast as I could out into the corridor, leaving my rubber ball lost under the chest of drawers. As I ran, their laughter rang in my ears. I hated
  them. I hated them both.

  I reached the safety of the stable block and threw myself on to the bed, covering my head with a pillow so I could no longer hear their laughter. But it wasn’t enough to cover my ears.
  Their taunts persisted in my head, in my memory, growing into the jeers of a multitude, until my head throbbed with the pressure of so many voices. My heart thumped in my chest and the love that
  had filled it was turned to fear. I rocked in an effort to shake them out, but still they mocked. When I thought I could bear it no longer the pillow was prised out of my hand and my mother’s
  worried face gazed down upon me. She gathered me into her arms, stroking my hair and kissing me in desperation.

  ‘It’s all right, my love. Maman’s here. Maman won’t ever leave you. Not ever. I’ll never leave my little chevalier. I need you. There now, breathe, my love,
  breathe.’ I felt myself grow hot in her embrace and her body stiffen against mine. This had occurred before. We both knew that a week of fever now stretched before us. ‘What
  happened?’ she asked in a low voice. ‘What was it this time?’ But I couldn’t say. My eyes filled with tears at the frustration of it. I wanted so much to tell her.

  The next week passed in a blur. I was hot, then cold, and sometimes, when I opened my eyes, the room seemed to have been stretched and the far corner was tiny and remote. I remember my mother at
  my side, always there, stroking my hair and telling me stories. I think I remember her crying softly into my neck: ‘You’re all I have in the world, Mischa. Don’t ever leave
  me.’ But perhaps it was a dream.

  When, finally, the fever passed and I was able to sit up in bed and play, my mother came in, the grey pallor of her anxious face transformed to a radiant pink. ‘I have someone special here
  who wants to see you,’ she said. I looked behind her expectantly. She stepped aside and in walked Joy Springtoe in her pretty pink and blue dress, with a small bag in her hand. ‘I hear
  that you have been ill,’ she said, and sat down on the bed. I breathed in her perfume and smiled at her, my happiness complete. ‘I have something you lost and something I would like you
  to have, from me.’ She handed me the bag. I gazed at it, astonished. A present, for me? I looked inside. There, to my amazement, was the little rubber ball; my favourite toy. I lifted it out
  and held it tightly in my hand. No one but my mother knew why it was so precious. I squeezed it, sensing the pieces of my broken world coming together once again. Then I peered into the bag a
  second time. My mother was smiling at the door, her arms folded, pride and affection causing her skin to glow. I pulled out a model car, a little Citroën Deux Chevaux in the most delicious
  lemon yellow. The wheels turned and the bonnet lifted, revealing the little silver engine. I touched it with trembling fingers and was suddenly filled with longing – that the flagstone floor
  in the hall hadn’t been covered in carpet, so that I could push it along the stones and watch it go. Overwhelmed with gratitude and love, I threw my arms around Joy, resting my head on her
  shoulder. She held me very tightly for what seemed a long time. I did not want to pull away and, I think, neither did she. ‘You’re a very special little boy,’ she said, running a
  finger down my cheek. Her eyes glistened with tears. ‘I won’t forget you, Mischa.’

  That was the last time I saw Joy Springtoe.

  


  Chapter 5

  Joy Springtoe had gone and the château echoed loudly with her absence. I felt heavy with sorrow. I roamed around the estate, throwing stones into the stream, not caring
  whether they bounced or sank. I spent countless hours staring at my yellow Citroën, lifting and shutting the bonnet, remembering Joy’s face and her smell. Even Pistou was unable to raise
  my spirits. I was inconsolable. People think someone so young is incapable of such depth of feeling – after all I was only six and three quarters – but Joy Springtoe had taken my heart
  in her hands and treated it with kindness. She’d have it for ever.

  Monsieur Duval banned me from helping Lucie. I no longer cared. There was no point hanging around the Private Side now that Joy wasn’t there and, besides, Lucie had grown increasingly
  moody. I liked the Pheasants, but even the afternoons spent watching them paint had lost their attraction. I wandered about with my rubber ball in my hands; now it held even greater significance
  because Joy had given it back to me.

  I hid in the cave beneath the château where it was damp and cold. Row upon row of bottles lay in crates like bodies in a catacomb. The walls were wet and mouldy, the air musty and stale. I
  ran up and down the aisles, my footsteps echoing off the walls, until I came across a little room. There was something eerie about that room that made me catch my breath. It was empty but for a
  single chair and yet I sensed a strange warmth, as if it had once been inhabited. I wandered in, my curiosity mounting, and sat down. I looked about, wondering what the room was for, when my eye
  caught sight of a group of names carved into the stone wall. I got up to take a closer look: Leon, Marthe, Felix, Benjamin, Oriane. I ran my fingers over them intrigued. They looked almost new.
  Perhaps they had been kept prisoners down there by the wicked Monsieur Duval, I thought, my misery lifting at the idea. I found a small stone and added my name, Mischa, in big letters. I was a
  prisoner too, of love and silence.

  My fever had gone but I was still weak. My mother watched me anxiously and at night she held me tightly, pressed right up against her body, as if she were afraid that a demon would come in the
  dark and steal me away. I suffered my usual nightmares more often than before. Now my mother’s face was transformed into Joy’s and I’d wake up in a sweat, confused and tearful.
  Joy had left me but my mother was still there. The relief was overwhelming.

  Then one night I awoke to the sound of the wind outside our window. It was a gale, tearing through the trees, bringing with it heavy, horizontal rain. It was extraordinary for summer. My mother
  woke too and we sat on the window seat watching the storm through the darkness.

  ‘You know, Mischa, my mother, your grandmother, always said that a summer gale was a sign of change.’ She rested her head on her arm and looked at me almost childishly. ‘She
  was very superstitious. She was always right, of course. She was right about everything.’ She sighed and her brown suede eyes grew dark with tears. ‘What would she think of me now, I
  wonder? Do you think she can see me, up there in Heaven? She’ll be folding her arms across her chest and clicking her tongue in disapproval, I should imagine. She’d have loved you,
  though, my little chevalier. Oh, yes, she’d be so proud of you.’ She reached out and touched my arm. ‘I know you loved Joy Springtoe, Mischa. I wish she hadn’t left, too.
  She brought the sunshine into the house. I want you to know that I understand. Love hurts, my darling. It hurts when they’re with you and it hurts when they leave and it hurts all the more
  when you know you’ll never see them again. But it’s worth every moment of suffering to have enjoyed those few moments of happiness. In time you’ll remember her without it hurting,
  I promise. She may even come back next year. Her fiancé died liberating this town. He was a hero. She comes back to honour him. I think she’ll be missing you too.’ I managed a
  smile, then turned to watch the gale. Reading my thoughts, she spoke them out loud. ‘I hope it brings change, for both of us.’
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Lose yourself in the vineyards
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