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But now I know. Now I really know. Of one thing I am sure. 

Love is a gift. Love is a gift.

(“But Now I Know”, performed by Jean Gabin, lyrics by Philip Green)

For postmen and postwomen everywhere.

For those books which change your life; I hope you find yours.

For the members of the Tonnerre (Thunder) family who live on Groix Island and elsewhere. You have such a wonderful name that I borrowed it for my characters.

For you, Papa.


CONTENTS

About the Author

Also By

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Rome, Piazza del Popolo,  twenty-six years earlier

Rome, on the banks of the Tiber river

Fiumicino Airport, red postbox

Beauvais Airport

Crossing from Lorient to Groix

Groix Island, Port-Tudy

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Groix Island, Port-Lay, red and blue letterbox

Chatou, thirteen years earlier

Rome, today

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Chatou, thirteen years earlier

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Groix Island

Groix Island, village centre

Nanterre, thirteen years earlier

Groix Island, Red Sands beach

Nanterre, ten years earlier

Groix Island, Kermarec

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Nanterre, eight years earlier

Paris, eight years earlier

Groix Island, Port-Tudy

Groix Island, village centre

Groix Island, the Locmaria round

Groix Island, The Family Cinema

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Paris, six years earlier

Groix Island, the Locmaria round

Groix Island, the Post Bike

Paris, four years earlier

Groix Island, Pointe des Chats

Paris, three years earlier

Groix Island, the Triskell

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Groix Island, Port-Mélite

Groix Island, L’Écume bookshop and café

Groix Island, the Locmaria round

Paris, two years earlier

Groix Island, the Locmaria round

Groix Island, village centre

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Groix Island, main postbox, village centre

Groix Island, the Locmaria round

Groix Island, village centre

Groix Island, village centre

Groix Island, Port-Mélite

Groix Island, Kermarec

Groix Island, village centre

Groix Island, Pen-Men

Groix Island, Locqueltas, small yellow postbox

Groix Island, village centre

Groix Island, the morning boat

Train between Lorient and Paris Montparnasse

Nanterre

Chatou

Le Vésinet

Le Vésinet

Paris, Montmartre

Elba Island, Tuscany, twenty-six years earlier

Rome, twenty-six years earlier and fifteen days later

Groix Island, twenty-six years earlier and three months later

Rome, the Verano Cemetery, today

Rome, Centro Storico

Rome, Piazza del Popolo

Groix Island, Kermarec

Groix Island, Port-Lay

Groix Island, Grands Sables beach

Groix Island, village centre

Music

Savoury rosemary cake recipe by Brigitte de Lomener

Acknowledgments


Rome, Piazza del Popolo,  twenty-six years earlier

He glimpses her on the terrace of Caffe Rosati in the fierce summer-like April sun, sat there with just an espresso to keep her company. Since they got together, he can’t bear to fall asleep, can’t bear to be separated from her even when he dreams. She literally stole his heart. Today, she is wearing an orange dress, her favourite colour. He now sees life through an orange filter. Her hands are wrapped around her cup so sensually that he almost envies it.

The terrace is crowded; the other customers blur into insignificance alongside her beauty. Her legs are crossed, and her hair is tousled. He is the luckiest guy on earth: she loves him! He was brave enough to ask her to marry him, to dare to be happy together. They got married just last week and haven’t yet had a chance to open their wedding gifts. They still haven’t thanked Uncle Peppe for the ghastly lamp and Aunt Maria for that hideous picture they’ll have to hang up when she visits. From now on, he’ll wake up beside her every morning. How will he find the strength to tear himself away from her to go to work?

He is standing in front of the Chiesa degli Artisti, the artists’ church. She looks up, sees him and flashes him a big warm smile. He has butterflies in his stomach and feels like he’s lying on the beach basking in the glorious Mediterranean sun. Their life together promises to be just that, sunny and joyful. He can hardly believe his luck; she is his wife now; their initials are engraved on their wedding bands uniting them forever.

She waves to him, and her ring catches the light. Just a few more steps before he can take her in his arms. It’s too early for Prosecco, they’ll have some later on. It’s her birthday, he hopes she’ll like the surprise he has prepared for her. They are dining with friends tonight though he would rather spend the evening alone with her, between the sheets.

A song by Paolo Conte goes round and round in his head: “Via con me”. Come away with me. He can already feel the softness of her body. He craves her perfume; he is just crazy about her. He hums the lyrics, It’s wonderful, it’s wonderful, it’s wonderful, I dream of you. And doesn’t see the yellow Vespa coming . . .

Suddenly, his beloved’s face twists in sheer horror. She knocks over her cup as she jumps up. The coffee spills all over the table and onto the ground. In a fraction of a second, every detail flashes before his eyes. Just before the Vespa hits him and sends him flying. And he crashes to the ground of the eternal city.

He’s not in pain, he’s not scared, he’s not cold. He can’t feel a thing. He can’t hear the scream of the driver as he falls, nor the crash of the Vespa as it smashes into a car, nor the screams of his young wife. He is unaware that she is rushing towards him, cupping his face in her hands, her wedding band gleaming in the sun. He can’t smell or taste her tears. He has forgotten about her birthday present. The last words of the song spin round and round in his crushed brain, It’s wonderful, I dream of you . . .

Then there is silence. The silence ignores the young woman weeping in the street in the April sun, a young woman for whom it will now always be winter.


Rome, on the banks of the Tiber river

My name is Chiara Ferrari, I am twenty-five years old. My family is comprised of four people, two of whom are still alive. My mother, whom I call by her first name, Livia; my father, who stupidly got himself killed before I was born; my grandmother, nonna Ornella, who was reunited with her son in heaven just last year; and my godmother, Viola, who is my mother’s childhood friend. We never laugh at home; it would be disrespectful to my father who popped his clogs before I even came out of the womb.

What purpose does a father serve anyway? I didn’t lose mine, I just never found him. I grew up in Rome, surrounded by framed photos of a young, sporty, funny, charming dad with a gleaming white smile. Every September when the schools went back and I had to fill out the emergency contact form, I would invent a new job for him. Policeman, fireman, lawyer, frogman, and even Swiss Guard at the Vatican, which was foolish of me as they only take unmarried men! When ­parents had to sign my homework, I only ever had my mother’s initials. One year, I got sick of having a ghost for a father and wrote that my father raised me alone and that my mother was dead, which wasn’t a complete lie. It caused a ruckus, and my mother was summoned to the school by the headmaster. For me I had just wanted to give my father credit where credit was due, and show everyone how much he meant to me.

I was saved by my best friend. Alessio is warm and protect­ive, and has a loving mother. He too lost his father, so we’ve always had a lot in common.

Frankly, I would have preferred to have been put in an orphanage. Livia was so cold, and never hugged me because she couldn’t hug her husband anymore. The only time she ever touched me was when she held my hand to cross the street. This was the only time we had any physical contact, though she immediately let go as soon as we got to the other side. She would back away if someone tried to kiss her. We were more like housemates than mother and daughter. She would drink grappa before going to bed alone. With a heavy heart and a twinge of guilt, I waited to grow up, leave home and console myself with grappa too.

Livia blamed me for not being sad about my father’s death. But how could I be sad? I only ever knew him dead. “You’re a wicked girl,” she once said to me when I lit a candle on Dad’s birthday and joyfully sang, Happy Birthday to you! It came from the heart. I had never heard him speak, never seen him move, all I knew of him was his silent, pearly white smile on glossy paper.

I can best describe his death as a blurred and melancholy presence, rather than an absence. Livia once told me she would have preferred to have him, rather than me. I don’t blame her. After all, a husband takes you on holidays, he parks the car, he brings you flowers after work. He is of more use than a little girl, who has to be taken to school, the doctor, the dentist, and helped with her homework. Deep down, I knew what she meant. Me too, I would rather have had him than her. He was amazing. A guy who made it all the way to heaven a week after his wedding, run over by a Vespa while crossing the Piazza del Popolo. Now that’s quite a feat. A record breaker; something to be proud of.

Being born in the country of close-knit, happy, loving families to a mother who won’t touch you, is an affliction worse than not liking pasta or tomato sauce; it’s simply unforgivable. Apart from my school photos, there isn’t a single picture of me as a child. Her husband’s portraits are the only ones that Livia lets us put up. I am surplus to requirements, no more no less.

This evening, twenty-six years and one day after the death of my father, we are celebrating Livia’s fiftieth birthday on the edge of the Tiber river, in my godmother Viola’s favourite restaurant. The magnificent absent one will be there too of course, between the glasses and plates, the anti pasti and the torta with the five candles.

In actual fact, Livia’s birthday was yesterday, but as her husband died on her birthday, she erased that date from the calendar. Every year on this fateful day, we keep our heads down, sulk, look miserable and avoid her. The next day, life resumes its normal course.

We start the evening with a Spritz and move on to Prosecco. Livia blows out her candles, Viola claps. Mattia, Viola’s married-lover-with-kids, calls to wish Livia happy birthday. My mother and godmother’s eyes take on a glazed look, they are drunk. Only a quarter of an hour to go, then I’ll be able to go home with a clear conscience.

Suddenly, Viola raises her glass and looks my mother in the eye. “It’s better for everyone.”

No one knows what she is talking about. So she goes in for the kill.

“It’s better for everyone, that’s what you decided twenty-­six years ago, Livia. Don’t you remember?”

My mother frowns. She looks daggers at her friend.

Viola turns to me. “Livia has been lying to you since you were born. She is not the perfect grieving widow that everyone thinks. She doesn’t know who your father is.”

Feeling very uncomfortable, I grin stupidly.

“Don’t listen to her, Chiara,” my mother says sharply.

But Viola is relentless. “No, you must listen to me. You may be the daughter of a Frenchie. Livia decided at the time that it was better to pretend your father was her dead husband. In fact, there’s a one in two chance he is.”

After dropping her bombshell, my loving godmother smiles maliciously. Livia is reeling from the shock, and I am trembling. At that very second, our whole world comes tumbling down.

My father is French? Paralyzed with shock, I repeat Viola’s words over and over to myself. The waiter gets his timing wrong. He comes up to our table and asks if we want another bottle. No one answers him. Livia glares at her childhood friend. Viola has a spiteful look on her face, I don’t recognize her anymore. Their mutual hatred is palpable.

“You’re drunk!” shouts Livia.

“Like you were, the night you met your French friend!” screeches Viola. “A bit less limoncello and Chiara might never have been born!”

“How dare you say such a thing in front of her, have you no shame?”

“And you, you’re not ashamed about lying to your own daughter?”

“Why today of all days?” asks Livia.

Her voice trembles. My mother looks like a betrayed and wounded child. For the first time ever, she drops her guard.

“Revenge,” says Viola. “You told Mattia to dump me. He told me what you said, I didn’t believe him at first. When he called earlier, I could see from your face it was true.”

I hold my breath. Maybe I’ll wake up from this nightmare and find my father grinning in his photo frame, Livia and Viola thick as thieves, and Alessio calling for a chat. Everyone back in their rightful place. 

“Mattia will never leave his wife,” croaks Livia.

“You’re a witch,” hisses Viola. “Strega! Puttana! ”

“He makes you suffer! He doesn’t deserve you! I just want what’s best for you. And you crucify me? I trusted you! Chiara, I can explain . . .”

“No,” I say bluntly.

In a stupor, I witness these two women tearing each other apart. The same two that raised me, both battered by life’s harsh realities.

“Viola is lying,” screams Livia as she grips my wrist. “Don’t believe what she says. Your father was wonderful, besides you’re the spitting image of him!”

My mother just deliberately touched me. For the first time in years. This shocks me as much as discovering that my mythical father may not be my real father.

“Livia is lying!” screeches Viola yet again, grabbing my other wrist. “I kept the letter she wrote to me saying that it was better for everyone. The Frenchman was from an island in Brittany. I think his surname had something to do with the weather.”

“I’ll never forgive you!” roars Livia.

She looks me straight in the eye to convince me.

“Your father was killed crossing Piazza del Popolo,” she pleads. “It was my fault because he was looking at me instead of watching where he was going. He died because of me. And I have to bear this cross for the rest of my life.”

She closes her eyes, she doesn’t see me anymore, she’s elsewhere; in that dark place she wakes up in every morning.

“Mattia is dumping me because of you!” shouts Viola with fury. “Ti odio! You are hateful! Believe me, Chiara, there’s a one in two chance your father is alive.”

Livia jumps up with a start and runs out of the restaurant in hysterics.

I’m too upset to go after her.

I look at my godmother. My whole life is in tatters.

“Why today, on her birthday of all days?” I ask.

“Her birthday was actually yesterday, not today. And I’m fifty years old too, you know. Your mother lost her husband, but in return she gained the esteem of the idiots who think that a woman has to be a wife and a mother to have made something of herself. I’ve got nothing, no husband, no bambini, all I had was Mattia a couple of afternoons a week. And she’s snatched that tiny crumb of happiness from me. All I did was give her a dose of her own medicine.” 

“Yet I’m the one paying for it.”

“You’re what they call collateral damage. She should have told you the truth a long time ago. She ended up believing her own lies by blotting out the past.”

“What actually happened? Did the Frenchman rape her?” I ask, raising my voice in my distress.

At a nearby table, my words startle two priests about to tuck into a mountain of risotto alla parmigiana.

“Her husband had just died, she was sinking lower and lower,” says Viola. “I forced her to come away with me for a weekend to the island of Elba in Tuscany, to stay with my cousin. Your mother was very beautiful, you know, she had all the men at her feet. They never noticed me, they only had eyes for her . . .”

I think of that picture at home of the two friends on the beach in Ostia. They were the same age I am today. Livia was bewitching, Viola had a pleasant face, but they weren’t in the same league.

“Your mother couldn’t dance; she was in mourning. She was the only one dressed in black, and she sat watching us, sipping her limoncello. The previous day, some French fishermen returning from the port helped my cousin change her flat tyre. She had driven her Panda over a nail in the countryside, so she bought them a round of drinks to thank them. One of them came over and spoke to your mother, who burst into tears. I thought that was a good thing, as she needed to let go, cry, let it all out, instead of being holed up at home as if she was dead.”

“Did he console her?” I ask angrily.

“I danced the night away without giving her a second thought. I saw her again the next morning, as we were flying back to Rome. She didn’t tell me a thing. She had got drunk and was ashamed. The grieving widow who betrays her husband’s memory, just imagine what people would say! When she discovered that she was pregnant, she told only me, not even the gynaecologist. The Frenchman looked a lot like your father. You were a premature baby, the doubt persisted, you could have been the daughter of either of them.”

Livia, the model widow, went off the rails after his death with a passing stranger. I can hardly believe what I’m hearing.

“I’m the only one who knew, for twenty-six years,” concludes Viola.

“And you just decided to spit it out now,” I say in disgust.

“You’ll notice that I waited until your grandmother had passed!”

Nonna Ornella always looked for her son in my every word and gesture. But if my father is not my father, does that mean she’s not my grandmother? Yet I loved her more than Livia. I sigh.

“Revenge is clearly a dish best served cold. Do you feel better now?” I ask her.

Viola shakes her head, she doesn’t dare look me in the eye anymore. I get up and head towards the door. I came to this dinner full of good intentions and I’m leaving with my whole life in tatters, feeling even more unwanted than before. The crack has now become a chasm. Questions go round and round in my head. Outside, I take deep breaths to calm my nerves. But something is bothering me. I rewind. Viola is settling the bill. I go back inside.

“His name had something to do with the weather, but which island was it?”


Fiumicino Airport, red postbox

The Red Postbox has two distinct slots, one marked “Rome and district” and the other one marked “All other destin­ations”. A young woman slides three envelopes into the left slot. The Postbox must be immune to sorrow in view of all the sad words it sees, be it letters announcing bad news, heartbreak or suicide. Airports exacerbate emotions. This Postbox prefers receiving love letters. It can tell what emotion the letter contains—rage, affection, despair, desire—by the way the addresses are written.

In the fourteenth century, in Rome, Venice and Genoa, the first public postboxes were actually a means for the people to denounce their fellow citizens; anonymous accusations were dropped into the postboxes to be sent to the state. Monogrammed writing paper was the preserve of the aristocracy at the time—nothing like the emails, texts and social media used today. The young woman who just posted three letters for Rome knows that they will take two days to reach their recipients: two women and a man.

If the Red Postbox had arms, it would hold the envelopes up to the light and read their contents or steam them open and unfold the paper. This is impossible, of course, but it doesn’t stop the Postbox from letting its imagination run riot.

The young woman is called Chiara Ferrari, her name is on the back of the envelopes. She has written to Livia, Viola and Marco. Her handwriting slopes to the right and is so nervous and violent that it has punctured the paper in several places.


Beauvais Airport

As the plane touches down on French soil, the Italian passengers clap. I’m exhausted, I only slept three hours last night.

The island is called “Groix”, Viola pronounced it phone­t­ically. “Gro” and then “ix” in her Italian accent. As soon as I got home, I bought a one-way plane ticket to Paris, not knowing how long I would stay. I told Alessio everything, he was very supportive and reassured me I was doing the right thing.

I’ll take a bus to Porte Maillot in Paris, then the metro to Montparnasse station, and then a train headed for Brittany. I’ll get off in Lorient, in the Morbihan region. Then all I’ll have to do is board the boat.

I’ve switched roles. I’ve gone from the heroine of a tragedy, daughter of a grieving widow, to the protagonist of a vaudeville comedy.


Crossing from Lorient to Groix

I learned French at a French convent school in Rome where Livia insisted on sending me. Now I finally understand why . . . But I don’t speak Breton, which is spoken exclusively in Brittany. All the signs here are in both languages. I board the boat at Lorient and get off on Groix Island. This is the first time I have set foot in France.

The map of France is the shape of a hexagon. It also resembles a man in profile, and his big, hooked nose is Brittany. I’ve heard that the Breton people are gutsy, assertive, and down to earth. I’m searching for an islander. I just hope he is still alive, that he hasn’t sailed off to some far away land and that I won’t disappoint him. You’ve never disappointed me, Alessio, and I hope you can say the same about me. I bet I’m the only passenger on this boat who has no one waiting for them and nowhere to stay.

You can always spot an Italian speaking French because of the way they pronounce the “u” and the “oi”. We don’t say “u” but “ou”. We don’t say “oi” but “o-i”. At the ferry ter­minal, I approach the ticket office.

“A ticket for Gro-ix, please.”

“Where?”

I refer to the flyer with the timetables and prices of the ferry connections. The young woman smiles.

“One way or a Two-Island Pass with two round trips?”

My stomach rumbles, I haven’t eaten anything since my panino at five o’clock this morning.

“One way please.”

The boat is heaving with passengers, groups of overjoyed families and couples brimming with vitality. It’s a spring bank holiday weekend. I miss you, Alessio. You know how the sight of a happy family always tugs at my heartstrings. Livia raised me on pizze and pasta, and I was a chubby kid. I lost weight and my illusions the day I heard her confiding in Viola. If it weren’t for Chiara I would have remarried and lived happily ever after! Our little cocoon, papa, mama, bambina, was like prison for her. In Italian, we put the accent on the second “a” of “papà”. The word “papa” without an accent, means the Pope. To be frank, the Pope is more real to me than my father. At least he is alive and he always looks welcoming.

“Dad, look!”

I love other people’s dads. I love them all: tall, small, chubby, lean, bald, hairy, moustached, bearded, sophisticated or rustic. I would have settled for any dad, whatever he looked like, even ugly or toothless. And I would have been a daddy’s girl.

The upper deck of the boat is packed, there are people with suitcases, sandwiches, dogs, cats, guitars, smiling faces, sunglasses, headphones, you name it. I sit down with my duffel bag in front of what can only be described as the model family, beaming with happiness, like something out of a breakfast cereal ad. The father is a tall, muscular, sporty-looking blond with a surfer’s jaw, blond curls and pale eyes, dressed in blue jeans, a cable knit sweater and red New Balance trainers. The mother is a sexy brunette in a light green puffer jacket, jeans and black boots. I envy this couple for a second; they are good looking, carefree, and parents to a pair of boisterous twins in dungarees, one red, the other blue, who are playing in between their legs. I can imagine all four of them cuddling up in bed on Sunday mornings, sat around the kitchen table on dark winter nights or opening presents around the Christmas tree. The parents are wearing the same round-beaded bracelet, probably from some far-flung destination they visited before the twins arrived. We’re the same age, but we clearly haven’t experienced the same solitude. I’ve tried my hand at several trades, I’ve been a market stall holder at Porta Portese flea market, a waitress at Caffe delle Arti, and a sales assistant in one of the boutiques on the exclusive via Veneto. I’m currently working in a large bookshop. In fact, I left Rome this morning without telling Livia, Viola, my boyfriend Marco, or even my employer. After last night’s drama, I quit everything on a whim. We were celebrating my mother’s life, yet it was my life that changed forever.

I don’t live with Marco, I’m a commitment-phobe, scared of getting hurt, and suffering because of a man. This way, I’m not responsible for anything or anyone. I don’t have kids or a goldfish, I don’t even own a coffee machine. I drink my espressos at the Nuclear Bar next door. I don’t have a car, I get around on a Piaggio Scarabeo moped—I avoid Vespas. I’m not a homeowner either, I rent a one-bedroom flat in Monte Mario.

“Nolan, stop rolling around on the floor. Evan, get up!” The twins in dungarees are not listening to their mother.

Their father is busy typing away on his laptop. The mother’s phone rings, she turns around to answer it. Her attention is elsewhere for a second. At that very moment, a woman walks past with a wrinkled Shar-Pei puppy. The little boys stare, their eyes like saucers, then run after the puppy, waddling and staggering on their little legs as the boat rolls. It all happens so fast. The puppy’s owner picks the dog up and walks down the iron staircase leading to the lower deck. Confused, the twins stop short. Red dungarees begins to climb clumsily down the iron steps, nearly breaking his neck in the process. Blue dungarees approaches the handrail that separates the passengers from the ocean and slips underneath. Their ­parents haven’t noticed a thing.

I instinctively kick their father, who is sat opposite me. Startled, he eyes me warily as if I’m mad. There isn’t time to speak, so I point at both children and we dive towards the twins. I grasp hold of blue dungarees by one foot as he squirms under the railing on the edge of the abyss. Fear gives me hidden strength. He resists but I manage to pull him back onto the deck, away from the big black waves crashing against the hull. I turn around breathless. The father has red dungarees clasped against him tightly, the child struggles but he is out of danger.

“He missed a step, I grabbed him by his dungaree strap. I had the fright of my life,” he said.

“MUMMMMMYYY! ” screams Nolan, trying to escape his father.

“MUMMMMMYYY! ” echoes Evan, pulling at my arm. Their mother turns around, frowning.

“What are you doing? Let go of my children!”

I nearly choke in rage.

“If I hadn’t been there, one would have drowned and the other would have broken his neck falling down those stairs. You should thank me, rather than yelling at me!”

She goes pale, pockets her phone, rushes to the toddlers and flings her arms around them, squeezing them against her. They nestle up to her. They had a near miss. Their father goes to shake my hand.

“My name is Gabin, like the actor.”

“My name is Chiara, like my mother’s middle name. Which actor?”

“When I was young, love was my right, A passing cloud, a pleasant night, Love was my right, and love was my delight . . . But now I know, but now I really know! ” 

“Excuse me?”

“You must know Jean Gabin! You’re not a cinema goer?”

“I am, but I know Italian cinema, not French.”

“You idiots!” shouts the mother of the dungareed twins, giving them a shake. “Do you have any idea?”

“Everything is fine, they’re safe and sound,” Gabin just says rather than hugging his wife to calm her down.

“No, everything is not fine!” she wails. “If I had arrived without them, I would have died of remorse and my parents would have killed me!”

“They’re alright now,” I add, before turning to Gabin.

“You can’t take your eyes off that pair for a second, can you!”

“I don’t know, I don’t have children,” he answers. I stare at him astonished.

“You’re not their father?”

“No, this is the first time I’ve ever seen them. By the way, you’ve got a mighty kick on you . . . my poor shin, I’ll be limping for days! When I saw those kids in danger, I just sprang into action.”

“Their father cleared off to Nepal,” whispers their mother. “The bastard dumped me to get high in the Himalayas.”

“But you’re both wearing the same bracelet!” I say, pointing to their wrists. Gabin’s beads are black with a purple sheen, those of the twins’ mother are a beautiful deep crimson.

“Sheer coincidence,” she says. “My ex gave me mine when I was pregnant, apparently they’re meant to protect newborns. I hung onto it out of superstition.”

“The garnet is the sacred stone of Native Americans, it was a gift,” says Gabin-like-the-actor.

I smile. Firstly, because no one died, and the twins have their whole life ahead of them to screw up. Secondly, because the model family is not a model family after all. We always think the grass is greener on the other side. And lastly, because you, Alessio, would have known that Gabin wasn’t their father. You would have pointed out that they were looking at their mother, not the man sitting next to them. I feel so alone right now, and this emptiness weighs heavily on me as we enter the port and the ferry solemnly sounds its horn. Families, friends and dogs are waiting for their loved ones, delighted to see them again. I, on the other hand, am looking for a man whose name is weather-related in some way. It’s getting dark. I don’t know where I’ll be sleeping tonight. The island is tiny, just five miles long and two and a half miles wide. If the hotels are full, what will I do?

The boat manoeuvres and docks. The mother of the dungareed twins takes a pair of toddler reins out of her bag that she hooks to both her sons’ trouser straps, and holds her hand out to us, pale with fright.

“The word ‘thank you’ can’t begin to convey my gratitude,” she says, overwhelmed by emotion. “My name is Urielle. It’s the name of a Celtic archangel. I’m Grèke.”

“That’s where the Athenians landed,” replies Gabin to raise her spirits.

She manages a weak smile, holding the reins tightly.

“Not Greek from Greece, but Grèke from Groix. The Groix islanders are known as Greks, which is the Breton word for the special coffee pots traditionally used by the fishermen on the tuna boats. We also say the Groisillons. I was born here, but I live in Paris, right next to the Bataclan. I’ve come to stay with my parents for the weekend.”

The Parisian concert venue and its tragic past seem to have become a landmark like the Eiffel Tower or the Louvre. She points at us and asks if we’re together. I laugh, despite my anxiety. I had been convinced that she was married to Gabin, and she thinks Gabin and me are an item! 

“In fact, we don’t even know each other. My name is Chiara Ferrari, no connection with the car. I live in Rome.”

“My name is Gabin Aragon, no connection with the poet. I’m Corsican. And a novelist. I’m here to research a book I’m writing about the island.”

The passengers gather their belongings, children stare, dogs bark, it’s time to get off.

“Do you have friends here or are you staying in a hotel?” asks Urielle.

“I haven’t booked anywhere,” I say. “I’ll go to the tourist office for some ideas.”

“My parents have a big house; I wouldn’t dream of you staying in a hotel!”

“Do they rent out rooms?”

“It’ll be their way of thanking the person who saved their grandson’s life. I’ll be offended if you refuse. How about you?” she asks Gabin.

“I’m like a snail, got my house on my back,” he jokes, pointing at his backpack. “I’ve rented a bungalow at the Red Sands campsite. That’ll do nicely while I scout around and interview anyone willing to talk to me.”

“Come for dinner tonight in Port-Lay, we can help you. I’ll pick you up around eight? If it wasn’t for you, Nolan could have been killed.”

She bites her lower lip. Her hands tremble.

“I’ll rent a bike,” says Gabin.

“I’m warning you now that the downhill stretch along the coast to our house will be tough to climb back up after my mother’s dinner. You should accept my offer.”

He gives in. They agree to meet in front of a guesthouse called the Sémaphore de la Croix.


Groix Island, Port-Tudy

We get off the boat and Gabin heads to a bike rental shop called Coconuts. Urielle hands the children’s reins to a woman who looks just like her, only thirty years older, and kisses a man in a faded pink jacket. I stand back. The person I’m looking for may well be on this busy dock right now to welcome his family and not have the foggiest that I exist.

“Welcome to our little rock, my korrigans,” says Urielle’s mother beaming at her grandchildren. “Korrigans” I later find out are goblin or sprite-like creatures from Breton folklore.

“I took the reins off during the crossing, and I got a call from the studio. I should never have taken it! The boys escaped, and things nearly ended badly,” gasps Urielle, still in shock. “Chiara saved Evan. So I said she’s welcome to stay with us.”

“Oh no, how dreadful! Thank you my dear!” exclaims the woman as she hugs the twins who are squirming to get away from her. “I’m Rozenn, Roz for short. And this is my husband Didier.”

“I only took my eye off them for a second!” says Urielle.

“A second is all it takes, as we know only too well,” says Roz, suddenly serious. “We’ll stop off in the village and light a candle to thank the good Lord.” 

Nonna Ornella also lit altar candles in Rome until they replaced them with electric ones. She was so angry with the parish priest that she decided that she would no longer give anything to the collection. But every month, she would still discreetly slip an envelope into the rectory letterbox.

We all pile into a small French car that smells of wet dog. The parents sit in the front, I have my bag and Evan on my knees, Urielle has Nolan and her laptop on hers. While the car struggles to climb the hill, Urielle leans in towards me.

“You’re going to meet my big sister Danielle,” she whispers. “One day when she was three years old, before I was born, my mother was working in the garden and my father was doing odd jobs when Danielle leaned out of the upstairs window and fell out. We lived in the village of Le Méné at the time. She smashed her head on the patio that day and her future along with it. Since then, she is neither happy nor unhappy, she is emotionless, obedient, dependent, infantile. She no longer speaks only sings, and can imitate any voice to perfection. She can’t read a score, but she has a perfect ear. She can only express herself through song lyrics. Stop wiggling around, Nolan, you’re hurting me!”

The little boy bursts into laughter while unbalancing his brother who is squirming around on my thighs. The car arrives in the square, and halts in front of a war memorial. Nearby there is a merry-go-round, a gift shop called Bleu Thé and a bookshop, L’Écume.

Urielle points out the church bell tower, crowned by a life-size tuna fish, because, she explains, the island was the main French fishing port for albacore tuna until 1940. Inside the church the twins trot towards the nave and the lit candles.

“Don’t touch!” roars Roz.

The boys obey her silently. She gives them each a coin, which they slip into the box, and she lights the candles.

“Thank you, dear God, for protecting my little rascals,” she says fervently.

Above us swings an ex-voto of a boat. I realize the man I am searching for most likely knows this place, has probably been here for a christening, a wedding, or a funeral. It then hits me that if he has left the island, I’ve come for nothing.

“I forgot to post my letter,” says Roz to Urielle. “Could you do it for me darling? I’ll take care of the little ones.”

I walk down the village with Urielle. The large yellow postbox has two slots: On the left it says “Morbihan 56”, and on the right “Other districts and abroad”.

“In Rome, our postboxes are red,” I say, surprised.

“In France they’ve been yellow since the 1960s, before that they were blue,” replies Urielle. “They are manufactured in Brittany, in Nantes. I know that because my mother works at the post office. In fact, each country has its own colour, yellow in Germany, green in China, blue in the United States, red in England—and Italy of course.”

I watch the letter slide into the postbox.
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