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For the painter Simone Marini, who, 

six months after the death of Isabella Peroni, 

gave me a sealed bottle containing her voice.

 

For the Groix islanders, proud owners

of this small land perched on the ocean.

 

For those who hail from elsewhere,

yet chose to make Groix their home.

 

For all those who have been

profoundly affected by Brittany.





Me’zo ganet e kreiz ar mor, 

I was born in the midst of the ocean

Yann-Ber Kalloc’h

 

 

Whence comes its name? 

Is it fairy or witch? 

Or from some black inferno, 

like the mud of its furrows 

They say its joy can be seen

As well as its cross

I speak of the island of Groix.

Gilles Servat, Michelle Le Poder

 

 

Behold, an island is outward bound

That has slumbered in our gaze,

since infancy

Jacques Brel





31st October

Joe, Groix Island

My name is Joseph, you always called me Joe. That’s me sat in the front row, red-eyed, wearing an oilskin jacket, with a turquoise sweater draped over my shoulders. You used to say the scent of lilies was strong enough to wake the dead. I should have bought you some. You knew the meaning of love, but you had a wicked sense of humour. You spent our married life playing your lousy jokes on me. I still can’t believe that a woman as vivacious and lively as you has gone. There must be a catch somewhere. Maybe it’s one of your pranks? 

Our children arrived by boat. Cyrian drove from Paris with his wife Albane, their daughter Charlotte and puppy Oskar in his black Porsche Cayenne that he left in the car park at Lorient. Sarah took the train, using her walking stick instead of her wheelchair. Cyrian dealt with everything the way he runs his business. He chose your coffin, and took care of the funeral notice and the service booklet which bore a breathtakingly beautiful photo of you. Our son may not be friendly, funny or endearing, but he does do things properly. The church pews are all full—us Groix islanders on one side, mainlanders on the other, your family in the front row. Our friends’ children were married here and their parents buried here. We used to sit at the back of the church holding hands. Now here I am, sat in the front row like the teacher’s pet, reaching for your hand. The ex-voto boat swinging above my head is making me giddy. Behind the altar, under the crucifix, there is a big anchor surrounded by two angels. The new rector, young Father Dominique, conducts the service himself. In the past, it didn’t matter which day of the week you died because there were priests living on the island. Not anymore. Good timing, Lou, you left on the right day, so you’ll get the full works. The local La Kleienn choir sings “Audite Silete” by Michael Praetorius. The music is beautifully intense and charged with emotion. I feel so empty inside; I long for the sea, our old life, and you. I want you, Lou, you and our special camembert and caramel pancakes with salted butter. A cardiologist with a broken heart, ironic isn’t it. I’m badly shaven, I didn’t polish my shoes. My daughter-in-law Albane is shocked that I’m wearing my turquoise sweater. You gave it to me on our last wedding anniversary, Lou. I mean I am the widower for pity’s sake, can’t they just leave me alone! I always wear a sweater on my shoulders, it’s my trademark. Our friends joke that if I die before them, they’ll come to my funeral with a “Joseph” on their shoulders. You won’t be there to see it though . . .

Life is built up in layers, like an onion. Each layer of your life is gathered here today in this church. The 7 Gang are here—our friends from Groix we used to meet for dinner at Fred’s house on the 7th of each month. The SAWIH members are here too: The Society for Aiding the Wives of Inadequate Husbands. I started the group with Jean-Pierre back when we did odd jobs for the wives of friends who were here at weekends but worked on the mainland during the week. Your family is in the front row, sitting very upright and looking impeccable. Your father, the count, died two years ago. You lost your mother in a car accident when you were just one. Your elder sisters are all sat together in a row, in height order, like the famous Dalton Brothers. I haven’t seen them since your father’s funeral. They carried on living in the family château, after I stole you away. They may resemble you physically, but they lack your spark, your bubbly personality, your general craziness and your free spirit. Your old friends from the Catholic private school are here, loyal as ever. You can spot them a mile off in their suits, scarves, moccasins and ballerina pumps; at this time of year, us islanders wear thick warm jackets, trousers and boots. You were involved in the Clara Prize, a short-story competition for teenage writers organized in aid of heart research. Your colleagues and former prize winners have all made the journey from Paris. My old friend, Thierry Serfaty, head of neurology, is here too.

The person who took over my cardio department has also showed up out of courtesy. I couldn’t stand the man, right from the outset. I took early retirement just two years ago to finally enjoy the rest of my life with you, Lou, and you stood me up big time!

You left me during the night of Saturday through Sunday, as summertime changed to wintertime. At three o’clock in the morning we all put our clocks back an hour. At that very moment, and as if to say screw you all, you drew your last breath, as the nurse was doing her rounds. In Brittany, legend has it that when someone dies, the henchman, Ankou, stops by in his creaking old cart to collect their soul. What did you say to him? Don’t forget to put your watch back an hour or you’ll miss it . . .

We leave the church through the large forecourt door that opens onto the square. The autumn sun lights up the tuna fish weathervane on top of the church spire. Everywhere else in France, the church bell towers tend to be decorated with cockerels, but Groix is an island of seafarers and was France’s leading tuna fishing port at the beginning of the twentieth century.

There isn’t a single funeral parlour on the island, due to lack of demand. The funeral procession goes around the church then heads for the cemetery on foot. I take this path every day, but this time I don’t stop for a coffee at the Triskell and I don’t have a newspaper under my arm. My heart is in smithereens. I’m devastated. You believed in your father’s god, I believe in the god of the seafarers, but he has abandoned me. I’m shipwrecked on dry land, never having set sail, drowning in my own grief.

The bell tolls. The cars stop. The old folk cross themselves. Fred’s beagle, Arthur, cocks his leg up on the hearse wheel. I glance at the dog to say thank you, he is the only one acting normally today. Our grief-stricken children walk one step behind me. I pray that all this is just one of your weird pranks. The procession passes in front of our local restaurant, The 50. Jean-Louis adapts the menu according to what’s in season. You would have chosen the tomato mille-feuille with brown crab and pepper sorbet, I would have gone for the smoked pollack and seaweed soup. You would have refused a dessert, but I would have cracked and gone for a Poire Belle Hélène and you would have sneakily devoured half of it! Now I’ll just have to stuff my face alone. What an awful thought. If I leave you some will you come back for it? We walk past Yannick, Maurie and Perrine’s art gallery. I half expect you to leap out of a canvas and give me the fright of my life. Your beauty was such, Lou, that it could have given a blind man his sight back. I didn’t see you dead. I refused to, I didn’t want this to be my last memory of you, despite my colleagues in psychiatry saying it helps the grieving process. I don’t care, I’m on strike, I refuse to mourn.

In the covered market, there appears to be movement, people are wiggling and shaking. Yet I hear nothing. I stop short. Everybody slows down, except for the hearse carrying you. I take a closer look. People are indeed dancing inside. I catch sight of a poster on one of the pillars: Silent ball organized in protest against the Society of Composers, Authors and Music Publishers and its taxation of local business owners who play music. I leave the funeral procession and walk towards the makeshift dance floor in the hall of the former covered market, which nowadays no longer houses any vendors.

“Dad!” whispers Cyrian, in embarrassment.

“Grandpa!” says his wife Albane.

I hate it when she calls me that; they can just piss off. I stretch out my arms, and spin around. Each dancer follows his or her own beat. They all have headphones, headsets, iPods, mobile phones. I move to the rhythm of a Serge Reggiani song in my head. Baffled, the funeral procession stops. Your childhood friends are staring at me, Lou, and your sisters are speechless. Cyrian tries to grab my arm, but I pull away sharply. Then Sarah throws down her stick. The other dancers move back. She takes me in her arms, and we dance together.

“Fellini died on the 31st of October,” she whispers in my ear.

We stagger and dance clumsily, each to the beat of the music in his head. Knowing our daughter, she must have chosen Nino Rota.

“I’ll be back in a minute!” I snap at Cyrian.

He steps back, disgruntled. His wife purses her thin lips. Their nine-year-old daughter Charlotte doesn’t seem bothered. Her half-sister Apple is in floods of tears. Apple is Cyrian’s eldest daughter; she is ten years old and lives with us and her mother here on the island. She doesn’t know her father very well. Since she was born, he has only made fleeting visits to see her, on her birthday, Christmas, Easter, and Mother’s Day, though that was for you, Lou. And he does his best to avoid bumping into his ex, Maëlle, Apple’s mother.

I finish the verse. “I love you, you who will never grow old, don’t ever leave me please, I love you.” I’m speaking to you one last time in my Groix dialect, me gallon, sweetheart, me karet vihan, my darling. Then I bend down in front of Sarah and pick up her walking stick.

“We need to get back to the others,” I say.

“ ‘Cortège’ is a poem by Jacques Prévert,” Sarah whispers to Apple. “That means ‘procession’.”

 

A golden old man with a watch in mourning

A Queen doing manual work with a man of England

And the trawlers of peace with the guardians of the sea.

 

Apple has her father’s eyes: blue with flecks of gold. She is a smart alec and delights in putting Prévert’s words back in the right order. We’re coming, Lou, but at Sarah’s pace. To qualify as a Groix islander, you have to have four name plaques in the cemetery, showing four generations of islanders born and deceased on this piece of rock in the middle of the ocean, three leagues off the coast of Lorient. I was born here and hail from several generations of fishermen. You were born in your father’s castle, an heiress worthy of knights and huntsmen. You gave all this up when you married me, though you gained a jewel in return: Groix. And I was your soul mate, your confidant, your proche, or “piroche”, as Apple used to say when she was little—and the word stuck.

The island protects as much as it isolates. When arriving on Groix, those who are devoted to it get back what they once lost. When leaving Groix, you take its shadow with you, like a hitchhiker, it stays with you, and you live for the day you will return. Groix, a five by two and a half mile bite-sized chunk of reality gets under your skin. It’s amazing watching the boat pass between the two lights at the entrance to Port-Tudy and the dock. The magical islands serve as a daymark for the islanders’ souls. And anything less than the truth, has no place here.

When Sarah and Cyrian were children, I told them that the Groix islanders’ hearts were surrounded by sea water. On the first day of the school holidays, I would take them to swallow a glass of sea water. We would head to the beach, whatever the weather, and drink it looking into each other’s eyes. Cyrian, the eldest, was the first to quit this ritual. Sarah held on a little longer just to please me. I still do it with Apple. I tried it with Charlotte the few times she came, but she spat it all out. As for Albane, she shrieked like a hysterical gull, so I gave up.

When I saw you encircled by candles to port and starboard, it reminded me of the death vigils and other morbid jubilations of Lucien Gourong, the globetrotting Groix storyteller. I remember the last time we saw him live, we came back singing at the top of our voices. She lost her cherry in the Kerlivio valley. I’m not laughing so much now.

Apple trembles when they lower your coffin into the ground. She tries to take her father’s hand, but his arms just dangle. Charlotte stares at her phone. She seems frustrated that there’s no signal here. Apple’s eyes are misty with tears. Your two granddaughters have nothing in common except their father. Family is important, it’s crucial really. But today it’s crucifying me.

I’m always amazed in interviews when they ask, What was the happiest day of your life? and the reply is invariably, The day my children were born. For me, it was the day you smiled at me for the very first time. Our children were a given, a natural consequence of our love. But the true miracle for me was that you loved me, Lou, with that bewitching look of yours and your ravishing beauty. And your dazzling smile, oh yes, I am still blinded by your smile even though you’ve gone.

When your holier than thou sister said you were happy to be beside the Good Lord, I objected and said no, you were happy with us. God either made a mistake or had gone away for the weekend and his stand-in ticked the wrong name on the list.

I grew up on this island. There were two schools, one blessed by God and one run by the Devil, one Catholic and one secular. I went to both of them. I was then a border at Lorient college before studying medicine in Rennes. I worked my socks off and secured an internship in a Paris hospital. We got married. I refused to go and live in the family château with your father like your obedient sisters’ husbands did, something he always held against me. Then our children came along, first Cyrian and then Sarah. I took out a twenty-year mortgage on an apartment in Montparnasse near the station where the trains depart for Brittany. I chose to work in the public health service rather than practise in the private sector where I would have earned ten times more. We always returned to Groix for the school holidays. And then we moved to the island permanently with our cheerful group of young, retiree friends. It was festive and fun. We were carefree again with nothing to weigh us down. Until last spring, that is, when you ruined everything, my love. You were fifty-six years old and I didn’t see it coming.

Cyrian and his family live in the Parisian suburb of Le Vésinet, Sarah lives in the Marais area of central Paris. They have both got successful careers in different areas, and have never been any trouble to us at all, even when you insisted on moving into a nursing home at the end of June and I had to agree to it, which just about killed me. I didn’t tell anyone why; I was bound by medical secrecy. In any case, it was no one else’s business, and you wouldn’t have wanted people to know. Our friends didn’t understand. Our children were embarrassed at the idea of you being there, but neither of them came to help us. Cyrian buried himself in his work and offered to pay for you to be cared for at home. Sarah took to the bottle and one-night stands. They came back and forth a few times to see you, but you deserved more. Then one day they got here too late . . . As for Charlotte, you hadn’t seen her in over a year.

I’m one of the lucky ones who always lands on his feet. I usually beat Apple at Monopoly, I always find a parking space in Paris, the tills close after me at the supermarket. I met you, you fell in love with me. I was born under a lucky star, but you took that star with you leaving me in the darkness. You were always late, it was the story of your life. When I think of the number of planes, trains, curtain-raisers, and film screenings we missed because of you. This is the first time that you’ve ever been early, that you actually beat me to it. That’s a good one. When do I laugh?

I don’t cry. Whenever we attended funerals together, you would quote Stan Laurel. If anyone cries at my funeral, I won’t speak to him ever again. I think back to Sarah’s poem. I’m a turquoise widower in an inconsolable sweater. A lonely sweater worn by a turquoise piroche.





1st November

Apple, Groix Island

Your jacket is still hanging up in the entrance hall, Lou—no one dares take it down. Daddy, his wife and my half-sister Charlotte came down from Paris yesterday with Oskar, their sweet labrador puppy. Before going to the church, Albane took him out in the garden.

“Oskar, number one!” she said.

And I swear to you, the little dog did a wee. Then she said, “Oskar, number two!”

He did what she said and squatted. She took a peg and a little green plastic bag out of her pocket to pick up the dog poop, then told him to stand up. How stupid can you get? Then she said to Charlotte, “Now it’s your turn, you should think about going to the little girls’ room.”

So Charlotte went inside to the bathroom. When she came back, I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “One day your mum will slip up and say, ‘Charlotte, number two!’ and pull out her peg and bag.”

She didn’t look amused, but I saw Joe’s face light up for a moment.

I have Daddy’s eyes; Charlotte has his mouth. She has straight red hair like her mother, and I’ve got dark brown curly hair like Mummy. It’s my tenth birthday today. This year I won’t be having a cake though because you’ve just died. Mummy sneakily gave me my present this morning. I hate pink things like Hello Kitty, so my new watch is black, it’s a watch in mourning like in Aunt Sarah’s poem. I like black things, peeling wallpaper, whistling pipes, an angry sea, jellyfish and mosquitoes. Did you know, Groix Island didn’t break away from the mainland. It rose up from the bottom of the sea millions of years ago. I learned that in class. I often have a nightmare that the island is sinking under the water and we all drown. I wake up crying, but never tell anyone about it.

I have about the same number of friends in Primetur and Piwizi. The island was originally divided in two: Primetur to the east and Piwizi to the west. Today, you can get married or make friends on both sides. During the school year, me and Mummy live with my grandparents in the village in a former ship-owner’s house. In the summer, we move to Locmaria where we have a small fisherman’s cottage that Mummy’s parents left her when they died. We do bed and breakfast to help make ends meet. I’m the one who bikes to the village to buy fresh bread for the guests’ breakfasts. Mummy does the cleaning, the laundry, the coffee and makes the jams. There’s no heating, so we can’t have guests in winter.

I’ve already seen lots of dead things: baby rabbits run over at night by idiots speeding, birds caught by the village cats, and once I saw a drowned man who had been washed up on a beach. I wish I hadn’t seen you though, Lou. I prefer to remember you messing up your friend Martine’s chocolate cake recipe. My friends’ grandmas bake them delicious tarts, desserts and tchumpôt cake. But you were such a bad cook that you couldn’t even do a nice omelette. But you made them with so much love, that I ate them anyway.

Mummy and Daddy haven’t spoken since I was born. Mummy says it has nothing to do with me but she’s lying. It was me being born that made everything go wrong. My half-sister Charlotte told me. Daddy wanted Mummy to move to Paris with him, but she refused to leave Groix saying there was no air in Paris. I don’t know if that’s true, I’ve never been further than Lorient. Charlotte says that he wanted her to get rid of me, but she refused. Daddy didn’t want me; I was an accident. Every time he comes to the island, Mummy rushes back to Locmaria to avoid him. I have lunch with him in the village. We don’t talk much but there is so much I want to tell him, it’s hard to keep it all to myself. He kisses me but never hugs me. I call my grandparents by their first names, Lou and Joe. Charlotte calls them Granny and Grampy.

Daddy only ever wears dark suits and ties, never jeans like the other dads here. He is always moaning about the trade union’s latest employee demands, the financial crisis and his taxes. His wife Albane is never happy either. She doesn’t like Brittany and prefers the south where the sea is warm. Aunt Sarah calls their Charlotte “the obnoxious brat”. Aunt Sarah is really pretty, she has loads of boyfriends. She has a rare neuroge de . . . neuro de ge ne . . . something disease with a complicated name, which can’t be cured. She walks with a stick and when she has a seizure, she has to sit in a special wheelchair. She has tattoos; she has Federico Fellini on her left arm, wearing a large hat and scarf, and his wife Giulietta Masina on her right arm, complete with the small hat and striped sweater from the film La Strada. Aunt Sarah says she has no time to lose, and lives life to the full. She’s also a genius; she went to that famous university where all geniuses go. Daddy also wanted to go there but he didn’t get in. He took it badly that his little sister is brainier than him. When I’m grown up, I want to be a doctor, like Joe. I’ll have to go away to study, but I’ll come back and open a surgery here.

I’m sorry that you’re dead, Lou, but not as sorry as I was that day in June when that thing happened that I swore I wouldn’t tell anyone about. I lied to everyone, even Mummy. I pretended it was Tribord’s fault. Tribord is our ginger tom cat. In the olden days, the sailors from Groix were known as the Greks. When they were out fishing on their tuna boats, the big flat-bottomed dundees with all sails set, they used tall, enamelled coffee pots known as greks. That morning, we both got scalded by the boiling coffee in our grek. I immediately put my face and your hands under cold water. We both ended up with blisters, you on your fingers and me in the corner of my eye. The scar will stay with me forever, and your secret will stay safe with me forever too. After that you moved into the nursing home. At first, I thought it was only for a while, but you never came out again. Death is for life, for ever and ever, Amen. In his sermon this morning in church, Father Dominique said we were a united and close-knit family. We’re actually just pretending. You were the only one who loved all of us. I don’t think Daddy will ever set foot on Groix again. He only ever came to see you. At the cemetery, I took his hand and he stiffened up. I felt ashamed and stepped back. I just wanted to comfort him and not feel so afraid. I know I’m a burden to him. Mummy works at the Librairie principale, one of the island’s bookshops, with her colleagues Marie-Christine and Céline. She earns a living and refuses Daddy’s money. Charlotte says I weigh heavily on him, which I don’t understand because I don’t cost him a penny. Plus I’m skinny and she’s chubby. She may be my half-sister but she weighs twice as much as me.

During the service, one of your great-nephews, who is a solo soprano singer in a Paris choir, sang such a beautiful hymn that it made a shiver go down my spine. It was called “Pie Jesu”. I don’t know my cousins very well. When you live on an island, you miss out on family gatherings. Joe, Daddy, Albane and Aunt Sarah will be sailing over to Lorient tomorrow to see the solicitor. I’m going to be alone with Charlotte for the first time.

A few days before that thing happened that I can’t mention because I promised to not tell a soul, you and Joe taught me how to do cardiac massage. We laughed so much! Joe borrowed a dummy that they use to train first aid workers. I placed my right hand at the bottom of the dummy’s chest bone with my left hand in a hooked position and my arms straight and Joe told me to press down regularly doing one hundred presses per minute. I lost count, so you took out your mobile phone and played a song at full volume, telling me to follow the beat of the music. I can’t get that song out of my head now. It’s a really old song called “Staying Alive” by a band called the Bee something. We were all shrieking along. “And we’re stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive! Ah ha ha ha, stayin’ alive, stayin’ alive! Ah ha ha ha, stayin’ aliiiiive!” I asked Joe if they gave you cardiac massage to this song when your heart stopped beating in the nursing home. He said that you were sleeping peacefully and that staying alive isn’t always the best solution.

Lou, on the other side

I’m dead but I remember everything. It’s like picking up my emails after a long break. I just had a memory lapse of several months that’s all, like a computer glitch.

I had a great send off. “Audite Silete” and “Pie Jesu” were very poignant. Those whom I cared most about were there. My sisters, my school friends, my Clara Prize associates, your old friend Thierry, the colleague you couldn’t stand who replaced you, and enough Groix islanders to crew a fishing fleet.

I love you but I can’t say it to you anymore and it breaks my heart. I wish I could touch you, dry Apple’s tears, and take Charlotte’s phone off her. She is just pretending not to care, to hide her distress. I saw you hugging Sarah, my piroche; you held on to each other like a boathook gripping a buoy. That turquoise sweater really suits you; I hesitated about the colour, but I made the right choice. I saw Cyrian almost shaking with grief, and Apple trying to take her father’s hand. I saw Maëlle hesitating, wondering whether to hug him or not, and Albane looking daggers at Maëlle.

I rewind. I’m back at our wedding. I see our families’ glum faces and our lovestruck smiles. I feel your skin against mine, your smell, your taste, I float away with you in frenzied passion. I see your fatherly pride when Cyrian was born. And your joy when Sarah came along. I remember how serious you were as you defended your thesis as a doctor of medicine. And the look of joy on your face when you became head of department. I remember your tears every time death stole a patient from you, and your laughter when you saved one. Your emotion when Thierry put a name to Sarah’s illness, and my panic the day Apple got burnt. I can still feel the cool wood of the rifle when you discovered me in your office in the middle of the night. I can still hear the New Year’s concert in Vienna, that we listened to again the first evening in the nursing home as we hugged each other tightly. My breathing slows down again as my final moment arrives. I’m not even afraid, Joe. It doesn’t even hurt. Like sand running through my fingers. Drops of water don’t suffer when they turn into foam, grains of sand don’t suffer when they are scattered on the beach.

I smile as I think of the young solicitor from Lorient to whom I gave a tricky task, that you will mistakenly think is a very bad joke. You can do it, Joe, you will succeed. You have never let me down. Well . . . apart from once.





2nd November

Joe, Lorient

You could have picked a local solicitor. But no, you had to take the boat and cross over to the mainland without telling me. You were independent then; you knew what you were doing. And at that time, you still remembered that we loved each other.

I never doubted your love for me and our children. You were so close to them, and I didn’t want to intrude, it wasn’t my place to. I left them in your charge, entrusted them to you. I did my bit, earning a living to pay for our flat, their schools, their universities, their braces, glasses, music lessons, extra maths lessons, sailing courses, fashionable clothes, computers. I remember admitting to you one day that Sarah was my favourite because I felt guilty about her disability. If looks could kill. You jumped up angrily.

“Sarah is a beautiful, bright, bubbly child! She will grow up healthy and happy.”

I tense up when I think of that intern, that stupid bastard who told us that our daughter’s illness wasn’t hereditary, but that it could often be identified in the family medical history, and did we wish to know whose side it was on. We both shouted “no” in unison, preferring to share the burden.

Life without you will be hell, Lou. No antidepressant and no therapist can ever bring you back. I loved our life together. I’m dreading the next part, without you, it makes me want to vomit, like I used to as a child when I was forced to eat cauliflower.

The day before yesterday, the procession was for you, from the church to the spot where they laid you to rest. This morning, the day after All Saints Day, the procession is for all of the deceased, from the church to that monument in memory of the sailors who have perished at sea. I’ve decided to skip it this year. When you’re a newlywed, according to tradition, you’re supposed to sit next to your spouse at the table for one year. When you’re newly widowed, you have enough grief to deal with on your own.

“My condolences, Doctor.”

The young solicitor gives me a firm handshake and looks at me sympathetically. His office is officially closed today, as yesterday was a bank holiday in France and he is making a long weekend of it. He opened it especially for us; our children have to be back at work in Paris tomorrow. I have a sunset-orange sailor’s jersey draped over my shoulders.

This lad doesn’t know us. He just sees a big Groix islander with spiky hair, a funny nose and an orange sweater. He sees the son, an urban, bougie version of his father although the physical likeness is uncanny, the suitable looking daughter-in-law who sports a carrot-coloured bob, and the gorgeous blond daughter leaning on a walking stick.

Cyrian has been stand-offish with me ever since you did a bunk, Lou. Sarah is made of stronger stuff. When people feel awkward at seeing her in a wheelchair, she taunts them by whispering that she is really a mermaid with a long fish tail instead of legs.

“Our father wishes to thank you, sir,” begins Cyrian.

Damn, I’d better mark my territory right now, otherwise it’ll be too late, he’ll take my place and before I know it, I’ll be in a care home too.

“I’m a widower, not senile, Cyrian. It was your mother who slipped away, not me. So, don’t speak for me. Is that clear?”

He takes it on the chin. I bite my lip. Why did I say “slipped away”? I can see you right now, in your summer frock, with your long, tanned legs, your proud breasts, your full lips. Old ladies die, but women slip away. You slipped away, Lou, leaving me high and dry, with a broken heart.

The solicitor clears his throat. His jeans are impeccable, and his jacket has a small crocodile motif on it. He reminds me of your nephews from the castle. Your father bore a grudge against me for a long time for having taken you prisoner on my island. Though he was a mountain of a man, he collapsed like a ton of bricks when the time came, alone in his park, beside his swans and moat. He had good reason to insist that we live there. If we had, I might have saved his life.

Your solicitor has a posh accent. I used to put on that accent when dealing with posh patients, it reassured them. But deep down, I talk like an islander. You know this, you used to hear me talking in my sleep.

“The deceased,” he announces pompously, “bequeaths her share of the flat on Boulevard Montparnasse to her husband, and her shares of the Groix house jointly to her two children.”

We had made this decision together to encourage Cyrian and Sarah to return to the island. The house is big enough for us all not to be on top of one another and I’d keep it in a good state of repair for them.

“I’m now going to read you out her last will and testament,” continues the solicitor.

Cyrian and his wife are sitting on the edge of their chairs. Sarah is leaning back in hers. Federico and Giulietta’s faces proudly straddle the armrests. The solicitor raised an eyebrow when he noticed her tattoos.

“Joe, Cyrian, Sarah, please keep this family together and united, maintain our traditions, and preserve our family values. Please keep coming to Groix for the holidays.”

Our children nod their heads obediently.

“We won’t leave you on your own at Christmas and Easter, Grandpa!” declares Albane insistently. She still refuses to use my first name.

“No problemo,” adds Sarah, giving me a conspiratorial wink.

The solicitor continues reading. “I would like Apple and Charlotte to learn how to bake my friend Lucette’s tchumpôt cake?” says the solicitor in a questioning voice.

He pronounces the word phonetically, whereas the locals say “tchoumpooote”. It’s a cake made with salted butter and brown sugar that is so rich it makes the kouign amann cake—another butter-based Breton speciality—look like the low-fat diet option. You tried, Lou, but you botched your tchumpôt every time.

“Albane took cookery classes with a famous chef,” said Cyrian. “She’ll teach Charlotte.”

I pity this great chef who had to put up with my miserable daughter-in-law. The tchumpôt is made with sugar and love, Parisian women don’t always have much of those. The solicitor gives me a strange look. My smile freezes. A ventricular contraction shakes my chest. I discreetly test my pulse. It’s racing, but I have no chest pain. Shame. Having a heart attack at the solicitor’s would have added a bit of spice to the proceedings. I would have got half a column in the local papers, Ouest France and Le Télégramme. Your children are here, so why not drop the pipe now, as they say. In days gone by, a clay pipe was placed between the teeth of anyone who was sick or dying. When the person died, their lower jaw would sag, and the pipe would fall out and break. I open my mouth as if to drop an invisible pipe. Sarah stares at me. The look in the solicitor’s eye worries me. You’ve set a trap for me, Lou, I know you.

“The deceased has added a special codicil for you, Doctor, with a bequest attached to it.”

Here we go. What do I have to do, Lou? Bungee jump off the top of Port-Saint-Nicolas? Climb the church steeple and steal the tuna fish? Repaint the nursing home in blue polka dots? I have a feeling it’s going to be comical.

“I have to read the first paragraph to all of you,” says the solicitor. He pauses and shuffles his papers around, as if he’s some reality show host, then clears his throat and begins.

“For my husband, Joe.”

I cringe at hearing this youth repeat your words.

“We loved each other very much.”

Okay, a sweetener to start with. I instinctively lower my head between my shoulders and brace myself for impact.

“Yet you betrayed me, my love.”

I reel from the shock. So you think you’re funny do you? I’ve looked at other women, yes, I’ve fantasized and even desired some of them! But I never cheated on you. And, if what my mates say is true, I’m an endangered species, old school; still in love with my wife.

Cyrian glares at me and Albane looks disgusted. Sarah seems surprised.

“This is ridiculous,” I say, forcing a smile.

“I haven’t finished yet,” says the solicitor. “You lied to me, but I forgive you,” he went on. “I don’t want our children to hear any more. It’s our business. They must leave the room now. This is for your ears only, Joe.”

The solicitor points to the door. Cyrian complies and gets up, turning his back on me. Albane follows him, staring at me as if I were the lowest of the low. Sarah leaves giving me a hard tap with her stick on her way out. I tremble with rage. Yet at the same time, I want to burst out laughing, because it’s the most horrific bad joke you’ve ever played on me. It’s terrible, Lou, but it worked. Congratulations, you’re the best! And now how do we go about proving to everyone that it’s a load of rubbish?

“For your big ears only,” continues the solicitor, unfazed. “If you are listening to these words, it means I left before you, so it’s true that people with Dumbo ears really do live longer.”

You have a very warped sense of humour, Lou.

“You are confused and angry, but I don’t blame you, Joe. But you owe me, so I am entrusting you with a tricky mission. Let’s call it ‘your punishment’.”

What, you mean you’re not joking? You really think I was unfaithful to you? So you were already out of your mind when you went to see the solicitor? If I had known beforehand, I would have had a field day! Our friends’ grandchildren had some hot babysitters. And there was that Swedish tourist I helped out once when her bike had a flat tyre. I had plenty of opportunities if I had wanted it! I wish I had now, at least then your accusations would have been justified.

“This is your mission, my piroche,” continues the solicitor. “Piroche?”

“It’s a family saying, go on,” I say.

“I am asking you to do what you can to make our children happy, as you’ve never really bothered with them. You were a wonderful lover and an amazing husband, but an absent father. Your father and grandfather were always out on fishing trips, and you followed the same model. Your ancestors were away at sea, you were permanently away at the hospital. Our children may have succeeded in their careers, but they are not happy. If my solicitor is reading this letter to you today, it means that I can’t do anything more for them. So I’m handing them over to you. Cyrian is married and a father, and Sarah is footloose and fancy free, playing the field. Yet neither of them know anything about love. If you can resuscitate patients with flat electrocardiograms, I’m sure you can bring a smile back to the faces of your two grown-up children. I’m giving you carte blanche. Happiness is infectious. And there’s a surprise at the end for you.”

What is this nonsense, Lou? Undeterred, the solicitor goes on.

“Cyrian and Sarah mustn’t know anything about this. I forbid you to tell them. I also forbid you to talk about it with the 7 Gang. This is not mission impossible. You have as much time as you need, after a two-month minimum sentence. No agency is aware of your actions. This letter will not self-destruct.”

He looks up at me.

“Is this a reference to that Tom Cruise film?”

“Not at all, it’s a reference to the series starring Peter Graves and Barbara Bain. You weren’t born at the time, it was broadcast in the sixties.”

“Do you understand what she means by the ‘7 Gang’?” he asks.

I nod and ask what the surprise is at the end.

He says that Lou wrote a letter to me and the children and that he can only hand it over to me once I have completed her mission.

“Give it to me right now!” I roar. “Sarah and Cyrian are adults, they live over three hundred miles away from here. They were free to choose the lives they wanted to lead. Lou was ill, remember? Her illness clearly prompted this preposterous idea. I’m a doctor, I know what I’m talking about. You’re a solicitor, you’re not qualified to judge other peoples’ happiness.”

“My role is limited to informing you of the deceased’s final wishes, Doctor. I will not pass comment on the manner in which you are to proceed,” he snaps.

“Who will then?” I ask.

“When I asked her, she told me she trusted you.”

“Which is odd given that she has just accused me of cheating on her,” I retort smugly.

The solicitor shrugs resignedly. “I see all sorts of things in this job. This testament makes more sense than many others. If you feel deep down, and in all honesty, that your children are happy, then come back and see me in two months’ time. You can break the seal and read her letter. Good luck, Doctor.”

He stands up to let me know our meeting is over. He is off home now to enjoy what’s left of the bank holiday. As for me, I’m going to have to face our children.

“Hold on a second! You mentioned a seal. Do you mean that the envelope has been wax sealed?” I ask.

“There is no envelope,” the solicitor replies. He then opens his desk drawer, grabs a small bottle and places it in front of me. It is sealed with wax. The label has been scratched off and the last two letters of the brand are missing, so that it now reads “Champagne Merci”. It contains two folded pieces of paper. I recognize the bottle. The last time I saw it was one June, on a summer solstice evening. I was still an overworked boss at that time, and Apple was just a few months old . . .





Ten years earlier

Lou, Groix Island

It’s the summer solstice tonight. We had decided to go on a picnic, so I lovingly prepared us some sandwiches. Even though I take cookery classes and have a whole shelf of recipe books at my disposal, everything I touch is a disaster. Knowing this, you had bought some crisps and Haribo to compensate. We take the moped to go and have our picnic on the beach. We are the only ones there, sat on a large towel, being spied on by a seagull who has his eye on our food. He has seen us before and knows we won’t finish all the sandwiches, though you eat half of yours to please me. Sarah and her fiancé Patrice have just passed their university entrance exams. They are trekking across Corsica right now. They’re getting married in October; the invitations have already gone out. Cyrian took the same exam but flunked it. He is seeking comfort in the arms of his new girlfriend, Albane. You said it will take him down a peg or two, but he could have been spared such humiliation. You’re a wonderful doctor, my love, but you don’t understand our son. When you wanted to become head of department, you gave it your all and succeeded. Cyrian has to live in your shadow; he’s always afraid of disappointing you, sometimes paralyzed by fear. And he knows Sarah is your favourite. You don’t like Albane, and you call her Eliane, Ariane, Morgane . . . You never get her name right. You prefer his ex, Maëlle, the mother of our little Apple, who is eight months old now and a real sweetheart. I’m such a mother hen. If my chicks are doing well, I cluck happily. And you can be the rooster, darling. To love a child is to let go of the child you dreamed of having and accept the one you’ve got, as they are, not as you want them to be. Cyrian isn’t someone you would have chosen as a friend, but he is your son, Joe. Besides, he is the spitting image of you.

 

The Grands Sables beach is the only convex beach in Europe, and completely unspoilt too. The sea currents that skirt the island sweep up the sand and drop it further along. Storms have caused the beach to move several hundred metres north-westward over time, and it’s starting to take over the rocky outcrop of the Pointe de la Croix. I’ve brought a half-bottle of Mercier champagne along and two champagne flutes, real ones, not plastic. You pop the cork just as the sun sinks into the sea. You have a bright red “Joseph” on your shoulders. All we need is Barber’s “Adagio for Strings” conducted by Leonard Bernstein and we’d be in heaven.

“To love!” you yell.

“Look at me as we toast, Joe,” I reply, “otherwise seven years of no sex!”

You obey instantly.

“Can you think of a song that would fit this moment, my piroche?” I ask. I expect you to choose Barbara, Reggiani, or Brel. You finally choose a song by Serge Lama but change the words, adding Lou, so it doesn’t rhyme anymore.

“An island between the sky and Lou! An island with no men or ships,” you sing.

I then sing a song by Michel Fugain and his group Big Bazar, “Sing for life, sing . . . As if you’re gonna die tomorrow!”

The tide goes out, leaving behind seaweed and seashells on the shore. Laughter erupts from an anchored sailing boat.

“Everything is symbolic on midsummer’s night, Joe. We are halfway through the year and halfway through our lives.”

“Yes, we need to live life to the full,” you reply, “and make the most of every moment, carpe diem. You know your sandwiches are revolting, but your kisses are delicious.”

You lean towards me; I push you back.

“I fell in love with you the very first time I saw you at my cousin’s wedding, Joe. You were such a terrible dancer that I couldn’t resist you.”

“That’s not true, I’m supple and graceful. Girls used to love it when I asked them for a slow dance,” you retort.

“I noticed you because of that odd-looking sailor sweater hanging over your shoulders. I must have looked like a canary in my ridiculous yellow dress. I offered you my heart and you took it.”

“It was the first time I had ever set foot in a château, Lou, and seen a bridegroom in tails, and women wearing hats other than Breton headdresses. I was impressed. Then I saw you and I knew . . .”

 

Growing up without a mother meant I was a badly dressed child. My father had a castle but no fortune, all his money went into the roof and the moat. I’m the fifth daughter; I wore my elder sisters’ cast-offs that didn’t fit them properly and looked hilarious on me. You came up to me at the wedding and said, “You have such deep blue eyes; I would love to drown in them.” I told you that what you had just said made no sense. And that you danced like a bull in a china shop.

Back on the beach all these years later, I ask you to promise me something.

“Don’t make me promise to eat those sandwiches!”

“I’m serious,” I insist. “I want to be able to count on you.”

I explain but you refuse to promise, so I keep on and on. We spend hours with the sea before us, chatting, bickering, hugging each other. We finish the bottle. The seagull flies off with the end of my sandwich in its beak. I ask you again. You still won’t agree. We start arguing, so I move on to plan B and start to cry. You crack, and finally promise, as you hate seeing me cry. I give you a French kiss and whisper, “This is a 21st of June kiss, darling, never to be forgotten!” I borrow your penknife and trim the champagne cork. I take a piece of paper out of my pocket and write out an agreement which we both sign. I slip it into the empty bottle. I put my mouth around the bottle neck and whisper words that you couldn’t hear into it. I push the cork in and scratch the label until the last two letters of Mercier disappear, leaving only “Merci”: “thank you”. We ride back to the village in the mild spring night air.

 

At home, two messages on the answering machine were to change our lives forever.
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