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The world is never quiet, even its silence eternally resounds with the same notes, in vibrations which escape our ears. As for those that we perceive, they carry sounds to us, occasionally a chord, never a melody.
- Albert Camus
Chapter 1
Papillon
Omnium rerum principia parva sunt.
- Cicero
It must have been the last of the caterpillars: Small, green, flexible and blind, it was searching along the twig for a place to rest. Jean was idling on the back porch. Inside, in the kitchen talking to Auntie May was his little sister.
Jean, thoughtful as ever, was considering the coincidence of finding the caterpillar and Michelle’s excited talk. She was playing a butterfly in the drama group at three o’clock after school. It was a chance for Michelle to dress up and show off. Auntie May had spent all the previous evening sewing yellow wings onto a shawl, while Michelle had painted a tight-rolled cardboard body. The colours were all yellow and white.
It was something of a coincidence; Michelle, who had always been nicknamed ‘Papillon’, dressing as a butterfly, and this sudden discovery of caterpillars in the flowering currant bush. It only needed finding a cocoon and the picture would be complete. The question was, where do caterpillars leave their cocoons? Jean thought it might be under the leaves somewhere and he looked in a dispirited fashion. All that he found was evidence of more caterpillars. They themselves had gone, but the holes left behind were an indication that they had been dining off the bush for some time.
Michelle was so excited, she was talking to Auntie May in a mix of French and English.Auntie May was Scottish, but had lived in Cheshire for so long that she had entirely lost her Scottish accent, acquiring a flat northern English brogue in its place. She hadn’t, however, acquired the ability to speak French. Somehow, thought Jean, she must understand Michelle in the way that women do when they are discussing dressing up. They don’t appear to listen but they appear to know.
The caterpillar reached the underside of a leaf and sat up on its rear legs. It began to project its little button head in all directions like a one armed boxer. There was no way to go except back, but of course it was blind and couldn’t know that.
Jean heard Michelle from the kitchen dropping into whole sentences of French. He almost laughed. That was the problem with little Papillon. She really didn’t know she was in England. At seven, Jean supposed, the world must be a bizarre place. She hadn’t even asked questions about Father or Mother. She seemed to be getting along fine.
Avoiding the caterpillar, Jean gently touched the underside of the leaves of the flowering currant. They were a little like the vine leaves in Auxerre, only hairier and smaller. Did they have praying manti here? They didn’t appear to have many big insects in England.
He finally found a cocoon. It was resting under one of the lower branches of the bush. He had to bend down and lie on his back to see it. He felt the cold of the back porch seeping upwards into his body and his head felt suddenly fragile, as if might break open like an egg. From underneath, the bush looked strangely different. It hadn’t been friendly before – it had just been a bush – but now it appeared almost unfriendly. Jean had a glimpse of how an insect might see it.
For a few seconds, Jean lay looking at the cocoon and listening to Auntie May warning his sister about strangers. The English appeared obsessed with it. Then his eyes tried to focus on the cocoon he had found, and he had one of those moments where you can’t see the thing even though you are still looking at it directly. It seemed to leap at his eye: a hollow-looking cocoon uncannily like an old coffin. His body sucked up the cold and a shiver ran through his bony frame. Little Papillon appeared to have been able to dismiss all the thoughts of death, the cold hospital corridors, all the tears and all the goodbyes; now she could happily dance around in a charades costume, like one of Fournier’s ball guests. In a while, she might even forget her French as Auntie May had forgotten her own dialect.
Jean wouldn’t forget.
Lying there, looking at the ceiling of the sky, Jean felt very small. It was a cold sky. Despite a calendar date that read ‘summer’, light rain had fallen once this morning already and his whole body rebelled against the idea that this was really summer. It was too cold. The sky was the wrong colour and the flowering currant bush was not a vine.
The cocoon had brought on the shivering fit. It looked so dormant, so dry, like the sarcophagus for a mummy he had seen in Manchester museum on last week’s school trip. He could imagine what it contained, a hollow dried out skinny thing that had once been human.
A few spatters of rain fell on his cheek, even though the sun shone. What kind of country was this? Why had his mother sent him here? He heard little Papillon laugh in the kitchen. In a minute, she would be running onto the back porch and encouraging him to ‘regarde’.
It was lucky that the rain fell.
Chapter 2
Morning
I always get the shakes before a drop.
- Robert A. Heinlein
Jean stared at his breakfast. Auntie May had left some Cornflakes in a bowl and a note to say that there was milk in the fridge. There was toast if he wanted it and some juice in the cupboard. She, of course, had left for primary school with his sister. Jean sat alone at the Formica-covered table enjoying the stillness of the empty house.
There was a thing about silence that at once attracted and repelled Jean. He liked to be alone and then the silence was enjoyable. Or at least it would be enjoyable if it weren’t for breakfast. For at least three weeks, he had been slowly asphyxiating on Auntie May’s artificial juice. At night, sometimes he would dream of black coffee and croissants, but Auntie May was old fashioned and appeared to live in a world composed of packet soups and frozen foods. She didn’t even have the equipment to make real coffee. She had scoffed when he had asked about some table wine.
Jean sank into the chair. His mother and May were sisters, but even though they looked vaguely similar, they were as alike in temperament as cat and dog.
Jean felt a gagging sensation build from his stomach up to his throat. The thought of the physical similarity between his mother and Auntie May had been too close to the bone. He quickly forced himself to quench the picture of his mother’s face before it formed in his head.
The silence was becoming oppressive, almost sinister. It was always the same. One moment peaceful, the next eerie, and now Jean felt as though the cupboards might fly open or the stairs creak to the tread of invisible feet. He got up quickly, leaving his cereal untouched. With his stomach burning, he checked through his school bag again. His hands fumbled through the still unfamiliar books and jotters.
He felt in his pockets for the house key and then threw his jacket over his shoulder. He still found it almost impossible to believe that he had to wear a blazer. When Auntie May had first taken him to the shop, he had thought it a joke. Even though he had read about uniforms in some of his dad’s old books, he had really believed that they were part of some fantasy tale. He had considered at that point refusing to wear a uniform, but he knew deep down that any refusal to do what Auntie May wanted would lead to a refusal to walk out of his bedroom door. There was a dark place in his head now, a malignant corner where sadness and chaos lurked. It had appeared from the moment of his departing Auxerre and every action or decision he took had to ensure that it didn’t expand to consume everything.
On the back porch, Jean inspected the flowering currant. The cocoon was still hanging under the leaf. By its side, yesterday’s caterpillar had already begun weaving its own shroud.
It was time for school.
Chapter 3
Personal and Social Education: Part One
‘I don’t even have a noun for England,’ he said, ‘just an adjective: ‘triste’, the sky looks sad, the landscape is sad, the people look sad’
- Pierre
Jean was half French, and even half was a mistake in an English school. Without trying, and with no thought of upsetting anyone, Jean carried himself in a different way. He was from Auxerre, which like his name, no one could pronounce, and he had deep blue eyes with long lashes and he never smiled in public.
He had spent most of Monday morning looking out of the window. If you had been sitting in the back playground, you would have seen his close-cropped hair through the first floor window frame, his slightly too large head, thin neck and pointy shoulders. You would have known instantly that no one particularly liked him.
It was not his appearance as such, although that was obviously different. It was not even his silence, which was merely unusual. It was the way he carried himself, the way he moved; a bit like an uncertain spider that thinks it’s about to be crushed and should perhaps take things cautiously.
At that moment, however, Jean was neither moving, nor smiling, nor listening to his history lesson. He was staring out of Mr Kent’s lower form window on to the windswept playground, thinking about a sequence of bad luck: The kind of luck that would have made the passengers of the Titanic appear like a blessed band of pilgrims on a day trip to Lourdes.
The worst part of the luck had been his name. Why was Jean a girl’s name in English? Why had he been called Jean? Where was the sense in that?
Mr Kent strolled down the aisle, fingering his black marker. He was off on one of many long speeches that appeared to have no other purpose than his own entertainment.
‘Chimney sweeps: Not many now, but in Victorian times they were a common enough sight. How would you recognise them? Black they were, as black as my cellar. Can you guess why, Matt? Or is listening not on the curriculum?’
It was fortunate that Mr Kent didn’t expect or require interruption. Matt, smaller than Jean, but broad like a scrum half, practised a thoughtful look, which appeared to satisfy Mr Kent. He continued his stroll. ‘They got black from climbing chimneys. That’s how. Nowadays, you have a long set of poles. In those days, you had a small boy, a ‘chummy’ , and merely by the rubbing of his tiny, unfed body against the flue walls you got rid of the soot.’ Mr Kent paused and unwittingly joined Jean in an inspection of the playground. ‘Not quite as cushy as your paper round, eh, Luke?’
Luke grunted noncommittally in response.
Unperturbed, Mr Kent continued. ‘Then one day some fine Englishman introduced Malacca canes and whalebone brushes, which could be pushed and propelled up from the fireplace. That became the universal method.’
‘Not universal,’ said Jean in a low voice.
‘Eh?’ said Mr Kent. He was startled because Jean had never spoken to anyone, teacher or pupil, since arriving at Park Grammar. It was a debate whether Jean was more startled than his teacher. He had not intended to speak. Mr Kent joined the rest of the class in staring at Jean.
‘In France and Scotland, they used the ball, brush and rope system.’ Jean continued, hearing his voice for the first time in an English classroom. It sounded thin and far away, a bizarre, gentle mix of French and Scots. Mr Kent gave an encouraging look. ‘The ball was lowered down from the top of the chimney. The weight of the lead or iron ball pulled the brush down.’ He was remembering as he went along his father’s explanation. Thinking of his father was making it difficult to speak.
‘It’s one example of the effects of the “auld alliance” between Scotland and France,’ he concluded quietly.
Every eye was turned to Jean. He knew that he had just come to that moment which comes to every pupil at school. It was the moment where you do or say something that marks you for the rest of your school career.
So far, he was well aware that no one really liked him. He was French, he was quiet; he was introspective and dull. But then no one really cared about him either. That had suited all parties.
‘Yes of course,’ said Mr Kent. ‘The grand alliance of 1165 against England. Very interesting, Jean. Of course, you have a Scottish mother and a French father as I recall - so, you are something of an international alliance yourself.’ Mr Kent smiled. ‘But I don’t think you could defeat the entire class on your own.’
Jean knew the teacher intended nothing by the remarks except to make him feel at ease. But for the rest of the lesson, Jean felt the less charitable stares of his classmates pinning him to the chair. And when Mr Kent was giving the third warning that morning against ‘lifts from strangers’, and the class were pushing towards the door, he felt Matt dig him in the ribs. ‘Frog,’ Matt said simply, but he wasn’t smiling.
Chapter 4
Personal and Social Education: Part Two
By the last lesson, Geography, Jean knew that his luck, which had been bad, had now plummeted to new appalling depths.
The teacher’s voice carried on in a drone. The English were obsessed with a variety of body parts. Jean had noticed that, by a peculiarity of the English language, body parts could be divided into two sections. Section one contained visible bits, which could be talked about in an ordinary monotone, and section two contained private bits that demanded a high silly voice or a low whisper.
Perhaps if he wore glasses they would leave him alone? No. It was the French thing. Why had his stupid father been French? Why could he not have been Welsh or Irish – Russian, American even? He had to be French: Garlic. Frog’s legs. Nuclear bombs. French.
And dying in Auxerre, in some stinking hospital, with some stinking, wasting disease that was mentioned in the same tone as the English talked about body parts.
The tears were not far away, but Jean had learned to keep them hidden in his head. There was a sort of waterfall at the back of his eyes, where all the sad bits spilled out, filling his skull with tears. Nobody saw it. His mother could not, because she was in Auxerre watching Dad waste away and his sister… she was the other part of the problem. Well, not so much part of the problem, but as a spotlight draws attention to a performer, her charm drew attention to his awkwardness and made the problem worse.
Seven years old – why was that a cute age? Why was thirteen the age where they poked you in the back? There was the voice box thing. The hair. The sudden realisation that the entire world, particularly the female half, had discovered that you were ugly and fun to laugh at. But seven: Papillon ran about, giggled, gave toys away, invited people to parties, liked Jean, liked everyone. And everyone liked her. She was French. She had the cute accent and the cute nickname. Why was everything cute in Papillon and not in Jean?
The rain had started. It rained, and then it stopped, and the sun came blazing out, even as he stared out of the window wishing he were back in Auxerre. English weather in an English summer in an English grammar school. Everything about England appeared erratic and bizarre. But surely nothing could be as bizarre as the game of cricket. What was it? The only resemblance to any game Jean had ever known was the round ball; the dangerous round ball that could only be eluded by an almost insane effort of will. (If it ever came near you.) Football. Now that was at least comprehensible: The French had won the World Cup. But then the English had lost it. Even more unfortunately, Jean was no good at it. Another part of this year’s sequence of bad luck. English summer, girls, people he knew dying. Papillon, as popular as a chart song, and Jean, ugly, inattentive and now unpopular.
The sun sparkled briefly on the staff cars beyond the back playground, lighting up the variety of Morris Minors, old Golfs; cheap cars generally. Except the two BMW’s with personalised plates owned by the office girls. Most English boys thought that the teachers were eccentrics who liked driving cars that would suit a poor country vet. Jean’s father had told him otherwise.
‘English teachers are not eccentric. They’re broke,’ he had explained in English. He was trying to help his mother improve Jean’s English before he left the green vineyards and the town of Auxerre. Jean’s mother was Scottish but he had been brought up in Auxerre in French families, and although English had been spoken at home by his mother, and he was basically fluent in the language, he had never really picked up the accent. In any case, he had never even mentioned his mother’s nationality. Mr Kent had spilled the beans in History and had now simply compounded the problem. It seemed that the Scottish struggled a bit on the popularity pole at Park Grammar. Jean sighed and became aware of the silence.
Mr Kay, Geography teacher, he of the sarcastic comments and the teachers’ jokes - small, Welsh, obnoxious - was staring at Jean in the middle of one of those teacher silences that means you have been caught.
Someone sniggered. Jean stared back at Mr Kay. More bad luck. If Mr Kay’s jokes were anything to go by, he appeared to hate the French more than he hated the English.
‘Well, Jean Deforte, you’re not interested in saving your own skin then. Perhaps you think you’re alone in having a special protection, a special dispensation from God?’
‘Sorry sir.’ The safe bet, quickly learned.
‘Frog,’ the whisper came from behind him, but he ignored it and tried to look more attentive.
‘You can remain behind, Jean and help me stack some boxes in the storeroom. And Luke…’ Mr Kay looked behind Jean. ‘You’re detained on Monday. Homework club. If there’s one thing I cannot stand it’s name-calling.’
Something sharp dug in Jean’s back as Mr Kay turned to the board.
‘You’re a dead frog.’ The whisper was lower this time and the words were an accurate description of the conclusion of Jean’s remaining day. Luke had been born evil. If someone had decided to remake ‘The Exorcist’, the casting director would be phoning Park Grammar school on the basis of word of mouth. Luke would be playing the devil.
Mr Kay took off his glasses and with them went his obnoxious persona. He appeared suddenly vulnerable, human. A disturbing thought that Jean managed to suppress.
Mr Kay wiped his glasses.
‘For once,’ he said in his taut Welsh accent, ‘this Personal and Social Education lesson has some relevance to you all. I can’t emphasise how important it is to be vigilant. You must keep your eyes and ears open. Safety first.’ Mr Kay put back the spectacles. Somehow, in the face of it, he was human. He actually cared. Jean shivered. Mr Kay walked over to the window.
‘Three kids missing.’ He almost said it to himself. ‘Three kids from local schools in as many weeks. Look!’ He turned around. ‘We don’t know who or what it is, but you’ve got to be careful. There could be some kind of monster out there and you could be next on the list. Do not, I repeat, do not talk to strangers, go off in anyone’s car, walk home alone…’
The bell rang. For once, there was not the kind of rush to leave that used to precede the National Anthem at Irish cinemas. Jean glanced around. Everyone was pretty sensitive to the sad fact that local kids were disappearing like unlocked cars in Brin.
There was a kidnapper in the area, perhaps a killer; someone who stole kids and did horrible things to them. Jean shuddered. Even someone with an imagination the size of a Subbuteo ball would feel a creeping horror when he thought about the butcher’s daughter and that little kid in the Echo, whose face had made all the adults tut and look sad, depressed and fragile. What did Auntie May always say? ‘If you think you’ve got problems, think of others starving in Africa.’ Or rotting in cellars, or screaming in torture chambers?
Eyes like slow-moving goldfish stared through spectacles at Jean. Not the kidnapper, but for the moment the next worst thing - Mr Kay. He was searching for the ironic quip but stuck at ‘Dreaming again, Jean?’ The face relaxed into what passed for a half smile. It was not a very good impression of ‘cheerful’ but it was an attempt. The disturbing feeling that Mr Kay was not really as nasty as he made out came over Jean. Maybe Mr Kay knew about his father. But then he had to spoil it: ‘My room directly after form period.’
Chapter 5
The Window
…when the company breaks up: we shall then see, whether you go out at the door or the window.
- David Hume
In the form room, Mark and Matt, the twins who lived three doors down from Auntie May, sat directly behind Jean. He felt uncomfortable. He looked across at Luke, who was grinning in a nasty way, and Jean knew that the thing he had started in History that morning was about to really begin. The twins were friends of Luke and they had never even said ‘hello’ to Jean, even though he had seen them on the way to school every morning for weeks. Mr Kent was talking in the corner with the girls.
They began by breathing in his ear. He ignored them.
‘Chimney sweep.’ Said Matt.
He knew there was nothing to do but wait.
‘Black, Froggy chimney sweep.’ Said Mark. Luke was grinning.
Jean felt something on his neck and he tried to jump up, but Mark caught him. There was a brief struggle and Jean managed to pull himself away. Holding his neck. He looked at his hand. It was black, all black. Matt threw the marker pen at him. It bounced off his chest and dropped to the floor. Jean stared at them both. It had begun, as he knew it would.
Luke grinned. ‘After school,’ he said through his teeth.
‘Take those boxes, the red ones,’ said Mr Kay handing Jean a key. ‘Stick them in the stockroom cupboard, at the back, next to the overhead projector. The old one…’
Jean picked up the boxes. He inwardly cursed his own cowardice. He seemed to remember that he had been brave when he had been Michelle’s age. Now he was frightened of everything – drowning, falling, aeroplanes, spiders, embarrassment, silence. The list was endless, but new things like Luke’s hatred were being added by the day.
In the cupboard, Jean felt momentarily safe. At least now there was a chance that Luke might not wait for him after school. With his shoulder, he pushed the door shut on its creaking hinges then looked around holding the heavy box: books, a computer, paper, glue-sticks and the old overhead projector at the back. He placed the box on a table and stuck the key in the door.
Mr Kay was talking to himself outside. He was not really that bad. Jean fiddled idly with the overhead projector. He risked a look at some files marked ‘confidential’, but there was nothing of even remote interest. Turning around, he saw through the stockroom window that the sun had emerged again. The light was brilliant, almost unnatural and it drew Jean to the window as a moth to a candle. It was a big window with cobwebs on three corners and some flies entombed in the top ones. A ventilation grill was on the bottom. Jean leaned on it and examined the little tombs. They were not all flies. In the top right hand corner, a huge spider glowered from its secret passage. It seemed to be staring at the broken remains of a butterfly wrapped in a suffocating cocoon. To Jean it was horribly ironic that the butterfly should have ended up in that cocoon rather than one of its own making. He thought of the flowering currant bush on the back porch. Then, hearing a raised voice, he backed away from the window.
Mr Kay was still talking to himself. No, there was someone else there: The Head of Year? Jean stuck his ear against the door. They’d forgotten about him. And it was Miss Kennedy, the Head of his year group. Why was she here? Everyone knew she detested Mr Kay.
At least they had forgotten about him. The more Jean delayed the less likely Luke would be hanging around the school gates.
No, they had not forgotten. An atmosphere had descended on everything living; a cold, horrible feeling as though warmth and joy were seeping out of the soles of your feet and leaking onto the floor.
Whispers. Two voices, low and urgent saying one thing in voices deprived of happiness. His sister’s name, unmistakable even through the door, bizarre in the flat English accents. He moved closer, placing his ear against the wood. Then he jerked back as though he had been hit.
He could not be mistaken. It was something he had heard too many times in Auxerre: the unmistakeable trembling of an adult voice trying not to break down in tears.
It was Miss Kennedy’s voice; not the teacher, simply the woman, whispering in a choking voice the things she had harped on about strangers.
But this time it was not a assembly speech, and in less than a second, she was going to open the door and tell Jean something that he did not want to hear, ever. Quickly, with shaking fingers, Jean turned the key and locked the door. He took the key out and placed it in his pocket and then he turned into the stuffy brightness of the cupboard. A spear of sunlight dazzled Jean. He felt airy and empty as though the sun were sweeping through his eyes to brush aside the inner shadows. But there, in the corner of his head, a malignant darkness remained like a stain. He fought back tears. After a few moments, there was a knocking on the door.
‘Jean, its Mr Kay.’
Jean could imagine Miss Kennedy behind Mr Kay, looking solemn, preparing her words. He buried his head in his arms but that did not seem to shut out the world. Then a low whispering: ‘I think he heard…’
He had heard. That was why he was clutching at the window of the stockroom, pulling the shutter free, opening the window, which looked out on to the back playground, a long way down.
‘Jean, please open the door. I have to speak to you.’
No, he could not speak to anyone. He could only raise himself up on to the window ledge and gradually pull his body upright, so that he was swaying above the empty playground.
From nowhere, a light rain sieved through the sunlight, swirling about his head and face. A brisk breeze whistled in his ears like a hidden piper. In a couple of seconds, Jean was going to jump off. It was a long way down. His body was going to look like a tomato in school uniform.
They were knocking on the door. Mr Kay was saying something about the spare keys.
The back playground looked close up and far away at the same time. The concrete looked hard. Jean remembered skinning his knee on it when two older boys had ganged up on him for being French.
A door closed in the Geography classroom.
‘Pourquoi?’ said Jean. ‘Why my sister?’ The tears came choking through his mouth and he felt sick. I’m going to cry, he thought. My dad’s dying, my mother’s away, everyone hates me because I’m foreign and now my sister… Then in his mind’s eye he saw her, dressed as a little butterfly: His sister, his petite Papillon, kidnapped by some stranger, frightened, perhaps in pain. Each image struck Jean’s stomach like a physical blow. Acid bit at his throat. Tears spilled down his face. He could hardly hear for the roaring of the blood in his head.
Keys rattled in the lock. They were trying different ones. Mr Kay was shouting his name. The wind dropped a little, and the rain stopped again, as though a big hand was catching it above his head.
He was going to have to jump soon. It was the only way to stop the carousel of images, each worse than the last that sped around his brain. Jean felt a charge jolt through his head. It was as though his mind was made of paper and some giant had just torn him in half. The half which dealt with emotions simply blew away with the wind. The other half worked him like a machine, allowing his lungs to continue breathing his heart to pump, his eyes to see.
In a trance Jean began to look around. The ivy became interesting. The wasps humming in it; the smell of decay. The wind stirring the pale green leaves. His senses were suddenly heightened as though the tears, which had blinded him moments before, now produced a clarifying optical effect. His body began to make motions on its own account. Little by little, Jean inched himself away along the ledge, further from the storeroom window. After a few steps, he heard Mr Kay cursing. A door creaked on old hinges. At the same time his hand reached the window frame of the next classroom.
From inside the classroom the drop to the playground had never looked sickening. A few millimetres of glass were enough to induce a comfortable security. Now, outside on the tiny ledge, the view was like a physical thing. Jean felt the ground itself was willing him to come to her. It was an intimation of why sailors drown as Sirens sing. It was death and beauty all bound up; the terrible attraction of the unknown.
Jean’s body kept moving like a puppet. His mind still spun in the air; or at least the half of it that could no longer cope. Then for some reason, Jean became nervous of turning around, because the movement might make him fall off the ledge. This was absurd, because the whole reason for being there was to fall off. In a flash he realised that he no longer wanted to.
With Jean’s decision the wind ceased utterly. It was as though he had personally willed it. He heard the voices through the storeroom door; Mr Kay and Miss Kennedy insisting that they needed more help. Miss Kennedy shouting for a caretaker.
Jean poised, tense. Then he thought he heard his name whispered, close, almost behind his ear. The voice was that of his sister. With that little sound Jean’s whole being convulsed. The half of his mind which had temporarily departed struck him like a knife in the head. It left a bleeding wound full of painful images. He tried to stop them coming, but it was impossible: His mother crying, his father lying in hospital, Papillon… Finally, Jean saw what he had dreaded since his departure from Auxerre: The dark place, the malignant corner of sadness and gloom. The death and decay of all those he loved. His hands opened out in supplication. He opened his mouth to scream.
From behind came a peculiar high-pitched zipping noise like a mosquito in a tent. Jean felt a gust of air, smelt a sweet, sickly aroma. Through a grappling web of ivy he half turned, half fell, backwards through the open window.
He hit his head on the floor and saw, between school desks, the running legs of a child disappear through a slowly shutting door.
‘Papillon’, he said and the world crumpled up like an empty crisp bag.
Chapter 6
The Classroom
Although modesty is natural to man, it is not natural to children. Modesty only begins with the knowledge of evil.
- Jean Jacques Rousseau
The first thing was the smell: Sweet, sickly, musty; like old socks, rotten fruit and a whiff of ammonia. Then there was the taste; a bitter metallic, poisonous sort of taste, which Jean realised, was blood in his mouth. Head injury, was his first thought, and creeping after that came ‘paralysis’, that funny English word, which sounded like two snakes. Then there was the pain, a cold numb sensation in his right arm and a beating as though some little elf was kicking at a door in his head. His ankle was also hurt, which offered a ray of hope, because he’d read somewhere that when your back was broken you could not feel your legs.
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