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            Chapter One

         

         WHEN I WAS BORN, the name for what I was did not exist. They called me nymph, assuming I would be like my mother and aunts and thousand cousins. Least of the lesser goddesses, our powers were so modest they could scarcely ensure our eternities. We spoke to fish and nurtured flowers, coaxed drops from the clouds or salt from the waves. That word, nymph, paced out the length and breadth of our futures. In our language, it means not just goddess, but bride.

         My mother was one of them, a naiad, guardian of fountains and streams. She caught my father’s eye when he came to visit the halls of her own father, Oceanos. Helios and Oceanos were often at each other’s tables in those days. They were cousins, and equal in age, though they did not look it. My father glowed bright as just-forged bronze, while Oceanos had been born with rheumy eyes and a white beard to his lap. Yet they were both Titans, and preferred each other’s company to those new-squeaking gods upon Olympus who had not seen the making of the world.

         Oceanos’ palace was a great wonder, set deep in the earth’s rock. Its high-arched halls were gilded, the stone floors smoothed by centuries of divine feet. Through every room ran the faint sound of Oceanos’ river, source of the world’s fresh waters, so dark you could not tell where it ended and the rock-bed began. On its banks grew grass and soft gray flowers, and also the unnumbered children of Oceanos, naiads and nymphs and river-gods. Otter-sleek, laughing, their faces bright against the dusky air, they passed golden goblets among themselves and wrestled, playing games of love. In their midst, outshining all that lily beauty, sat my mother.

         Her hair was a warm brown, each strand so lustrous it seemed lit from within. She would have felt my father’s gaze, hot as gusts from a bonfire. I see her arrange her dress so it drapes just so over her shoulders. I see her dab her fingers, glinting, in the water. I have seen her do a thousand such tricks a thousand times. My father always fell for them. He believed the world’s natural order was to please him.

         “Who is that?” my father said to Oceanos.

         Oceanos had many golden-eyed grandchildren from my father already, and was glad to think of more. “My daughter Perse. She is yours if you want her.”

         The next day, my father found her by her fountain-pool in the upper world. It was a beautiful place, crowded with fat-headed narcissus, woven over with oak branches. There was no muck, no slimy frogs, only clean, round stones giving way to grass. Even my father, who cared nothing for the subtleties of nymph arts, admired it.

         My mother knew he was coming. Frail she was, but crafty, with a mind like a spike-toothed eel. She saw where the path to power lay for such as her, and it was not in bastards and riverbank tumbles. When he stood before her, arrayed in his glory, she laughed at him. Lie with you? Why should I?

         My father, of course, might have taken what he wanted. But Helios flattered himself that all women went eager to his bed, slave girls and divinities alike. His altars smoked with the proof, offerings from big-bellied mothers and happy by-blows.

         “It is marriage,” she said to him, “or nothing. And if it is marriage, be sure: you may have what girls you like in the field, but you will bring none home, for only I will hold sway in your halls.”

         Conditions, constrainment. These were novelties to my father, and gods love nothing more than novelty. “A bargain,” he said, and gave her a necklace to seal it, one of his own making, strung with beads of rarest amber. Later, when I was born, he gave her a second strand, and another for each of my three siblings. I do not know which she treasured more: the luminous beads themselves or the envy of her sisters when she wore them. I think she would have gone right on collecting them into eternity until they hung from her neck like a yoke on an ox if the high gods had not stopped her. By then they had learned what the four of us were. You may have other children, they told her, only not with him. But other husbands did not give amber beads. It was the only time I ever saw her weep.

         
              

         

         At my birth, an aunt—I will spare you her name because my tale is full of aunts—washed and wrapped me. Another tended to my mother, painting the red back on her lips, brushing her hair with ivory combs. A third went to the door to admit my father.

         “A girl,” my mother said to him, wrinkling her nose.

         But my father did not mind his daughters, who were sweet-tempered and golden as the first press of olives. Men and gods paid dearly for the chance to breed from their blood, and my father’s treasury was said to rival that of the king of the gods himself. He placed his hand on my head in blessing.

         “She will make a fair match,” he said.

         “How fair?” my mother wanted to know. This might be consolation, if I could be traded for something better.

         My father considered, fingering the wisps of my hair, examining my eyes and the cut of my cheeks.

         “A prince, I think.”

         “A prince?” my mother said. “You do not mean a mortal?”

         The revulsion was plain on her face. Once when I was young I asked what mortals looked like. My father said, “You may say they are shaped like us, but only as the worm is shaped like the whale.”

         My mother had been simpler: like savage bags of rotten flesh.

         “Surely she will marry a son of Zeus,” my mother insisted. She had already begun imagining herself at feasts upon Olympus, sitting at Queen Hera’s right hand.

         “No. Her hair is streaked like a lynx. And her chin. There is a sharpness to it that is less than pleasing.”

         My mother did not argue further. Like everyone, she knew the stories of Helios’ temper when he was crossed. However gold he shines, do not forget his fire.

         She stood. Her belly was gone, her waist reknitted, her cheeks fresh and virgin-rosy. All our kind recover quickly, but she was faster still, one of the daughters of Oceanos, who shoot their babes like roe.

         “Come,” she said. “Let us make a better one.”

         
              

         

         I grew quickly. My infancy was the work of hours, my toddlerhood a few moments beyond that. An aunt stayed on hoping to curry favor with my mother and named me Hawk, Circe, for my yellow eyes, and the strange, thin sound of my crying. But when she realized that my mother no more noticed her service than the ground at her feet, she vanished.

         “Mother,” I said, “Aunt is gone.”

         My mother didn’t answer. My father had already departed for his chariot in the sky, and she was winding her hair with flowers, preparing to leave through the secret ways of water, to join her sisters on their grassy riverbanks. I might have followed, but then I would have had to sit all day at my aunts’ feet while they gossiped of things I did not care for and could not understand. So I stayed.

         My father’s halls were dark and silent. His palace was a neighbor to Oceanos’, buried in the earth’s rock, and its walls were made of polished obsidian. Why not? They could have been anything in the world, blood-red marble from Egypt or balsam from Araby, my father had only to wish it so. But he liked the way the obsidian reflected his light, the way its slick surfaces caught fire as he passed. Of course, he did not consider how black it would be when he was gone. My father has never been able to imagine the world without himself in it.

         I could do what I liked at those times: light a torch and run to see the dark flames follow me. Lie on the smooth earth floor and wear small holes in its surface with my fingers. There were no grubs or worms, though I didn’t know to miss them. Nothing lived in those halls, except for us.

         When my father returned at night, the ground rippled like the flank of a horse, and the holes I had made smoothed themselves over. A moment later my mother returned, smelling of flowers. She ran to greet him, and he let her hang from his neck, accepted wine, went to his great silver chair. I followed at his heels. Welcome home, Father, welcome home.

         While he drank his wine, he played draughts. No one was allowed to play with him. He placed the stone counters, spun the board, and placed them again. My mother drenched her voice in honey. “Will you not come to bed, my love?” She turned before him slowly, showing the lushness of her figure as if she were roasting on a spit. Most often he would leave his game then, but sometimes he did not, and those were my favorite times, for my mother would go, slamming the myrrh-wood door behind her.

         At my father’s feet, the whole world was made of gold. The light came from everywhere at once, his yellow skin, his lambent eyes, the bronze flashing of his hair. His flesh was hot as a brazier, and I pressed as close as he would let me, like a lizard to noonday rocks. My aunt had said that some of the lesser gods could scarcely bear to look at him, but I was his daughter and blood, and I stared at his face so long that when I looked away it was pressed upon my vision still, glowing from the floors, the shining walls and inlaid tables, even my own skin.

         “What would happen,” I said, “if a mortal saw you in your fullest glory?”

         “He would be burned to ash in a second.”

         “What if a mortal saw me?”

         My father smiled. I listened to the draught pieces moving, the familiar rasp of marble against wood. “The mortal would count himself fortunate.”

         “I would not burn him?”

         “Of course not,” he said.

         “But my eyes are like yours.”

         “No,” he said. “Look.” His gaze fell upon a log at the fireplace’s side. It glowed, then flamed, then fell as ash to the ground. “And that is the least of my powers. Can you do as much?”

         All night I stared at those logs. I could not.

         
              

         

         My sister was born, and my brother soon after that. I cannot say how long it was exactly. Divine days fall like water from a cataract, and I had not learned yet the mortal trick of counting them. You’d think my father would have taught us better, for he, after all, knows every sunrise. But even he used to call my brother and sister twins. Certainly, from the moment of my brother’s birth, they were entwined like minks. My father blessed them both with one hand. “You,” he said to my luminous sister Pasiphaë. “You will marry an eternal son of Zeus.” He used his prophecy voice, the one that spoke of future certainties. My mother glowed to hear it, thinking of the robes she would wear to Zeus’ feasts.

         “And you,” he said to my brother, in his regular voice, resonant, clear as a summer’s morning. “Every son reflects upon his mother.” My mother was pleased with this, and took it as permission to name him. She called him Perses, for herself.

         The two of them were clever and quickly saw how things stood. They loved to sneer at me behind their ermine paws. Her eyes are yellow as piss. Her voice is screechy as an owl. She is called Hawk, but she should be called Goat for her ugliness.

         Those were their earliest attempts at barbs, still dull, but day by day they sharpened. I learned to avoid them, and they soon found better sport among the infant naiads and river-lords in Oceanos’ halls. When my mother went to her sisters, they followed and established dominion over all our pliant cousins, hypnotized like minnows before the pike’s mouth. They had a hundred tormenting games that they devised. Come, Melia, they coaxed. It is the Olympian fashion to cut off your hair to the nape of your neck. How will you ever catch a husband if you don’t let us do it? When Melia saw herself shorn like a hedgehog and cried, they would laugh till the caverns echoed.

         I left them to it. I preferred my father’s quiet halls and spent every second I could at my father’s feet. One day, perhaps as a reward, he offered to take me with him to visit his sacred herd of cows. This was a great honor, for it meant I might ride in his golden chariot and see the animals that were the envy of all the gods, fifty pure-white heifers that delighted his eye on his daily path over the earth. I leaned over the chariot’s jeweled side, watching in wonder at the earth passing beneath: the rich green of forests, the jagged mountains, and the wide out-flung blue of the ocean. I looked for mortals, but we were too high up to see them.

         The herd lived on the grassy island of Thrinakia with two of my half-sisters as caretakers. When we arrived these sisters ran at once to my father and hung from his neck, exclaiming. Of all my father’s beautiful children, they were among the most beautiful, with skin and hair like molten gold. Lampetia and Phaethousa, their names were. Radiant and Shining.

         “And who is this you have brought with you?”

         “She must be one of Perse’s children, look at her eyes.”

         “Of course!” Lampetia—I thought it was Lampetia—stroked my hair. “Darling, your eyes are nothing to worry about. Nothing at all. Your mother is very beautiful, but she has never been strong.”

         “My eyes are like yours,” I said.

         “How sweet! No, darling, ours are bright as fire, and our hair like sun on the water.”

         “You’re clever to keep yours in a braid,” Phaethousa said. “The brown streaking does not look so bad then. It is a shame you cannot hide your voice the same way.”

         “She could never speak again. That would work, would it not, sister?”

         “So it would.” They smiled. “Shall we go to see the cows?”

         I had never seen a cow before, of any kind, but it did not matter: the animals were so obviously beautiful that I needed no comparison. Their coats were pure as lily petals and their eyes gentle and long-lashed. Their horns had been gilded—that was my sisters’ doing—and when they bent to crop the grass, their necks dipped like dancers. In the sunset light, their backs gleamed glossy-soft.

         “Oh!” I said. “May I touch one?”

         “No,” my father said.

         “Shall we tell you their names? That is White-face, and that is Bright-eyes, and that Darling. There is Lovely Girl and Pretty and Golden-horn and Gleaming. There is Darling and there is—”

         “You named Darling already,” I said. “You said that one was Darling.” I pointed to the first cow, peacefully chewing.

         My sisters looked at each other, then at my father, a single golden glance. But he was gazing at his cows in abstracted glory.

         “You must be mistaken,” they said. “This one we just said is Darling. And this one is Star-bright and this one Flashing and—”

         My father said, “What is this? A scab upon Pretty?”

         Immediately my sisters were falling over themselves. “What scab? Oh, it cannot be! Oh, wicked Pretty, to have hurt yourself. Oh, wicked thing, that hurt you!”

         I leaned close to see. It was a very small scab, smaller than my smallest fingernail, but my father was frowning. “You will fix it by tomorrow.”

         My sisters bobbed their heads, of course, of course. We are so sorry.

         We stepped again into the chariot and my father took up the silver-tipped reins. My sisters pressed a last few kisses to his hands, then the horses leapt, swinging us through the sky. The first constellations were already peeping through the dimming light.

         I remembered how my father had once told me that on earth there were men called astronomers whose task it was to keep track of his rising and setting. They were held in highest esteem among mortals, kept in palaces as counselors of kings, but sometimes my father lingered over one thing or another and threw their calculations into despair. Then those astronomers were hauled before the kings they served and killed as frauds. My father had smiled when he told me. It was what they deserved, he said. Helios the Sun was bound to no will but his own, and none might say what he would do.

         “Father,” I said that day, “are we late enough to kill astronomers?”

         “We are,” he answered, shaking the jingling reins. The horses surged forward, and the world blurred beneath us, the shadows of night smoking from the sea’s edge. I did not look. There was a twisting feeling in my chest, like cloth being wrung dry. I was thinking of those astronomers. I imagined them, low as worms, sagging and bent. Please, they cried, on bony knees, it wasn’t our fault, the sun itself was late.

         The sun is never late, the kings answered from their thrones. It is blasphemy to say so, you must die! And so the axes fell and chopped those pleading men in two.

         “Father,” I said, “I feel strange.”

         “You are hungry,” he said. “It is past time for the feast. Your sisters should be ashamed of themselves for delaying us.”

         I ate well at dinner, yet the feeling lingered. I must have had an odd look on my face, for Perses and Pasiphaë began to snicker from their couch. “Did you swallow a frog?”

         “No,” I said.

         This only made them laugh harder, rubbing their draped limbs on each other like snakes polishing their scales. My sister said, “And how were our father’s golden heifers?”

         “Beautiful.”

         Perses laughed. “She doesn’t know! Have you ever heard of anyone so stupid?”

         “Never,” my sister said.

         I shouldn’t have asked, but I was still drifting in my thoughts, seeing those severed bodies sprawled on marble floors. “What don’t I know?”

         My sister’s perfect mink face. “That he fucks them, of course. That’s how he makes new ones. He turns into a bull and sires their calves, then cooks the ones that get old. That’s why everyone thinks they are immortal.”

         “He does not.”

         They howled, pointing at my reddened cheeks. The sound drew my mother. She loved my siblings’ japes.

         “We’re telling Circe about the cows,” my brother told her. “She didn’t know.”

         My mother’s laughter, silver as a fountain down its rocks. “Stupid Circe.”

         
              

         

         Such were my years then. I would like to say that all the while I waited to break out, but the truth is, I’m afraid I might have floated on, believing those dull miseries were all there was, until the end of days.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         WORD CAME THAT ONE of my uncles was going to be punished. I had never seen him, but I had heard his name over and over in my family’s doomy whispers. Prometheus. Long ago, when mankind was still shivering and shrinking in their caves, he had defied the will of Zeus and brought them the gift of fire. From its flames had sprung all the arts and profits of civilization that jealous Zeus had hoped to keep from their hands. For such rebellion Prometheus had been sent to live in the underworld’s deepest pit until a proper torment could be devised. And now Zeus announced the time was come.

         My other uncles ran to my father’s palace, beards flapping, fears spilling from their mouths. They were a motley group: river-men with muscles like the trunks of trees, brine-soaked mer-gods with crabs hanging from their beards, stringy old-timers with seal meat in their teeth. Most of them were not uncles at all, but some sort of grand-cousin. They were Titans like my father and grandfather, like Prometheus, the remnants of the war among the gods. Those who were not broken or in chains, who had made their peace with Zeus’ thunderbolts.

         There had only been Titans once, at the dawning of the world. Then my great-uncle Kronos had heard a prophecy that his child would one day overthrow him. When his wife, Rhea, birthed her first babe, he tore it damp from her arms and swallowed it whole. Four more children were born, and he ate them all the same, until at last, in desperation, Rhea swaddled a stone and gave it to him to swallow instead. Kronos was deceived, and the rescued baby, Zeus, was taken to Mount Dicte to be raised in secret. When he was grown he rose up indeed, plucking the thunderbolt from the sky and forcing poisonous herbs down his father’s throat. His brothers and sisters, living in their father’s stomach, were vomited forth. They sprang to their brother’s side, naming themselves Olympians after the great peak where they set their thrones.

         The old gods divided themselves. Many threw their strength to Kronos, but my father and grandfather joined Zeus. Some said it was because Helios had always hated Kronos’ vaunting pride; others whispered that his prophetic gift gave him foreknowledge of the outcome of the war. The battles rent the skies: the air itself burned, and gods clawed the flesh from each other’s bones. The land was drenched in boiling gouts of blood so potent that rare flowers sprang up where they fell. At last Zeus’ strength prevailed. He clapped those who had defied him into chains, and the remaining Titans he stripped of their powers, bestowing them on his brothers and sisters and the children he had bred. My uncle Nereus, once the mighty ruler of the sea, was now lackey to its new god, Poseidon. My uncle Proteus lost his palace, and his wives were taken for bed-slaves. Only my father and grandfather suffered no diminishment, no loss of place.

         The Titans sneered. Were they supposed to be grateful? Helios and Oceanos had turned the tide of war, everyone knew it. Zeus should have loaded them with new powers, new appointments, but he was afraid, for their strength already matched his own. They looked to my father, waiting for his protest, the flaring of his great fire. But Helios only returned to his halls beneath the earth, far from Zeus’ sky-bright gaze.

         Centuries had passed. The earth’s wounds had healed and the peace had held. But the grudges of gods are as deathless as their flesh, and on feast nights my uncles gathered close at my father’s side. I loved the way they lowered their eyes when they spoke to him, the way they went silent and attentive when he shifted in his seat. The wine-bowls emptied and the torches waned. It has been long enough, my uncles whispered. We are strong again. Think what your fire might do if you set it free. You are the greatest of the old blood, greater even than Oceanos. Greater than Zeus himself, if only you wish it.

         My father smiled. “Brothers,” he said, “what talk is this? Is there not smoke and savor for all? This Zeus does well enough.”

         Zeus, if he had heard, would have been satisfied. But he could not see what I saw, plain on my father’s face. Those unspoken, hanging words.

         This Zeus does well enough, for now.

         My uncles rubbed their hands and smiled back. They went away, bent over their hopes, thinking what they could not wait to do when Titans ruled again.

         It was my first lesson. Beneath the smooth, familiar face of things is another that waits to tear the world in two.

         
              

         

         Now my uncles were crowding into my father’s hall, eyes rolling in fear. Prometheus’ sudden punishment was a sign, they said, that Zeus and his kind were moving against us at last. The Olympians would never be truly happy until they destroyed us utterly. We should stand with Prometheus, or no, we should speak against him, to ward off Zeus’ thunderstroke from our own heads.

         I was in my customary place at my father’s feet. I lay silent so they would not notice and send me away, but I felt my chest roiling with that overwhelming possibility: the war revived. Our halls blasted wide with thunderbolts. Athena, Zeus’ warrior daughter, hunting us down with her gray spear, her brother in slaughter, Ares, by her side. We would be chained and cast into fiery pits from which there was no escape.

         My father spoke calm and golden at their center: “Come, brothers, if Prometheus is to be punished, it is only because he has earned it. Let us not chase after conspiracy.”

         But my uncles fretted on. The punishment is to be public. It is an insult, a lesson they teach us. Look what happens to Titans who do not obey.

         My father’s light had taken on a keen, white edge. “This is the chastisement of a renegade and no more. Prometheus was led astray by his foolish love for mortals. There is no lesson here for a Titan. Do you understand?”

         My uncles nodded. On their faces, disappointment braided with relief. No blood, for now.

         
              

         

         The punishment of a god was a rare and terrible thing, and talk ran wild through our halls. Prometheus could not be killed, but there were many hellish torments that could take death’s place. Would it be knives or swords, or limbs torn off? Red-hot spikes or a wheel of fire? The naiads swooned into each other’s laps. The river-lords postured, faces dark with excitement. You cannot know how frightened gods are of pain. There is nothing more foreign to them, and so nothing they ache more deeply to see.

         On the appointed day, the doors of my father’s receiving hall were thrown open. Huge torches carbuncled with jewels glowed from the walls and by their light gathered nymphs and gods of every variety. The slender dryads flowed out of their forests, and the stony oreads ran down from their crags. My mother was there with her naiad sisters; the horse-shouldered river-gods crowded in beside the fish-white sea-nymphs and their lords of salt. Even the great Titans came: my father, of course, and Oceanos, but also shape-shifting Proteus and Nereus of the Sea; my aunt Selene, who drives her silver horses across the night sky; and the four Winds led by my icy uncle Boreas. A thousand avid eyes. The only ones missing were Zeus and his Olympians. They disdained our underground gatherings. The word was they had already held their own private session of torment in the clouds.

         Charge of the punishment had been given to a Fury, one of the infernal goddesses of vengeance who dwell among the dead. My family was in its usual place of preeminence, and I stood at the front of that great throng, my eyes fixed upon the door. Behind me the naiads and river-gods jostled and whispered. I hear they have serpents for hair. No, they have scorpion tails, and eyes dripping blood.

         The doorway was empty. Then at once it was not. Her face was gray and pitiless, as if cut from living rock, and from her back dark wings lifted, jointed like a vulture’s. A forked tongue flicked from her lips. On her head snakes writhed, green and thin as worms, weaving living ribbons through her hair.

         “I bring the prisoner.”

         Her voice echoed off the ceiling, raw and baying, like a hunting dog calling down its quarry. She strode into the hall. In her right hand was a whip, its tip rasping faintly as it dragged along the floor. In her other hand stretched a length of chain, and at its end followed Prometheus.

         He wore a thick white blindfold and the remnants of a tunic around his waist. His hands were bound and his feet too, yet he did not stumble. I heard an aunt beside me whisper that the fetters had been made by the great god of smiths, Hephaestus himself, so not even Zeus could break them. The Fury rose up on her vulture wings and drove the manacles high into the wall. Prometheus dangled from them, his arms drawn taut, his bones showing knobs through the skin. Even I, who knew so little of discomfort, felt the ache of it.

         My father would say something, I thought. Or one of the other gods. Surely they would give him some sort of acknowledgment, a word of kindness, they were his family, after all. But Prometheus hung silent and alone.

         The Fury did not bother with a lecture. She was a goddess of torment and understood the eloquence of violence. The sound of the whip was a crack like oaken branches breaking. Prometheus’ shoulders jerked and a gash opened in his side long as my arm. All around me indrawn breaths hissed like water on hot rocks. The Fury lifted her lash again. Crack. A bloodied strip tore from his back. She began to carve in earnest, each blow falling on the next, peeling his flesh away in long lines that crossed and recrossed his skin. The only sound was the snap of the whip and Prometheus’ muffled, explosive breaths. The tendons stood out in his neck. Someone pushed at my back, trying for a better view.

         The wounds of gods heal fast, but the Fury knew her business and was faster. Blow after blow she struck, until the leather was soaked. I had understood gods could bleed, but I had never seen it. He was one of the greatest of our kind, and the drops that fell from him were golden, smearing his back with a terrible beauty.

         Still the Fury whipped on. Hours passed, perhaps days. But even gods cannot watch a whipping for eternity. The blood and agony began to grow tedious. They remembered their comforts, the banquets that were waiting on their pleasure, the soft couches laid with purple, ready to enfold their limbs. One by one they drifted off, and after a final lash, the Fury followed, for she deserved a feast after such work.

         The blindfold had slipped from my uncle’s face. His eyes were closed, and his chin drooped on his chest. His back hung in gilded shreds. I had heard my uncles say that Zeus had given him the chance to beg on his knees for lesser punishment. He had refused.

         I was the only one left. The smell of ichor drenched the air, thick as honey. The rivulets of molten blood were still tracing down his legs. My pulse struck in my veins. Did he know I was there? I took a careful step towards him. His chest rose and fell with a soft rasping sound.

         “Lord Prometheus?” My voice was thin in the echoing room.

         His head lifted to me. Open, his eyes were handsome, large and dark and long-lashed. His cheeks were smooth and beardless, yet there was something about him that was as ancient as my grandfather.

         “I could bring you nectar,” I said.

         His gaze rested on mine. “I would thank you for that,” he said. His voice was resonant as aged wood. It was the first time I had heard it; he had not cried out once in all his torment.

         I turned. My breaths came fast as I walked through the corridors to the feasting hall, filled with laughing gods. Across the room, the Fury was toasting with an immense goblet embossed with a gorgon’s leering face. She had not forbidden anyone to speak to Prometheus, but that was nothing, her business was offense. I imagined her infernal voice, howling out my name. I imagined manacles rattling on my wrists and the whip striking from the air. But my mind could imagine no further than that. I had never felt a lash. I did not know the color of my blood.

         I trembled so much I had to carry the cup in two hands. What would I say if someone stopped me? But the passageways were quiet as I walked back through them.

         In the great hall, Prometheus was silent in his chains. His eyes had closed again, and his wounds shone in the torchlight. I hesitated.

         “I do not sleep,” he said. “Will you lift the cup for me?”

         I flushed. Of course he could not hold it himself. I stepped forward, so close that I could feel the heat rising from his shoulders. The ground was wet with his fallen blood. I raised the cup to his lips and he drank. I watched his throat moving gently. His skin was beautiful, the color of polished walnut. It smelled of green moss drenched with rain.

         “You are a daughter of Helios, are you not?” he said, when he had finished, and I’d stepped back.

         “Yes.” The question stung. If I had been a proper daughter, he would not have had to ask. I would have been perfect and gleaming with beauty poured straight from my father’s source.

         “Thank you for your kindness.”

         I did not know if I was kind, I felt I did not know anything. He spoke carefully, almost tentatively, yet his treason had been so brazen. My mind struggled with the contradiction. Bold action and bold manner are not the same.

         “Are you hungry?” I asked. “I could bring you food.”

         “I do not think I will ever be hungry again.”

         It was not piteous, as it might have been in a mortal. We gods eat as we sleep: because it is one of life’s great pleasures, not because we have to. We may decide one day not to obey our stomachs, if we are strong enough. I did not doubt Prometheus was. After all those hours at my father’s feet, I had learned to nose out power where it lay. Some of my uncles had less scent than the chairs they sat on, but my grandfather Oceanos smelled deep as rich river mud, and my father like a searing blaze of just-fed fire. Prometheus’ green moss scent filled the room.

         I looked down at the empty cup, willing my courage.

         “You aided mortals,” I said. “That is why you are punished.”

         “It is.”

         “Will you tell me, what is a mortal like?”

         It was a child’s question, but he nodded gravely. “There is no single answer. They are each different. The only thing they share is death. You know the word?”

         “I know it,” I said. “But I do not understand.”

         “No god can. Their bodies crumble and pass into earth. Their souls turn to cold smoke and fly to the underworld. There they eat nothing and drink nothing and feel no warmth. Everything they reach for slips from their grasp.”

         A chill shivered across my skin. “How do they bear it?”

         “As best they can.”

         The torches were fading, and the shadows lapped at us like dark water. “Is it true that you refused to beg for pardon? And that you were not caught, but confessed to Zeus freely what you did?”

         “It is.”

         “Why?”

         His eyes were steady on mine. “Perhaps you will tell me. Why would a god do such a thing?”

         I had no answer. It seemed to me madness to invite divine punishment, but I could not say that to him, not when I stood in his blood.

         “Not every god need be the same,” he said.

         What I might have said in return, I do not know. A distant shout floated up the corridor.

         “It is time for you to go now. Allecto does not like to leave me for long. Her cruelty springs fast as weeds and must any moment be cut again.”

         It was a strange way to put it, for he was the one who would be cut. But I liked it, as if his words were a secret. A thing that looked like a stone, but inside was a seed.

         “I will go then,” I said. “You will…be well?”

         “Well enough,” he said. “What is your name?”

         “Circe.”

         Did he smile a little? Perhaps I only flattered myself. I was trembling with all I had done, which was more than I had ever done in my life. I turned and left him, walking back through those obsidian corridors. In the feasting hall, gods still drank and laughed and lay across each other’s laps. I watched them. I waited for someone to remark on my absence, but no one did, for no one had noticed. Why would they? I was nothing, a stone. One more nymph child among the thousand thousands.

         A strange feeling was rising in me. A sort of humming in my chest, like bees at winter’s thaw. I walked to my father’s treasury, filled with its glittering riches: golden cups shaped like the heads of bulls, necklaces of lapis and amber, silver tripods, and quartz-chiseled bowls with swan-neck handles. My favorite had always been a dagger with an ivory haft carved like a lion’s face. A king had given it to my father in hopes of gaining his favor.

         “And did he?” I once asked my father.

         “No,” my father had said.

         I took the dagger. In my room, the bronze edge shone in the taper’s light and the lion showed her teeth. Beneath lay my palm, soft and unlined. It could bear no scar, no festering wound. It would never wear the faintest print of age. I found that I was not afraid of the pain that would come. It was another terror that gripped me: that the blade would not cut at all. That it would pass through me, like falling into smoke.

         It did not pass through. My skin leapt apart at the blade’s touch, and the pain darted silver and hot as lightning strike. The blood that flowed was red, for I did not have my uncle’s power. The wound seeped for a long time before it began to reknit itself. I sat watching it, and as I watched I found a new thought in myself. I am embarrassed to tell it, so rudimentary it seems, like an infant’s discovery that her hand is her own. But that is what I was then, an infant.

         The thought was this: that all my life had been murk and depths, but I was not a part of that dark water. I was a creature within it.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         WHEN I WOKE, PROMETHEUS was gone. The golden blood had been wiped from the floor. The hole the manacles had made was closed over. I heard the news from a naiad cousin: he had been taken to a great jagged peak in the Caucasus and chained to the rock. An eagle was commanded to come every noon and tear out his liver and eat it steaming from his flesh. Unspeakable punishment, she said, relishing each detail: the bloody beak, the shredded organ regrowing only to be ripped forth again. Can you imagine?

         I closed my eyes. I should have brought him a spear, I thought, something so he could have fought his way through. But that was foolish. He did not want a weapon. He had given himself up.

         Talk of Prometheus’ punishment scarcely lasted out the moon. A dryad stabbed one of the Graces with her hairpin. My uncle Boreas and Olympian Apollo had fallen in love with the same mortal youth.

         I waited till my uncles paused in their gossip. “Is there any news of Prometheus?”

         They frowned, as if I had offered them a plate of something foul. “What news could there be?”

         My palm ached where the blade had cut, though of course there was no mark.

         “Father,” I said, “will Zeus ever let Prometheus go?”

         My father squinted at his draughts. “He would have to get something better for it,” he said.

         “Like what?”

         My father did not answer. Someone’s daughter was changed into a bird. Boreas and Apollo quarreled over the youth they loved and he died. Boreas smiled slyly from his feasting couch. His gusty voice made the torches flicker. “You think I’d let Apollo have him? He does not deserve such a flower. I blew a discus into the boy’s head, that showed the Olympian prig.” The sound of my uncles’ laughter was a chaos, the squeaks of dolphins, seal barks, water slapping rocks. A group of nereids passed, eel-belly white, on their way home to their salt halls.

         Perses flicked an almond at my face. “What’s wrong with you these days?”

         “Maybe she’s in love,” Pasiphaë said.

         “Hah!” Perses laughed. “Father cannot even give her away. Believe me he’s tried.”

         My mother looked back over her delicate shoulder. “At least we don’t have to listen to her voice.”

         “I can make her talk, watch.” Perses took the flesh of my arm between his fingers and squeezed.

         “You’ve been feasting too much,” my sister laughed at him.

         He flushed. “She’s just a freak. She’s hiding something.” He caught me by the wrist. “What’re you always carrying around in your hand? She’s got something. Open her fingers.”

         Pasiphaë peeled them back one by one, her long nails pricking.

         They peered down. My sister spat.

         “Nothing.”

         
              

         

         My mother whelped again, a boy. My father blessed him, but spoke no prophecy, so my mother looked around for somewhere to leave him. My aunts were wise by then and kept their hands behind their backs.

         “I will take him,” I said.

         My mother scoffed, but she was eager to show off her new string of amber beads. “Fine. At least you will be of some use. You can squawk at each other.”

         Aeëtes, my father had named him. Eagle. His skin was warm in my arms as a sun-hot stone and soft as petal-velvet. There had never been a sweeter child. He smelled like honey and just-kindled flames. He ate from my fingers and did not flinch at my frail voice. He only wanted to sleep curled against my neck while I told him stories. Every moment he was with me, I felt a rushing in my throat, which was my love for him, so great sometimes I could not speak.

         He seemed to love me back, that was the greater wonder. Circe was the first word he ever spoke, and the second was sister. My mother might have been jealous, if she had noticed. Perses and Pasiphaë eyed us, to see if we would start a war. A war? We did not care for that. Aeëtes got permission from Father to leave the halls and found us a deserted seaside. The beach was small and pale and the trees barely scrub, but to me it seemed a great, lush wilderness.

         In a wink he was grown and taller than I was, but still we would walk arm in arm. Pasiphaë jeered that we looked like lovers, would we be those types of gods, who coupled with their siblings? I said if she thought of it, she must have done it first. It was a clumsy insult, but Aeëtes laughed, which made me feel quick as Athena, flashing god of wit.

         Later, people would say that Aeëtes was strange because of me. I cannot prove it was not so. But in my memory he was strange already, different from any other god I knew. Even as a child, he seemed to understand what others did not. He could name the monsters who lived in the sea’s darkest trenches. He knew that the herbs Zeus had poured down Kronos’ throat were called pharmaka. They could work wonders upon the world, and many grew from the fallen blood of gods.

         I would shake my head. “How do you hear such things?”

         “I listen.”

         I had listened too, but I was not my father’s favored heir. Aeëtes was summoned to sit in on all his councils. My uncles had begun inviting him to their halls. I waited in my room for him to come back, so we could go together to that deserted shore and sit on the rocks, the sea spray at our feet. I would lean my cheek upon his shoulder and he would ask me questions that I had never thought of and could barely understand, like: How does your divinity feel?

         “What do you mean?” I said.

         “Here,” he said, “let me tell you how mine feels. Like a column of water that pours ceaselessly over itself, and is clear down to its rocks. Now, you.”

         I tried answers: like breezes on a crag. Like a gull, screaming from its nest.

         He shook his head. “No. You are only saying those things because of what I said. What does it really feel like? Close your eyes and think.”

         I closed my eyes. If I had been a mortal, I would have heard the beating of my heart. But gods have sluggish veins, and the truth is, what I heard was nothing. Yet I hated to disappoint him. I pressed my hand to my chest, and after a little it did seem that I felt something. “A shell,” I said.

         “Aha!” He shook his finger in the air. “A shell like a clam or like a conch?”

         “A conch.”

         “And what is in that shell? A snail?”

         “Nothing,” I said. “Air.”

         “Those are not the same,” he said. “Nothing is empty void, while air is what fills all else. It is breath and life and spirit, the words we speak.”

         My brother, the philosopher. Do you know how many gods are such? Only one other that I had met. The blue sky arched above us, but I was in that old dark hall again, with its manacles and blood.

         “I have a secret,” I said.

         Aeëtes lifted his brows, amused. He thought it was a joke. I had never known anything he did not.

         “It was before you were born,” I said.

         Aeëtes did not look at me while I told him about Prometheus. His mind worked best, he always said, without distractions. His eyes were fixed on the horizon. They were sharp as the eagle he was named for, and could pry into all the cracks of things, like water pricking at a leaky hull.

         When I was finished, he was silent a long time. At last he said: “Prometheus was a god of prophecy. He would have known he would be punished, and how. Yet he did it anyway.”

         I had not thought of that. How even as Prometheus took up the flame for mankind, he would have known he was walking towards the eagle and that desolate, eternal crag.

         Well enough, he had answered, when I had asked how he would be.

         “Who else knows this?”

         “No one.”

         “You are sure?” His voice had an urgency to it I was not used to. “You did not tell anyone?”

         “No,” I said. “Who else is there? Who would have believed me?”

         “True.” He nodded once. “You must tell no one else. You should not talk about it again, even with me. You are lucky Father did not find out.”

         “You think he would be so angry? Prometheus is his cousin.”

         He snorted. “We are all cousins, including the Olympians. You would make Father look like a fool who cannot control his offspring. He would throw you to the crows.”

         I felt my stomach clench with dread, and my brother laughed at the look on my face. “Exactly,” he said. “And for what? Prometheus is punished anyway. Let me give you some advice. Next time you’re going to defy the gods, do it for a better reason. I’d hate to see my sister turned to cinders for nothing.”

         
              

         

         Pasiphaë was contracted in marriage. She had been angling for it a long time, sitting in my father’s lap and purring of how she longed to bear a good lord children. My brother Perses had been enlisted to help her, lifting goblets to toast her nubility at every meal.

         “Minos,” my father said from his feasting couch. “A son of Zeus and king of Crete.”

         “A mortal?” My mother sat up. “You said it would be a god.”

         “I said he would be an eternal son of Zeus, and so he is.”

         Perses sneered. “Prophecy talk. Does he die or not?”

         A flash in the room, searing as the fire’s heart. “Enough! Minos will rule all the other mortal souls in the afterlife. His name will go on through the centuries. It is done.”

         My brother dared say no more, nor my mother. Aeëtes caught my eye, and I heard his words as if he spoke them. See? Not a good enough reason.

         I expected my sister to weep over her demotion. But when I looked, she was smiling. What that meant I could not say; my mind was following a different thread. A flush had spread over my skin. If Minos were there, so would his family be, his court, his advisers, his vassals and astronomers, his cupbearers, his servants and underservants. All those creatures Prometheus had given his eternity for. Mortals.

         
              

         

         On the wedding day, my father carried us across the sea in his golden chariot. The feast was to be held on Crete, in Minos’ great palace at Knossos. The walls were new-plastered and every surface hung with bright flowers; the tapestries glowed with richest saffron. Not only Titans would attend. Minos was a son of Zeus, and all the boot-licking Olympians would also come to pay their homage. The long colonnades filled up quickly with gods in their glory, clattering their adornments, laughing, casting glances to see who else had been invited. The thickest knot was around my father, immortals of every sort pressing in to congratulate him on his brilliant alliance. My uncles were especially pleased: Zeus was unlikely to move against us as long as the marriage held.

         From her bridal dais Pasiphaë glowed lush as ripe fruit. Her skin was gold, and her hair the color of sun on polished bronze. Around her crowded a hundred eager nymphs, each more desperate than the last to tell her how beautiful she looked.

         I stood back, out of the crush. Titans passed before me: my aunt Selene; my uncle Nereus trailing seaweed; Mnemosyne, mother of memories, and her nine light-footed daughters. My eyes skimmed over, searching.

         I found them at last at the hall’s edge. A dim huddle of figures, heads bent together. Prometheus had told me they were each different, but all I could make out was an indistinguished crowd, each with the same dull and sweated skin, the same wrinkled robes. I moved closer. Their hair hung lank, their flesh drooped soft off their bones. I tried to imagine going up to them, touching my hand to that dying skin. The thought sent a shiver through me. I had heard by then the stories whispered among my cousins, of what they might do to nymphs they caught alone. The rapes and ravishments, the abuses. I found it hard to believe. They looked weak as mushroom gills. They kept their faces carefully down, away from all those divinities. Mortals had their own stories, after all, of what happened to those who mixed with gods. An ill-timed glance, a foot set in an impropitious spot, such things could bring down death and woe upon their families for a dozen generations.

         It was like a great chain of fear, I thought. Zeus at the top and my father just behind. Then Zeus’ siblings and children, then my uncles, and on down through all the ranks of river-gods and brine-lords and Furies and Winds and Graces, until it came to the bottom where we sat, nymphs and mortals both, each eyeing the other.

         Aeëtes’ hand closed on my arm. “Not much to look at, are they? Come on, I found the Olympians.”

         I followed, my blood beating within me. I had never seen one before, those deities who rule from their celestial thrones. Aeëtes drew me to a window overlooking a sun-dazzled courtyard. And there they were: Apollo, lord of the lyre and the gleaming bow. His twin, moonlit Artemis, the pitiless huntress. Hephaestus, blacksmith of the gods, who had made the chains that held Prometheus still. Brooding Poseidon, whose trident commands the waves, and Demeter, lady of bounty, whose harvests nourish all the world. I stared at them, gliding sleek in their power. The very air seemed to give way where they walked.

         “Do you see Athena?” I whispered. I had always liked the stories of her, gray-eyed warrior, goddess of wisdom, whose mind was swifter than the lightning bolt. But she was not there. Perhaps, Aeëtes said, she was too proud to rub shoulders with earthbound Titans. Perhaps she was too wise to offer compliments as one among a crowd. Or perhaps she was there after all, but concealed even from the eyes of other divinities. She was one of the most powerful of the Olympians, she could do such a thing, and so observe the currents of power, and listen to our secrets.

         My neck turned to gooseflesh at the thought. “Do you think she listens to us even now?”

         “Don’t be foolish. She is here for the great gods. Look, Minos comes.”

         Minos, king of Crete, son of Zeus and a mortal woman. A demigod, his kind were called, mortal themselves but blessed by their divine parentage. He towered over his advisers, his hair thick as matted brush and his chest broad as the deck of a ship. His eyes reminded me of my father’s obsidian halls, shining darkly beneath his golden crown. Yet when he placed his hand on my sister’s delicate arm, suddenly he looked like a tree in winter, bare and shriveled-small. He knew it, I think, and glowered, which made my sister glitter all the more. She would be happy here, I thought. Or preeminent, which was the same to her.

         “There,” Aeëtes said, leaning close to my ear. “Look.”

         He was pointing to a mortal, a man I had not noticed before, not quite so huddled as the rest. He was young, his head shaved clean in the Egyptian style, the skin of his face fitted comfortably into its lines. I liked him. His clear eyes were not smoked with wine like everybody else’s.

         “Of course you like him,” Aeëtes said. “It is Daedalus. He is one of the wonders of the mortal world, a craftsman almost equal to a god. When I am my own king, I will collect such glories around me too.”

         “Oh? And when will you be king?”

         “Soon,” he said. “Father is giving me a kingdom.”

         I thought he was joking. “And may I live there?”

         “No,” he said. “It is mine. You will have to get your own.”

         His arm was through mine as it ever was, yet suddenly all was different, his voice swinging free, as if we were two creatures tied to separate cords, instead of to each other.

         “When?” I croaked.

         “After this. Father plans to take me straight.”

         He said it as if it were no more than a point of minor interest. I felt like I was turning to stone. I clung to him. “How could you not tell me?” I began. “You cannot leave me. What will I do? You do not know what it was like before—”

         He drew my arms back from his neck. “There is no need for such a scene. You knew this would come. I cannot rot all my life underground, with nothing of my own.”

         What of me? I wanted to ask. Shall I rot?

         But he had turned away to speak to one of my uncles, and as soon as the wedded pair was in their bedchamber, he stepped onto my father’s chariot. In a whirl of gold, he was gone.

         
              

         

         Perses left a few days later. No one was surprised, those halls of my father were empty for him without my sister. He said he was going east, to live among the Persians. Their name is like mine, he said, fatuously. And I hear they raise creatures called demons, I would like to see one.

         My father frowned. He had taken against Perses ever since he had mocked him over Minos. “Why should they have demons, more than us?”

         Perses did not bother to answer. He would go through the ways of water, he did not need my father to ferry him. At least I will not have to hear that voice of yours anymore, was the last thing he said to me.

         In a handful of days, all my life had been unwound. I was a child again, waiting while my father drove his chariot, while my mother lounged by Oceanos’ riverbanks. I lay in our empty halls, my throat scraping with loneliness, and when I could not bear it any longer, I fled to Aeëtes and my old deserted shore. There I found the stones Aeëtes’ fingers had touched. I walked the sand his feet had turned. Of course he could not stay. He was a divine son of Helios, bright and shining, true-voiced and clever, with hopes of a throne. And I?

         I remembered his eyes as I had pleaded with him. I knew him well, and could read what was in them when he looked at me. Not a good enough reason.

         I sat on the rocks and thought of the stories I knew of nymphs who wept until they turned into stones and crying birds, into dumb beasts and slender trees, thoughts barked up for eternity. I could not even do that, it seemed. My life closed me in like granite walls. I should have spoken to those mortals, I thought. I could have begged among them for a husband. I was a daughter of Helios, surely one of those ragged men would have had me. Anything would be better than this.

         And that is when I saw the boat.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         I KNEW OF SHIPS from paintings, I had heard of them in stories. They were golden and huge as leviathans, their rails carved from ivory and horn. They were towed by grinning dolphins or else crewed by fifty black-haired nereids, faces silver as moonlight.

         This one had a mast thin as a sapling. Its sail hung skewed and fraying, its sides were patched. I remember the jump in my throat when the sailor lifted his face. Burnt it was, and shiny with sun. A mortal.

         Mankind was spreading across the world. Years had passed since my brother had first found that deserted land for our games. I stood behind a jut of cliff and watched as the man steered, skirting rocks and hauling at the nets. He looked nothing like the well-groomed nobles of Minos’ court. His hair was long and black, draggled from wave-spray. His clothes were worn, and his neck scabbed. Scars showed on his arms where fish scales had cut him. He did not move with unearthly grace, but strongly, cleanly, like a well-built hull in the waves.

         I could hear my pulse, loud in my ears. I thought again of those stories of nymphs ravished and abused by mortals. But this man’s face was soft with youth, and the hands that drew up his catch looked only swift, not cruel. Anyway, in the sky above me was my father, called the Watchman. If I was in danger, he would come.

         He was close to the shore by then, peering down into the water, tracking some fish I could not see. I took a breath and stepped forward onto the beach.

         “Hail, mortal.”

         He fumbled his nets but did not drop them. “Hail,” he said. “What goddess do I address?”

         His voice was gentle in my ears, sweet as summer winds.

         “Circe,” I said.

         “Ah.” His face was carefully blank. He told me much later it was because he had not heard of me and feared to give offense. He knelt on the rough boards. “Most reverend lady. Do I trespass on your waters?”

         “No,” I said. “I have no waters. Is that a boat?”

         Expressions passed across his face, but I could not read them. “It is,” he said.

         “I would like to sail upon it,” I said.

         He hesitated, then began to steer closer to the shore, but I did not know to wait. I waded out through the waves to him and pulled myself aboard. The deck was hot through my sandals, and its motion pleasing, a faint undulation, like I rode upon a snake.

         “Proceed,” I said.

         How stiff I was, dressed in my divine dignity that I did not even know I wore. And he was stiffer still. He trembled when my sleeve brushed his. His eyes darted whenever I addressed him. I realized with a shock that I knew such gestures. I had performed them a thousand times—for my father, and my grandfather, and all those mighty gods who strode through my days. The great chain of fear.

         “Oh, no,” I said to him. “I am not like that. I have scarcely any powers at all and cannot hurt you. Be comfortable, as you were.”

         “Thank you, kind goddess.” But he said it so flinchingly that I had to laugh. It was that laughter, more than my protestation, that seemed to ease him a little. Moment passed into moment, and we began to talk of the things around us: the fish jumping, a bird dipping overhead. I asked him how his nets were made, and he told me, warming to the subject, for he took great care with them. When I told him my father’s name, it sent him glancing at the sun and trembling worse than ever, but at day’s end no wrath had descended and he knelt to me and said that I must have blessed his nets, for they were the fullest they had ever been.

         I looked down at his thick, black hair, shining in the sunset light, his strong shoulders bowing low. This is what all those gods in our halls longed for, such worship. I thought perhaps he had not done it right, or more likely, I had not. All I wanted was to see his face again.

         “Rise,” I told him. “Please. I have not blessed your nets, I have no powers to do so. I am born from naiads, who govern fresh water only, and even their small gifts I lack.”

         “Yet,” he said, “may I return? Will you be here? For I have never known such a wondrous thing in all my life as you.”

         I had stood beside my father’s light. I had held Aeëtes in my arms, and my bed was heaped with thick-wooled blankets woven by immortal hands. But it was not until that moment that I think I had ever been warm.

         “Yes,” I told him. “I will be here.”

         His name was Glaucos, and he came every day. He brought along bread, which I had never tasted, and cheese, which I had, and olives that I liked to see his teeth bite through. I asked him about his family, and he told me that his father was old and bitter, always storming and worrying about food, and his mother used to make herb simples but was broken now from too much labor, and his sister had five children already and was always sick and angry. All of them would be turned out of their cottage if they could not give their lord the tribute he levied.

         No one had ever confided so in me. I drank down every story like a whirlpool sucks down waves, though I could hardly understand half of what they meant, poverty and toil and human terror. The only thing that was clear was Glaucos’ face, his handsome brow and earnest eyes, wet a little from his griefs but smiling always when he looked at me.

         I loved to watch him at his daily tasks, which he did with his hands instead of a blink of power: mending the torn nets, cleaning off the boat’s deck, sparking the flint. When he made his fire, he would start painstakingly with small bits of dried moss placed just so, then the smaller twigs, then larger, building upwards and upwards. This art too, I did not know. Wood needed no coaxing for my father to kindle it.

         He saw me watching and rubbed self-consciously at his calloused hands. “I know I am ugly to you.”

         No, I thought. My grandfather’s halls are filled with shining nymphs and muscled river-gods, but I would rather gaze on you than any of them.

         I shook my head.

         He sighed. “It must be wonderful to be a god and never bear a mark.”

         “My brother once said it feels like water.”

         He considered. “Yes, I can imagine that. As if you are brimming, like an overfilled cup. What brother is that? You have not spoken of him before.”

         “He is gone to be a king far away. Aeëtes, he is called.” The name felt strange on my tongue after so long. “I would have gone with him, but he said no.”

         “He sounds like a fool,” Glaucos said.

         “What do you mean?”

         He lifted his eyes to mine. “You are a golden goddess, beautiful and kind. If I had such a sister, I would never let her go.”

         
              

         

         Our arms would brush as he worked at the ship’s rail. When we sat, my dress lapped over his feet. His skin was warm and slightly roughened. Sometimes I would drop something, so he might pick it up, and our hands would meet.

         That day, he knelt on the beach, kindling a fire to cook his lunch. It was still one of my favorite things to watch, that simple, mortal miracle of flint and tinder. His hair hung sweetly into his eyes, and his cheeks glowed with the flame’s light. I found myself thinking of my uncle who had given him that gift.

         “I met him once,” I said.

         Glaucos had spitted a fish and was roasting it. “Who?”

         “Prometheus,” I said. “When Zeus punished him, I brought him nectar.”

         He looked up. “Prometheus,” he said.

         “Yes.” He was not usually so slow. “Fire-bearer.”

         “That is a story from a dozen generations ago.”

         “More than a dozen,” I said. “Watch out, your fish.” The spit had drooped from his hand, and the fish was blackening on the coals.

         He did not rescue it. His eyes were fixed on me. “But you are my age.”

         My face had tricked him. It looked as young as his.

         I laughed. “No. I am not.”

         He had been half slouched to one side, knees touching mine. Now he jerked upright, pulling away from me so fast I felt the cold where he had been. It surprised me.

         “Those years are nothing,” I said. “I made no use of them. You know as much of the world as I do.” I reached for his hand.

         He yanked it away. “How can you say that? How old are you? A hundred? Two hundred?”

         I almost laughed again. But his neck was rigid, and his eyes wide. The fish smoked between us in the fire. I had told him so little of my life. What was there to tell? Only the same cruelties, the same sneers at my back. In those days, my mother was in an especial ill humor. My father had begun to prefer his draughts to her, and her venom over it fell to me. She would curl her lip when she saw me. Circe is dull as a rock. Circe has less wit than bare ground. Circe’s hair is matted like a dog’s. If I have to hear that broken voice of hers once more. Of all our children, why must it be she who is left? No one else will have her. If my father heard, he gave no sign, only moved his game counters here and there. In the old days, I would have crept to my room with tear-stained cheeks, but since Glaucos’ coming it was all like bees without a sting.

         “I’m sorry,” I said. “It was only a stupid joke. I never met him, I only wished to. Never fear, we are the same age.”

         Slowly, his posture loosened. He blew out a breath. “Hah,” he said. “Can you imagine? If you had really been alive then?”

         He finished his meal. He threw the scraps to the gulls, then chased them wheeling to the sky. He turned back to grin at me, outlined against the silver waves, his shoulders lifting in his tunic. No matter how many fires I watched him make, I never spoke of my uncle again.

         
              

         

         One day, Glaucos’ boat came late. He did not anchor it, only stood upon its deck, his face stiff and grim. There was a bruise on his cheek, storm-wave dark. His father had struck him.

         “Oh!” My pulse leapt. “You must rest. Sit with me, and I will bring you water.”

         “No,” he said, and his voice was sharp as I had ever heard it. “Not today, not ever again. Father says I loaf and all our hauls are down. We will starve, and it is my fault.”

         “Yet come sit, and let me help,” I said.

         “You cannot do anything,” he said. “You told me so. You have no powers at all.”

         I watched him sail off. Then wild I turned and ran to my grandfather’s palace. Through its arched passageways I went, to the women’s halls, with their clatter of shuttles and goblets and the jangle of bracelets on wrists. Past the naiads, past the visiting nereids and dryads, to the oaken stool on the dais, where my grandmother ruled.

         Tethys, she was called, great nurse of the world’s waters, born like her husband at the dawn of ages from Mother Earth herself. Her robes puddled blue at her feet, and around her neck was wrapped a water-serpent like a scarf. Before her was a golden loom that held her weaving. Her face was old but not withered. Countless daughters and sons had been birthed from her flowing womb, and their descendants were still brought to her for blessing. I myself had knelt to her once. She had touched my forehead with the tips of her soft fingers. Welcome, child.

         I knelt again, now. “I am Circe, Perse’s daughter. You must help me. There is a mortal who needs fish from the sea. I cannot bless him, but you can.”

         “He is noble?” she asked.

         “In nature,” I said. “Poor in possessions, yet rich in spirit and courage, and shining like a star.”

         “And what does this mortal offer you in exchange?”

         “Offer me?”

         She shook her head. “My dear, they must always offer something, even if it is small, even if only wine poured at your spring, else they will forget to be grateful, after.”

         “I do not have a spring and I do not need any gratitude. Please. I will never see him again if you do not help me.”

         She looked at me and sighed. She must have heard such pleas a thousand times. That is one thing gods and mortals share. When we are young, we think ourselves the first to have each feeling in the world.

         “I will grant your wish and fill his nets. Yet in return, let me hear you swear you will not lie with him. You know your father thinks to match you better than with some fish-boy.”

         “I swear,” I said.

         
              

         

         He came skimming across the waves, shouting for me. His words poured over themselves. He had not even had to work the nets, he said. The fish leapt by themselves onto his deck, big as cows. His father was pacified, and the levy paid, with credit for next year. He knelt before me, head bowed. “Thank you, goddess.”

         I drew him up. “Do not kneel to me, it was my grandmother’s power.”

         “No.” He took my hands. “It was you. You were the one who persuaded her. Circe, miracle, blessing of my life, you have saved me.”

         He pressed his warm cheeks to my hands. His lips brushed my fingers. “I wish I were a god,” he breathed. “Then I could thank you as you deserve.”

         I let his curls fall around my wrist. I wished I were a real goddess so I could give him whales upon a golden plate, and he would never let me go.

         Every day we sat together talking. He was full of dreams, hoping that when he was older he might have his own boat, and his own cottage instead of his father’s. “And I will keep a fire,” he said, “burning for you always. If you will allow me.”

         “I would rather you keep a chair,” I said. “So I may come to speak with you.”

         He flushed, and I did too. I knew so little then. I had never lolled with my cousins, those broad-shouldered gods and lissom nymphs, when they talked of love. I had never crept off with a suitor into a private corner. I did not know enough even to say what I wanted. If I touched my hand to his, if I bent down my lips for a kiss, what then?

         He was watching me. His face was like the sand, showing a hundred impressions. “Your father—” he said, stumbling a little, for speaking of Helios always unnerved him. “He will choose a husband for you?”

         “Yes,” I said.

         “What sort of husband?”

         I thought I would weep. I wanted to press against him and say I wished it could be him, but my oath stood between us. So I made myself speak the truth, that my father sought out princes, or perhaps a king if he were foreign.

         He looked down at his hands. “Of course,” he said. “Of course. You are very dear to him.”

         I did not correct him. I went back to my father’s halls that night and knelt at his feet and asked him if it was possible to make a mortal a god.

         Helios frowned at his draughts in irritation. “You know it is not, unless it is in their stars already. Not even I can change the laws of the Fates.”

         I said no more. My thoughts were following upon themselves. If Glaucos remained a mortal, then he would grow old, and if he grew old he would die, and there would be a day upon that shore when I would come and he would not. Prometheus had told me, yet I had not understood. What a fool I had been. What a stupid fool. In a panic, I ran back to my grandmother.

         “That man,” I said, nearly choking. “He will die.”

         Her stool was oak, draped with softest weavings. The yarn in her fingers was river-stone green. She was winding it on her shuttle. “Oh, granddaughter,” she said. “Of course he will. He is mortal, that is their lot.”

         “It is not fair,” I said. “It cannot be.”

         “Those are two different things,” my grandmother said.

         All the shining naiads had turned from their talk to listen to us. I pressed on. “You must help me,” I said. “Great goddess, will you not take him to your halls and make him eternal?”

         “No god can do so much.”

         “I love him,” I said. “There must be a way.”

         She sighed. “Do you know how many nymphs before you have hoped the same and been disappointed?”

         I did not care about those nymphs. They were not Helios’ daughter, raised on stories of breaking the world. “Is there not some—I do not know the word. Some device. Some bargain with the Fates, some trick, some pharmaka—”

         It was the word Aeëtes had used, when he spoke of herbs with wondrous powers, sprung from the fallen blood of gods.

         The sea snake at my grandmother’s neck uncoiled and flicked a black tongue from its arrow mouth. Her voice was low and angry. “You dare to speak of that?”

         The sudden change surprised me. “Speak of what?”

         But she was rising, her full height unfurling before me.

         “Child, I have done as much for you as may be done, and there is no more. Go from here, and let me never hear you speak of that wickedness again.”

         My head was churning, my mouth sharp as though I had drunk raw wine. I walked back through the couches, the chairs, past the skirts of whispering, smirking naiads. She thinks just because she is daughter of the sun, she may uproot the world to please herself.

         I was too wild to feel any shame. It was true. I would not just uproot the world, but tear it, burn it, do any evil I could to keep Glaucos by my side. But what stayed most in my mind was the look on my grandmother’s face when I’d said that word, pharmaka. It was not a look I knew well, among the gods. But I had seen Glaucos when he spoke of the levy and empty nets and his father. I had begun to know what fear was. What could make a god afraid? I knew that answer too.

         A power greater than their own.

         I had learned something from my mother after all. I bound my hair in ringlets and put on my best dress, my brightest sandals. I went to my father’s feast, where all my uncles gathered, reclining on their purple couches. I poured their wine and smiled into their eyes and wreathed my arms around their necks. Uncle Proteus, I said. He was the one with seal meat in his teeth. You are brave and led valiantly in the war. Will you not tell me about its battles, where they were fought? Uncle Nereus, what about you? You were lord of the sea before Olympian Poseidon robbed you. I long to hear the great deeds of our kind, tell me where the blood fell thickest.

         I drew those stories from them. I learned the names of those many places that had been sown with gods’ blood, and where those places were. And at last I heard of one not far from Glaucos’ shore.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         “COME,” I SAID. IT was midday and hot, the earth crumbling beneath our feet. “It is very close. A perfect sleeping spot to ease your weary bones.”

         He followed sullenly. He was always ill-tempered when the sun was high. “I do not like to be so far from my boat.”

         “Your boat will be safe, I promise it. Look! We are here. Are not these flowers worth the walk? They are beautiful, palest yellow and shaped like bells.”

         I coaxed him down among the crowding blossoms. I had brought water and a basket of food. I was aware of my father’s eye above us. A picnic, I meant it to appear, if he should glance our way. I could not be sure what my grandmother might have said to him.

         I served Glaucos and watched while he ate. What would he look like as a god? I wondered. A little distance away grew a forest, its shade thick enough to hide us from my father’s eyes. When he was changed, I would pull him there, and show him that my oath did not hold us anymore.

         I set a cushion on the ground. “Lie back,” I said. “Sleep. Won’t it be nice to sleep?”

         “I have a headache,” he complained. “And the sun is in my eyes.”

         I brushed back his hair and moved so I blocked the sun. He sighed then. He was always tired, and in a moment his eyes were dragging closed.

         I stirred the flowers so they lay against him. Now, I thought. Now.

         He slept on as I had seen him sleep a hundred times. In my fantasies of this moment, the flowers had changed him at a touch. Their immortal blood leapt into his veins and he rose up a god, took my hands and said, Now I may thank you as you deserve.

         I stirred the flowers again. I plucked some and dropped them on his chest. I blew out my breath, so the scent and pollen would drift over him. “Change,” I whispered. “He must be a god. Change.”

         He slept. The flowers hung lank around us, wan and fragile as moth wings. A line of acid was tracing through my stomach. Maybe I had not found the right ones, I told myself. I should have come to scout ahead, but I had been too eager. I rose and walked the hillside, searching for some crimson clutch of blooms, vivid, leaking obvious power. But all I found were common blossoms that any hill might have.

         I crumpled beside Glaucos and wept. The tears of those of naiad blood can flow for eternity, and I thought it might take an eternity to speak all my grief. I had failed. Aeëtes had been wrong, there were no herbs of power, and Glaucos would be lost to me forever, his sweet, perishing beauty withered into earth. Overhead, my father slipped along his track. Those soft, foolish flowers bobbed around us on their stems. I hated them. I seized a handful and ripped it up by the roots. I tore the petals. I broke the stems to pieces. The damp shreds stuck to my hands, and the sap bled across my skin. The scent rose raw and wild, acetic as old wine. I tore up another handful, my hands sticky and hot. In my ears was a dark humming, like a hive.

         It is hard to describe what happened next. A knowledge woke in the depths of my blood. It whispered: that the strength of those flowers lay in their sap, which could transform any creature to its truest self.

         I did not stop to question. The sun had passed the horizon by then. Glaucos’ lips had fallen open as he dreamed, and I lifted a handful of flowers over him, squeezing. The sap leaked and gathered. Drop by milky drop I let it fall into his mouth. A stray bead landed on his lips, and I slid it onto his tongue with my finger. He coughed. Your truest self, I told him. Let it be.

         I crouched, another handful ready. I would squeeze the whole field into him if I had to. But even as I thought that, a shadow moved across his skin. It darkened as I watched. Past brown it went, past purple, spreading like a bruise until his whole body was deepest sea-blue. His hands were swelling, his legs, his shoulders. Hairs began to push out from his chin, long and copper-green. Where his tunic gaped, I could see blisters forming on his chest. I stared. They were barnacles.

         Glaucos, I whispered. His arm was strange beneath my fingers, hard and thick and slightly cool. I shook it. Wake up.

         His eyes opened. For the passing of one breath he did not move. Then he leapt to his feet, towering like a storm-surge, the sea-god he had always been. Circe, he cried, I am changed!

         
              

         

         There was no time to go to the forest, no time to draw him to me on the moss. He was wild with his new strength, snorting like a bull in spring air. “Look,” he said, holding out his hands. “No scabs. No scars. And I am not tired. For the first time in all my life, I am not tired! I could swim the whole ocean. I want to see myself. How do I look?”

         “Like a god,” I said.

         He seized me by the arms and spun me, white teeth shining in his blue face. Then he stopped, a new thought dawning. “I can go with you now. I can go to the gods’ halls. Will you take me?”

         I could not tell him no. I brought him to my grandmother. My hands trembled a little, but the lies were ready on my lips. He had fallen asleep in a meadow and woken like this. “Perhaps my wish to turn him immortal was a kind of prophecy. It is not unknown in my father’s children.”

         She scarcely listened. She suspected nothing. No one had ever suspected me.

         “Brother,” she cried, embracing him. “Newest brother! This is an act of the Fates. You are welcome here until you find a palace of your own.”

         There was no more walking on the shore. Every day I spent in those halls with Glaucos the God. We sat upon the banks of my grandfather’s twilight river, and I introduced him to all my aunts and uncles and cousins, reeling off nymph after nymph, though before that moment I would have said I did not know their names. For their part, they crowded him, clamoring for the story of his miraculous transformation. He spun the tale well: his ill humor, the drowsiness that fell on him like a boulder, and then the power lifting him like cresting waves, granted by the Fates themselves. He would bare his blue chest before them, strapped with god-muscles, and offer his hands, smooth as surf-rolled shells. “See how I am grown into myself!”

         I loved his face in those moments, glowing with power and joy. My chest swelled with his. I longed to tell him that it was I who had given him such a gift, but I saw how it pleased him to believe his godhead wholly his own and I did not want to take that from him. I still dreamed of lying with him in those dark woods, but I had begun to think beyond that, to say to myself new words: marriage, husband.

         “Come,” I told him. “You must meet my father and grandfather.” I chose his clothes myself, in colors that showed his skin to greatest advantage. I warned him of the courtesies that were expected, and kept to the back, watching, while he offered them. He did well, and they praised him. They took him to Nereus, old Titan god of the sea, who in turn introduced him to Poseidon, his new lord. Together they helped him shape his underwater palace, set with gold and wave-wrack treasures.

         I went there every day. The brine stung my skin, and he was often too busy with admiring guests to give me more than the briefest smile, but I did not mind. We had time now, all the time we would ever need. It was a pleasure to sit at those silver tables, watching the nymphs and gods tumble over themselves for his attention. Once they would have sneered at him, called him fish-gutter. Now they begged him for tales of his mortality. The stories grew in the telling: his mother bent-back like a hag, his father beating him every day. They gasped and pressed a hand to their hearts.

         “It is well,” he said. “I sent a wave to smash my father’s boat, and the shock killed him. My mother I blessed. She has a new husband and a slave to help her with the washing. She has built me an altar, and already it smokes. My village hopes I will bring them a good tide.”

         “And will you?” The nymph who spoke clutched her hands beneath her chin. She had been one of my sister and Perses’ dearest companions, her round face lacquered with malice, but now speaking to Glaucos even she was transformed, open, ripe as a pear.

         “We will see,” he said, “what they offer me.” Sometimes when he was very pleased, his feet turned to a flipping tail, and now it was. I watched it sweep along the marble floor, shining palest gray, its overlapping scales faintly iridescent.

         “Is your father truly dead?” I said, when they were gone.

         “Of course. He deserved it, for his blasphemy.” He was polishing a new trident, a gift from Poseidon himself. During the days, he lounged on couches, drinking from goblets large as his head. He laughed like my uncles did, open-mouthed and roaring. He was not just some scraggled lord of crabs, but one of the greater sea-gods who might call whales to his beck if he wanted, rescue ships from reefs and shoals, lift rafts of sailors from the drowning waves.

         “That round-faced nymph,” he said, “the beautiful one. What is her name?”

         My mind had drifted. I was imagining how he might ask for my hand. On the beach, I thought. That shore where we had first glimpsed each other.

         “Do you mean Scylla?”

         “Yes, Scylla,” he said. “She moves like water, does she not? Silver as a flowing stream.” His eyes lifted to hold mine. “Circe, I have never been so happy.”

         I smiled back at him. I saw nothing but the boy that I loved shining at last. Every honor lavished on him, every altar built in his name, every admirer who crowded him, these felt like gifts to me, for he was mine.

         
              

         

         I began to see that nymph Scylla everywhere. Here she was laughing at some jest of Glaucos’, here she was touching her hand to her throat and shaking out her hair. She was very beautiful, it was true, one of the jewels of our halls. The river-gods and nymphs sighed over her, and she liked to raise their hopes with a look and break them with another. When she moved she clattered faintly from the thousand presents they pressed on her: bracelets of coral, pearls about her neck in strings. She sat beside me and showed them to me, one by one.

         “Lovely,” I said, scarcely looking. Yet there she was again at the next feast, her jewels doubled, trebled, enough to sink a fishing boat. I think now she must have been furious that it took me so long to understand. By then she was holding her pearls, big as apples, up to my face. “Are they not the greatest marvel you have ever seen?”

         The truth is, I had begun to wonder if she was in love with me. “They are very fine,” I said faintly.

         At last she had to set her teeth and say it straight.

         “Glaucos says he will empty the sea of them, if it would please me.”

         We were in Oceanos’ hall, the air sickly with incense. I started. “Those are from Glaucos?”

         Oh, the joy on her face. “All of them are. You mean you have not heard? I thought you would be first to know, you are so close. But perhaps you are not the friend that you think you are to him?” She waited, watching me. I was aware of other faces too, giddily breathless. Such fights were more precious than gold in our halls.

         She smiled. “Glaucos asked me to marry him. I have not decided yet what I will say. What is your counsel, Circe? Should I take him, blue skin, flippers, and all?”

         The naiads laughed like a thousand plashing fountains. I fled so she would not see my tears and wear them as another of her trophies.

         
              

         

         My father was with my river-uncle Achelous, and frowned to be interrupted. “What?”

         “I want to marry Glaucos. Will you allow it?”

         He laughed. “Glaucos? He has his pick. I do not think it will be you.”

         A shock ran through me. I did not stop to brush my hair or change my dress. Every moment felt like a drop of my blood lost. I ran to Glaucos’ palace. He was away at some other god’s hall so I waited, trembling, amid his overturned goblets, the wine-soaked cushions from his latest feast.

         He came at last. With one flick of his hand, the mess was gone, and the floors gleamed again. “Circe,” he said, when he saw me. Just that, as if you might say: foot.

         “Do you mean to marry Scylla?”

         I watched the light sweep across his face. “Is she not the most perfect creature you have ever seen? Her ankles are so small and delicate, like the sweetest doe in the forest. The river-gods are enraged that she favors me, and I hear even Apollo is jealous.”

         I was sorry then that I had not used those tricks of hair and eyes and lips that all our kind have. “Glaucos,” I said, “she is beautiful, yes, but she does not deserve you. She is cruel, and she does not love you as you might be loved.”

         “What do you mean?”

         He was frowning at me, as if I were a face he could not quite remember. I tried to think of what my sister would do. I stepped to him, trailed my fingers on his arm.

         “I mean, I know one who will love you better.”

         “Who?” he said. But I could see him start to understand. His hands lifted, as though to ward me off. He, who was a towering god. “You have been a sister to me,” he said.

         “I would be more,” I said. “I would be all.” I pressed my lips to his.

         He pushed me from him. His face was caught, half in anger, half in a sort of fear. He looked almost like his old self.

         “I have loved you since that first day I saw you sailing,” I said. “Scylla laughs at your fins and green beard, but I cherished you when there were fish guts on your hands and you wept from your father’s cruelty. I helped you when—”

         “No!” He slashed his hand through the air. “I will not think on those days. Every hour some new bruise upon me, some new ache, always weary, always burdened and weak. I sit at councils with your father now. I do not have to beg for every scrap. Nymphs clamor for me, and I may choose the best among them, which is Scylla.”

         The words struck like stones, but I would not give him up so easily.

         “I can be best for you,” I said. “I can please you, I swear it. You will find none more loyal than me. I will do anything.”

         I do think he loved me a little. For before I could say the thousand humiliating things in my heart, all the proofs of passion I had hoarded, the crawling devotions I would do, I felt his power come around me. And with that same flick he had used upon the cushions, he sent me back to my rooms.

         I lay on the dirt, weeping. Those flowers had made him his true being, which was blue, and finned, and not mine. I thought I would die of such pain, which was not like the sinking numbness Aeëtes had left behind, but sharp and fierce as a blade through my chest. But of course I could not die. I would live on, through each scalding moment to the next. This is the grief that makes our kind choose to be stones and trees rather than flesh.

         Beautiful Scylla, dainty-doe Scylla, Scylla with her viper heart. Why had she done such a thing? It was not love, I had seen the sneer in her eyes when she spoke of his flippers. Perhaps it was because she loved my sister and brother, who scorned me. Perhaps it was because her father was a nothing river, and her mother a shark-faced sea-nymph, and she liked the thought of taking something from the daughter of the sun.

         It did not matter. All I knew was that I hated her. For I was like any dull ass who has ever loved someone who loved another. I thought: if only she were gone, it would change everything.

         I left my father’s halls. It was the time between the sun’s setting and my pale aunt’s rise. There was no one to see me. I gathered those flowers of true being and brought them to the cove where it was said Scylla bathed each day. I broke their stems and emptied their white sap drop by drop into the waters. She would not be able to hide her adder malice anymore. All her ugliness would be revealed. Her eyebrows would thicken, her hair would turn dull, and her nose would grow long and snouted. The halls would echo with her furious screams and the great gods would come to whip me, but I would welcome them, for every lash upon my skin would be only further proof to Glaucos of my love.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         NO FURIES CAME FOR me that night. None came the next morning either, or all that afternoon. By dusk I went to find my mother at her mirror.

         “Where is Father?”

         “Gone straight to Oceanos. The feast is there.” She wrinkled her nose, her pink tongue stuck between her teeth. “Your feet are filthy. Can you not at least wash them?”

         I did not wash them. I did not want to wait another moment. What if Scylla was at the banquet, lounging in Glaucos’ lap? What if they were married already? What if the sap had not worked?

         It is strange now, to remember how I worried that.

         The halls were even more crowded than usual, stinking of the same rose oil every nymph insisted was her special charm. I could not see my father, but my aunt Selene was there. She stood at the center of a clot of upturned faces, a mother and her baby birds, waiting to be crammed.

         “You must understand, I only went to look because the water was so roiled up. I thought perhaps it was some sort of…meeting. You know how Scylla is.”

         I felt the breath stop in my chest. My cousins were snickering and cutting their eyes at each other. Whatever comes, I thought, do not show a thing.

         “But she was flailing very strangely, like some sort of drowning cat. Then—I cannot say it.”

         She pressed her silvery hand to her mouth. It was a lovely gesture. Everything about my aunt was lovely. Her husband was a beautiful shepherd enchanted with ageless sleep, dreaming of her for eternity.

         “A leg,” she said. “A hideous leg. Like a squid’s, boneless and covered in slime. It burst from her belly, and another burst beside it, and more and more, until there were twelve all dangling from her.”

         My fingertips stung faintly where the sap had leaked.

         “That was only the beginning,” Selene said. “She was bucking, her shoulders writhing. Her skin turned gray and her neck began to stretch. From it tore five new heads, each filled with gaping teeth.”

         My cousins gasped, but the sound was distant, like far-off waves. It felt impossible to picture the horror Selene described. To make myself believe: I did that.

         “And all the while, she was baying and howling, barking like some wild pack of dogs. It was a relief when she finally dove beneath the waves.”

         As I had squeezed those flowers into Scylla’s cove, I had not wondered how my cousins would take it, those who were Scylla’s sisters and aunts and brothers and lovers. If I had thought of it, I would have said that Scylla was their darling, and that when the Furies came for me, they would have shouted loudest of all to see my blood. But now when I looked around me, all I saw were faces bright as whetted blades. They clung to each other, crowing. I wish I’d seen it! Can you imagine?

         “Tell it again,” an uncle shouted, and my cousins cried out their agreement.

         My aunt smiled. Her curving lips made a crescent like herself in the sky. She told it again: the legs, the necks, the teeth.

         My cousins’ voices swarmed up to the ceiling.

         You know she’s lain with half the halls.

         I’m glad I never let her have me. And one of the river-gods’ voices, rising over all: Of course she barks. She always was a bitch!

         Shrieking laughter clawed at my ears. I saw a river-god who had sworn he would fight Glaucos over her crying with mirth. Scylla’s sister pretended to howl like a dog. Even my grandparents had come to listen, smiling at the crowd’s edge. Oceanos said something in Tethys’ ear. I could not hear it, but I had watched him for half an eternity, I knew the movements of his lips. Good riddance.

         Beside me an uncle was shouting, Tell it again! This time my aunt only rolled her pearly eyes. He smelled like squids, and anyway, it was past time for the feast. The gods wafted to their couches. The cups were poured, the ambrosia passed. Their lips grew red with wine, their faces shone like jewels. Their laughter crackled around me.

         I knew that electric pleasure, I thought. I had seen it before, in another dark hall.

         The doors opened and Glaucos stepped through, his trident in his hand. His hair was greener than ever, fanned out like a lion’s mane. I saw the joy leap in my cousins’ eyes, heard their hiss of excitement. Here was more sport. They would tell him of his love’s transformation, crack his face like an egg and laugh at what ran out.

         But before they could say anything, my father was there, striding over to pull him aside.

         My cousins sank back on sour elbows. Spoilsport Helios, ruining their fun. No matter, Perse would get it out of him later, or Selene. They lifted their goblets and went back to their pleasures.

         I followed after Glaucos. I do not know how I dared, except that all my mind was filled up with a gray wash like churning waves. I stood outside the room where my father had drawn them.

         I heard Glaucos’ low voice: “Can she not be changed back?”

         Every god-born knows that answer from their swaddles. “No,” my father said. “No god may undo what is done by the Fates or another god. Yet these halls have a thousand beauties, each ripe as the next. Look to them instead.”

         I waited. I still hoped Glaucos would think of me. I would have married him in a moment. But I found myself hoping for another thing too, which I would not have believed the day before: that he would weep all the salt in his veins for Scylla’s return, holding fast to her as his one, true love.

         “I understand,” Glaucos said. “It is a shame, but as you say there are others.”

         A soft metal ping rang out. He was flicking the tines of his trident. “Nereus’ youngest is fair,” he said. “What is her name? Thetis?”

         My father clicked his tongue. “Too salted for my taste.”

         “Well,” Glaucos said. “Thank you for your excellent counsel. I will look to it.”

         They walked right by me. My father took his golden place beside my grandfather. Glaucos made his way to the purple couches. He looked up at something a river-god said and laughed. It is the last memory I have of his face, his teeth bright as pearls in the torchlight, his skin stained blue.

         In years to come, he would take my father’s advice indeed. He lay with a thousand nymphs, siring children with green hair and tails, well loved by fishermen, for often they filled their nets. I would see them sometimes, sporting like dolphins in the deepest crests. They never came in to shore.

         
              

         

         The black river slid along its banks. The pale flowers nodded on their stems. I was blind to all of it. One by one my hopes were dropping away. I would share no eternity with Glaucos. We would have no marriage. We would never lie in those woods. His love for me was drowned and gone.

         Nymphs and gods flowed past, their gossip drifting in the fragrant, torch-lit air. Their faces were the same as always, vivid and glowing, but they seemed suddenly alien. Their strings of jewels clacked loud as bird-bills, their red mouths stretched wide around their laughter. Somewhere Glaucos laughed among them, but I could not pick his voice out from the throng.

         Not all gods need be the same.

         My face had begun to burn. It was not pain, not exactly, but a stinging that went on and on. I pressed my fingers to my cheeks. How long had it been since I’d thought of Prometheus? A vision of him rose before me now: his torn back and steady face, his dark eyes encompassing everything.

         Prometheus had not cried out as the blows fell, though he had grown so covered in blood that he’d looked like a statue dipped in gold. And all the while, the gods had watched, their attention bright as lightning. They would have relished a turn with the Fury’s whip, given the chance.

         I was not like them.

         Are you not? The voice was my uncle’s, resonant and deep. Then you must think, Circe. What would they not do?

         
              

         

         My father’s chair was draped with the skins of pure-black lambs. I knelt by their dangling necks.

         “Father,” I said, “it was I who made Scylla a monster.”

         All around me, voices dropped. I cannot say if the very furthest couches looked, if Glaucos looked, but all my uncles did, snapped up from their drowsy conversation. I felt a sharp joy. For the first time in my life, I wanted their eyes.

         “I used wicked pharmaka to make Glaucos a god, and then I changed Scylla. I was jealous of his love for her and wanted to make her ugly. I did it selfishly, in bitter heart, and I would bear the consequence.”

         “Pharmaka,” my father said.

         “Yes. The yellow flowers that grow from Kronos’ spilled blood and turn creatures to their truest selves. I dug up a hundred flowers and dropped them in her pool.”

         I had expected a whip to be brought forth, a Fury summoned. A place in chains beside my uncle’s on the rock. But my father only filled his cup. “It is no matter. Those flowers have no powers in them, not anymore. Zeus and I made sure of that.”

         I stared at him. “Father, I did it. With my own hands, I broke their stalks and smeared the sap on Glaucos’ lips, and he was changed.”

         “You had a premonition, which is common in my children.” His voice was even, firm as a stone wall. “It was Glaucos’ fate to be changed at that moment. The herbs did nothing.”

         “No,” I tried to say, but he did not pause. His voice lifted, to cover mine.

         “Think, daughter. If mortals could be made into gods so easily, would not every goddess feed them to her favorite? And would not half the nymphs be changed to monsters? You are not the first jealous girl in these halls.”

         My uncles were beginning to smile.

         “I am the only one who knows where those flowers are.”

         “Of course you are not,” my uncle Proteus said. “You had that knowledge from me. Do you think I would have given it, if I thought you could do any harm?”

         “And if there was so much power in those plants,” Nereus said, “my fish from Scylla’s cove would be changed. Yet they are whole and well.”

         My face was flushing. “No.” I shook off Nereus’ seaweed hand. “I changed Scylla, and now I must take the punishment on my head.”

         “Daughter, you begin to make a spectacle.” The words cut across the air. “If the world contained the power you allege, do you think it would fall to such as you to discover it?”

         Soft laughter at my back, open amusement on my uncles’ faces. But most of all my father’s voice, speaking those words like trash he dropped. Such as you. Any other day in all my years of life I would have curled upon myself and wept. But that day his scorn was like a spark falling on dry tinder. My mouth opened.

         “You are wrong,” I said.

         He had leaned away to note something to my grandfather. Now his gaze swung back to mine. His face began to glow. “What did you say?”

         “I say those plants have power.”

         His skin flared white. White as the fire’s heart, as purest, hottest coals. He stood, yet he kept on rising, as if he would tear a hole in the ceiling, in the earth’s crust, as if he would not cease until he scraped the stars. And then the heat came, rolling over me with a sound like roaring waves, blistering my skin, crushing the breath from my chest. I gasped, but there was no air. He had taken it all.

         “You dare to contradict me? You who cannot light a single flame, or call one drop of water? Worst of my children, faded and broken, whom I cannot pay a husband to take. Since you were born, I pitied you and allowed you license, yet you grew disobedient and proud. Will you make me hate you more?”

         In another moment, the rocks themselves would have melted, and all my watery cousins dried up to their bones. My flesh bubbled and opened like a roasted fruit, my voice shriveled in my throat and was scorched to dust. The pain was such as I had never imagined could exist, a searing agony consuming every thought.

         I fell to my father’s feet. “Father,” I croaked, “forgive me. I was wrong to believe such a thing.”

         Slowly, the heat receded. I lay where I had fallen upon the mosaic floor, with its fish and purpled fruits. My eyes were half blind. My hands were melted claws. The river-gods shook their heads, making sounds like water over rocks. Helios, you have the strangest children.

         My father sighed. “It is Perse’s fault. All the ones before hers were fine.”

         
              

         

         I did not move. The hours passed and no one looked at me or spoke my name. They talked of their own affairs, of the fineness of the wine and food. The torches went out and the couches emptied. My father rose and stepped over me. The faint breeze he stirred cut into my skin like a knife. I had thought my grandmother might speak a soft word, bring salve to sooth my burns, but she had gone to her bed.

         Perhaps they will send guards for me, I thought. But why should they? I was no danger in the world.

         The waves of pain ran cold and then hot and then cold again. I shook and the hours passed. My limbs were raw and blackened, my back bubbled over with sores. I was afraid to touch my face. Dawn would come soon, and my whole family would pour in for their breakfasts, chattering of the day’s amusements. They would curl their lips as they passed by where I lay.

         Inch by slow inch, I drew myself to my feet. The thought of returning to my father’s halls was like a white coal in my throat. I could not go home. There was only one other place in all the world I knew: those woods I had dreamed of so often. The deep shadows would hide me, and the mossy ground would be soft against my ruined skin. I set that image in my eye and limped towards it. The salt air of the beach stabbed like needles in my blasted throat, and each touch of wind set my burns screaming again. At last, I felt the shade close over me, and I curled up on the moss. It had rained a little, and the damp earth was sweet against me. So many times I had imagined lying there with Glaucos, but whatever tears might have been in me for that lost dream had been parched away. I closed my eyes, drifting through the shocks and skirls of pain. Slowly, my relentless divinity began to make headway. My breath eased, my eyes cleared. My arms and legs still ached, but when I brushed them with my fingers I touched skin instead of char.

         The sun set, glowing behind the trees. Night came with its stars. It was moondark, when my aunt Selene goes to her dreaming husband. It was that, I think, which gave me heart enough to rise, for I could not have endured the thought of her reporting it: That fool actually went to look at them! As if she still believed they worked!

         The night air tingled across my skin. The grass was dry, flattened by high-summer heat. I found the hill and halted up its slope. In the starlight, the flowers looked small, bled gray and faint. I plucked a stalk and held it in my hand. It lay there limp, all its sap dried and gone. What had I thought would happen? That it would leap up and shout, Your father is wrong. You changed Scylla and Glaucos. You are not poor and patchy, but Zeus come again?

         Yet, as I knelt there, I did hear something. Not a sound, but a sort of silence, a faint hum like the space between note and note in a song. I waited for it to fade into the air, for my mind to right itself. But it went on.

         I had a wild thought there, beneath that sky. I will eat these herbs. Then whatever is truly in me, let it be out, at last.

         I brought them to my mouth. But my courage failed. What was I truly? In the end, I could not bear to know.

         
              

         

         It was nearly dawn when my uncle Achelous found me, beard foaming in his haste. “Your brother is here. You are summoned.”

         I followed him to my father’s halls, still stumbling a little. Past the polished tables we went, past the draped bedroom where my mother slept. Aeëtes was standing over our father’s draughts board. His face had grown sharp with manhood, his tawny beard was thick as bracken. He was dressed opulently even for a god, robed in indigos and purples, every inch heavy with embroidered gold. But when he turned to me, I felt the shock of that old love between us. It was only my father’s presence that kept me from hurtling into his arms.

         “Brother,” I said, “I have missed you.”

         He frowned. “What is wrong with your face?”

         I touched my hand to it, and the peeling skin flared with pain. I flushed. I did not want to tell him, not here. My father sat in his burning chair, and even his faint, habitual light made me ache anew.

         My father spared me from having to answer. “Well? She is come. Speak.”

         I quivered at the sound of his displeasure, but Aeëtes’ face was calm, as if my father’s anger were only another thing in the room, a table, a stool.

         “I have come,” he said, “because I heard of Scylla’s transformation, and Glaucos’ too, at Circe’s hands.”

         “At the Fates’ hands. I tell you, Circe has no such power.”

         “You are mistaken.”

         I stared, expecting my father’s wrath to fall upon him. But my brother continued.

         “In my kingdom of Colchis, I have done such things and more, much more. Called milk out of the earth, bewitched men’s senses, shaped warriors from dust. I have summoned dragons to draw my chariot. I have said charms that veil the sky with black, and brewed potions that raise the dead.”

         From anyone else’s mouth these claims would have seemed like wild lies. But my brother’s voice carried its old utter conviction.

         “Pharmakeia, such arts are called, for they deal in pharmaka, those herbs with the power to work changes upon the world, both those sprung from the blood of gods, as well as those which grow common upon the earth. It is a gift to be able to draw out their powers, and I am not alone in possessing it. In Crete, Pasiphaë rules with her poisons, and in Babylon Perses conjures souls into flesh again. Circe is the last and makes the proof.”

         My father’s gaze was far away. As if he were looking through sea and earth, all the way to Colchis. It might have been some trick of the hearth-fire, but I thought the light of his face flickered.

         “Shall I give you a demonstration?” My brother drew out from his robes a small pot with a wax seal. He broke the seal and touched his finger to the liquid inside. I smelled something sharp and green, with a brackish edge.

         He pressed his thumb to my face and spoke a word, too low for me to hear. My skin began to itch, and then, like a taper snuffed out, the pain was gone. When I put my hand to my cheek I felt only smoothness, and a faint sheen as if from oil.

         “A good trick, is it not?” Aeëtes said.

         My father did not answer. He sat strangely dumb. I felt struck dumb myself. The power of healing another’s flesh belonged only to the greatest gods, not to such as us.

         My brother smiled, as if he could hear my thoughts. “And that is the least of my powers. They are drawn from the earth itself, and so are not bound by the normal laws of divinity.” He let the words hang a moment in the air. “I understand of course that you can make no judgments now. You must take counsel. But you should know that I would be happy to give Zeus a more…impressive demonstration.”

         A look flashed in his eyes, like teeth in a wolf’s mouth.

         My father’s words came slowly. That same numbness still masked his face. I understood with an odd jolt. He is afraid.

         “I must take counsel, as you say. This is…new. Until it is decided, you will remain in these halls. Both of you.”

         “I expected no less,” Aeëtes said. He inclined his head and turned to go. I followed, skin prickling with the rush of my thoughts, and a breathless, rearing hope. The myrrh-wood doors shut behind us, and we stood in the hall. Aeëtes’ face was calm, as if he had not just performed a miracle and silenced our father. I had a thousand questions ready to tumble out, but he spoke first.

         “What have you been doing all this while? You took forever. I was beginning to think maybe you weren’t a pharmakis after all.”

         It was not a word I knew. It was not a word anyone knew, then.

         “Pharmakis,” I said.

         Witch.

         
              

         

         News ran like spring rivers. At dinner, the children of Oceanos whispered when they saw me and skittered out of my path. If our arms brushed they paled, and when I passed a goblet to a river-god, his eyes dodged away. Oh no, thank you, I am not thirsty.

         Aeëtes laughed. “You will get used to it. We are ourselves alone now.”

         He did not seem alone. Every night he sat on my grandfather’s dais with my father and our uncles. I watched him, drinking nectar, laughing, showing his teeth. His expressions darted like schools of fish in the water, now light, now dark.

         I waited till our father was gone, then went to sit in a chair near him. I longed to take the place beside him on the couch, lean against his shoulder, but he seemed so grim and straight, I did not know how to touch him.

         “You like your kingdom? Colchis?”

         “It is the finest in the world,” he said. “I have done what I said, sister. I have gathered there all the wonders of our lands.”

         I smiled to hear him call me sister, to speak of those old dreams. “I wish I could see it.”

         He said nothing. He was a magician who could break the teeth of snakes, tear up oaks by their roots. He did not need me.

         “Do you have Daedalus too?”

         He made a face. “No, Pasiphaë has him trapped. Perhaps in time. I have a giant fleece made of gold, though, and half a dozen dragons.”

         I did not have to draw his stories out of him. They burst forth, the spells and charms he cast, the beasts he summoned, the herbs he cut by moonlight and brewed into miracles. Each tale was more outlandish than the last, thunder leaping to his fingertips, lambs cooked and born again from their charred bones.

         “What was it you spoke when you healed my skin?”

         “A word of power.”

         “Will you teach it to me?”

         “Sorcery cannot be taught. You find it yourself, or you do not.”

         I thought of the humming I had heard when I touched those flowers, the eerie knowledge that had glided through me.

         “How long have you known you could do such things?”

         “Since I was born,” he said. “But I had to wait until I was out from Father’s eye.”

         All those years beside me, and he had said nothing. I opened my mouth to demand: how could you not tell me? But this new Aeëtes in his vivid robes was too unnerving.

         “Were you not afraid,” I said, “that Father would be angry?”

         “No. I was not fool enough to try to humiliate him in front of everyone.” He lifted his eyebrows at me, and I flushed. “Anyway, he is eager to imagine how such strength may be used to his benefit. His worry is over Zeus. He must paint us just right: that we are threat enough that Zeus should think twice, but not so much that he is forced to act.”

         My brother, who had always seen into the cracks of the world.

         “What if the Olympians try to take your spells from you?”

         He smiled. “I think they cannot, whatever they try. As I said, pharmakeia is not bound by the usual limits of gods.”

         I looked down at my hands and tried to imagine them weaving a spell to shake the world. But the certainty I had felt when I dripped the sap into Glaucos’ mouth and tainted Scylla’s cove, I could not seem to find anymore. Perhaps, I thought, if I could touch those flowers again. But I was not allowed to leave until my father spoke to Zeus.

         “And…you think I can work such wonders as you do?”

         “No,” my brother said. “I am the strongest of the four of us. But you do show a taste for transformation.”

         “That was only the flowers,” I said. “They grant creatures their truest forms.”

         His turned his philosopher’s eye on me. “You do not think it convenient that their truest forms should happen to be your desires?”

         I stared at him. “I did not desire to make Scylla a monster. I only meant to reveal the ugliness within her.”

         “And you believe that’s what was truly in her? A six-headed slavering horror?”

         My face was stinging. “Why not? You did not know her. She was very cruel.”

         He laughed. “Oh, Circe. She was a painted back-hall slattern same as the rest. If you will argue one of the greatest monsters of our age was hiding within her, then you are more of a fool than I thought.”

         “I do not think anyone can say what is in someone else.”

         He rolled his eyes and poured himself another cup. “What I think,” he said, “is that Scylla has escaped the punishment you intended for her.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “Think. What would an ugly nymph do in our halls? What is the worth of her life?”

         It was like the old days, him asking, and me without answers. “I don’t know.”

         “Of course you do. It’s why it would have been a good punishment. Even the most beautiful nymph is largely useless, and an ugly one would be nothing, less than nothing. She would never marry or produce children. She would be a burden to her family, a stain upon the face of the world. She would live in the shadows, scorned and reviled. But a monster,” he said, “she always has a place. She may have all the glory her teeth can snatch. She will not be loved for it, but she will not be constrained either. So whatever foolish sorrow you harbor, forget it. I think it may be said that you improved her.”

         
              

         

         For two nights, my father was closeted with my uncles. I lingered outside the mahogany doors but could hear nothing, not even a murmur. When they emerged, their faces were set and grim. My father strode to his chariot. His purple cloak glowed dark as wine, and on his head shone his great crown of golden rays. He did not look back as he leapt into the sky and turned the horses towards Olympus.

         We waited in Oceanos’ halls for his return. No one lounged on the riverbank or twined with a lover in the shadows. The naiads squabbled with red cheeks. The river-gods shoved each other. From his dais, my grandfather stared out over all of us, his cup empty in his hand. My mother was boasting among her sisters. “Perses and Pasiphaë were the ones who knew first, of course. Is it any wonder Circe was last? I plan to have a hundred more, and they will make me a silver boat that flies through the clouds. We will rule upon Olympus.”

         “Perse!” my grandmother hissed across the room.

         Only Aeëtes did not seem to feel the tension. He sat serene on his couch, drinking from his wrought-gold cup. I kept to the back, pacing the long passageways, running my hands over the rock walls, always faintly damp from the presence of so many water-gods. I scanned the room to see if Glaucos had come. There was still a piece of me that longed to look upon him, even then. When I’d asked Aeëtes if Glaucos feasted with the rest of the gods, he had grinned. “He’s hiding that blue face of his. He’s waiting for everyone to forget the truth of how he came by it.”

         My stomach twisted. I had not thought how my confession would take Glaucos’ greatest pride from him. Too late, I thought. Too late for all the things I should have known. I had made so many mistakes that I could not find my way back through their tangle to the first one. Was it changing Scylla, changing Glaucos, swearing the oath to my grandmother? Speaking to Glaucos in the first place? I felt a sickening unease that it went back further still, back to the first breath I ever drew.

         My father would be standing before Zeus now. My brother was sure that the Olympians could do nothing to us. But four Titan witches could not be easily dismissed. What if war came again? The great hall would crack open over us. Zeus’ head would blot out the light, and his hand would reach down to crush us one by one. Aeëtes would call his dragons, at least he could fight. What could I do? Pick flowers?

         My mother was bathing her feet. Two sisters held the silver basin, a third poured the sweet myrrh oil from its flask. I was being a fool, I told myself. There would be no war. My father was an old hand at such maneuvering. He would find a way to appease Zeus.

         The room brightened, and my father came. On his face was a look like hammered bronze. Our eyes followed him as he strode to the dais at the room’s front. The rays from his crown speared every shadow. He stared out over us. “I have spoken to Zeus,” he said. “We have found our way to an agreement.”

         A soughing relief from my cousins, like wind through wheat.

         “He agrees that something new moves in the world. That these powers are unlike any that have come before. He agrees that they grow from my four children with the nymph Perse.”

         A ripple again, this one tinged with growing excitement. My mother licked her lips, tilting her chin as if there were already a crown on her head. Her sisters glanced at each other, gnawing on their envy.

         “We have agreed as well that these powers present no immediate danger. Perses lives beyond our boundaries and is no threat. Pasiphaë’s husband is a son of Zeus, and he will be sure she is held to her proper place. Aeëtes will keep his kingdom, as long as he agrees to be watched.”

         My brother nodded gravely, but I saw the smile in his eyes. I can veil the sky itself. Just try to watch me.

         “Each of them has sworn besides that their powers came unbidden and unlooked for, from no malice, or attempted revolt. They stumbled upon the magic of herbs by accident.”

         Surprised, I darted another glance at my brother, but his face was unreadable.

         “Each of them, except for Circe. You were all here when she confessed that she sought her powers openly. She had been warned to stay away, yet she disobeyed.”

         My grandmother’s face, cold in her ivory-carved chair.

         “She defied my commands and contradicted my authority. She has turned her poisons against her own kind and committed other treacheries as well.” The white sear of his gaze landed on me. “She is a disgrace to our name. An ingrate to the care we have shown her. It is agreed with Zeus that for this she must be punished. She is exiled to a deserted island where she can do no more harm. She leaves tomorrow.”

         A thousand eyes pinned me. I wanted to cry out, to plead, but my breath would not catch. My voice, ever thin, was gone. Aeëtes will speak for me, I thought. But when I cast my gaze to him, he only looked back with all the rest.

         “One more thing,” my father said. “As I noted, it is clear that the source of this new power comes from my union with Perse.”

         My mother’s face, glossy with triumph, beaming through my haze.

         “So it is agreed: I will sire no more children upon her.”

         My mother screamed, falling backwards on her sisters’ laps. Her sobs echoed off the stone walls.

         My grandfather got slowly to his feet. He rubbed at his chin. “Well,” he said. “It is time for the feast.”

         
              

         

         The torches burned like stars, and overhead the ceilings stretched high as the sky’s vault. For the last time, I watched all the gods and nymphs take their places. I felt dazed. I should say goodbye, I kept thinking. But my cousins flowed away from me like water around a rock. I heard their sneering whispers as they passed. I found myself missing Scylla. At least she would have dared to speak to my face.

         My grandmother, I thought, I must try to explain. But she turned away as well, and her sea snake buried its head.

         All the while my mother wept in her flock of sisters. When I came close, she raised her face so everyone could see her beautiful, extravagant grief. Have you not done enough?

         That left only my uncles, with their kelp hair and briny, scraggled beards. Yet when I thought of kneeling at their feet, I could not bring myself to do it.

         I went back to my room. Pack, I told myself. Pack, you are leaving tomorrow. But my hands hung numbly at my sides. How should I know what to bring? I had scarcely ever left these halls.

         I forced myself to find a bag, to gather clothes and sandals, a brush for my hair. I considered a tapestry on my wall. It was of a wedding and its party, woven by some aunt. Would I even have a house to hang it in? I did not know. I did not know anything. A deserted island, my father had said. Would it be bare rock exposed upon the sea, a pebbled shoal, a tangled wilderness? My bag was an absurdity, full of gilded detritus. The knife, I thought, the lion’s-head knife, I will bring that. But when I held it, it looked shrunken, meant to spear up morsels at a feast and no more.

         “It could have been much worse, you know.” Aeëtes had come to stand in my doorway. He was leaving too, his dragons already summoned. “I heard Zeus wanted to make an example of you. But of course Father can only allow him so much license.”

         The hairs stirred on my arms. “You did not tell him about Prometheus, did you?”

         He smiled. “Why, because he spoke of ‘other treacheries’? You know Father. He’s only being cautious, in case some further terror of yours comes to light. Anyway, what is there to tell? What did you do after all? Pour a single glass of nectar?”

         I looked up. “You said Father would have thrown me to the crows for it.”

         “Only if you were fool enough to admit it.”

         My face was hot. “I suppose I should take you as my tutor and deny everything?”

         “Yes,” he said. “That is how it works, Circe. I tell Father that my sorcery was an accident, he pretends to believe me, and Zeus pretends to believe him, and so the world is balanced. It is your own fault for confessing. Why you did that, I will never understand.”

         It was true, he would not. He had not been born when Prometheus was whipped.

         “I meant to tell you,” he said. “I finally met your Glaucos last night. I have never seen such a buffoon.” He clicked his tongue. “I hope you will choose better ahead. You have always trusted too easily.”

         I looked at him leaning in my doorway with his long robes and bright, wolfish eyes. My heart had leapt to see him as it always did. But he was like that column of water he had told me of once, cold and straight, sufficient to himself.

         “Thank you for your counsel,” I said.

         He left and I considered the tapestry again. Its groom was goggle-eyed, the bride buried in her veils, and behind them the family gaped like idiots. I had always hated it. Let it stay and rot.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         THE NEXT MORNING, I stepped into my father’s chariot and we lurched into the dark sky without a word. The air blew past us; night receded at every turning of the wheels. I looked over the side, trying to track the rivers and seas, the shadowed valleys, but we were going too fast, and I recognized nothing.

         “What island is it?”

         My father did not answer. His jaw was set, his lips bled pale with anger. My old burns were aching from standing so close to him. I closed my eyes. The lands streamed by and the wind ran across my skin. I imagined pitching over that golden rail into the open air below. It would feel good, I thought, before I hit.

         We landed with a jolt. I opened my eyes to see a high soft hill, thick with grass. My father stared straight ahead. I felt a sudden urge to fall on my knees and beg him to take me back, but instead I forced myself to step down onto the ground. The moment my foot touched, he and his chariot were gone.

         I stood alone in that grassy clearing. The breeze blew sharp against my cheeks, and the air had a fresh scent. I could not savor it. My head felt heavy, and my throat had begun to ache. I swayed. By now, Aeëtes was back on Colchis, drinking his milk and honey. My aunts would be laughing on their riverbanks, my cousins returned to their games. My father, of course, was overhead, shedding his light down on the world. All those years I had spent with them were like a stone tossed in a pool. Already, the ripples were gone.

         I had a little pride. If they did not weep, I would not either. I pressed my palms to my eyes until they cleared. I made myself look around.

         On the hilltop before me was a house, wide-porched, its walls built from finely fitted stone, its doors carved twice the height of a man. A little below stretched a hem of forests, and beyond that a glimpse of the sea.

         It was the forest that drew my eye. It was old growth, gnarled with oaks and lindens and olive groves, shot through with spearing cypress. That’s where the green scent came from, drifting up the grassy hillside. The trees shook themselves thickly in the sea-winds, and birds darted through the shadows. Even now I can remember the wonder I felt. All my life had been spent in the same dim halls, or walking the same stunted shore with its threadbare woods. I was not prepared for such profusion and I felt the sudden urge to throw myself in, like a frog into a pond.

         I hesitated. I was no wood-nymph. I did not have the knack of feeling my way over roots, of walking through brambles untouched. I could not guess what those shadows might conceal. What if there were sinkholes within? What if there were bears or lions?

         I stood there a long time fearing such things and waiting, as if someone would come and reassure me, say yes, you may go, it will be safe. My father’s chariot slipped over the sea and began to douse itself in the waves. The shadows of the forest deepened and the trunks seemed to twine against each other. It is too late to go now, I told myself. Tomorrow.

         
              

         

         The doors of the house were broad oak, banded with iron. They swung easily at my touch. Inside the air smelled of incense. There was a great-room set with tables and benches as if for a feast. A hearth anchored one end; at the other, a corridor led away to the kitchen and bedrooms. It was large enough to hold a dozen goddesses, and indeed I kept expecting to find nymphs and cousins around every turn. But no, that was part of my exile. To be utterly alone. What worse punishment could there be, my family thought, than to be deprived of their divine presence?

         Certainly the house itself was no punishment. Treasures shone on every side: carved chests, soft rugs and golden hangings, beds, stools, intricate tripods, and ivory statues. The windowsills were white marble, the shutters scrolled ash wood. In the kitchen, I ran my thumb across the knives, bronze and iron, but also nacre shell and obsidian. I found bowls of quartz crystal and wrought silver. Though the rooms were deserted, there was no speck of dust, and I would learn that none could cross the marble threshold. However I tracked upon it, the floor was always clean, the tables gleaming. The ashes vanished from the fireplace, the dishes washed themselves, and the firewood regrew overnight. In the pantry there were jars of oil and wine, bowls of cheese and barley-grain, always fresh and full.

         Among those empty, perfect rooms, I felt—I could not say. Disappointed. There was a part of me, I think, that had hoped for a crag in the Caucasus after all, and an eagle diving for my liver. But Scylla was no Zeus, and I was no Prometheus. We were nymphs, not worth the trouble.

         There was more to it than that, though. My father might have left me in a hovel or a fisherman’s shack, on a bare beach with nothing but a tent. I thought back to his face when he spoke of Zeus’ decree, his clear, ringing rage. I had assumed it was all for me, but now, after my talks with Aeëtes, I began to understand more. The truce between the gods held only because Titans and Olympians each kept to their sphere. Zeus had demanded the discipline of Helios’ blood. Helios could not speak back openly, but he could make an answer of sorts, a message of defiance to rebalance the scales. Even our exiles live better than kings. You see how deep our strength runs? If you strike us, Olympian, we rise higher than before.

         That was my new home: a monument to my father’s pride.

         It was past sundown by then. I found the flint and struck it over the waiting tinder as I had seen Glaucos do so often, but never attempted myself. It took me several tries, and when the flames began to catch and spread at last, I felt a novel satisfaction.

         I was hungry so I went to the pantry, where the bowls brimmed with enough food to feed a hundred. I spooned some onto a plate and sat at one of the great oak tables in the hall. I could hear the sound of my breath. It struck me that I had never eaten by myself. Even when no one spoke to me or looked at me, there was always some cousin or sibling at my elbow. I rubbed the fine-grained wood. I hummed a little and listened to the sound being swallowed by the air. This is what it will be all my days, I thought. Despite the fire, shadows were gathering in the corners. Outside, birds had begun to scream. At least I thought they were birds. I felt the hairs stir on my neck, thinking again of those dark, thick trunks. I went to the shutters and closed them, I latched the door. I was used to the weight of all the earth’s rocks surrounding me, and my father’s power on top of that. The house’s walls felt to me leaf-thin. Any claw would tear them open. Perhaps that is the secret of this place, I thought. My true punishment is yet to come.

         Stop, I told myself. I lit tapers, and made myself carry them down the hall to my room. In the daylight it had seemed large, and I had been pleased, but now I could not watch every corner at once. The feathers of the bed murmured against each other, and the shutter-wood creaked like the ropes of ships in a storm. All around me I felt the wild hollows of the island swelling in their dark.

         Until that moment I had not known how many things I feared. Huge, ghostly leviathans slithering up the hillside, nightworms squirming out of their burrows, pressing their blind faces to my door. Goat-footed gods eager to feed their savage appetites, pirates muffling their oars in my harbor, planning how they would take me. And what could I do? Pharmakis, Aeëtes named me, witch, but all my strength was in those flowers, oceans away. If anyone came, I would only be able to scream, and a thousand nymphs before me knew what good that did.

         The fear sloshed over me, each wave colder than the last. The still air crawled across my skin and shadows reached out their hands. I stared into the darkness, straining to hear past the beat of my own blood. Each moment felt the length of a night, but at last the sky took on a deepening texture and began to pale at its edge. The shadows ebbed away and it was morning. I stood up, whole and untouched. When I went outside, there were no prowling footprints, no slithering tail-marks, no gouges clawed in the door. Yet I did not feel foolish. I felt as if I had passed a great ordeal.

         I looked again into that forest. Yesterday—was it only yesterday?—I had waited for someone to come and tell me it was safe. But who would that be? My father, Aeëtes? That is what exile meant: no one was coming, no one ever would. There was fear in that knowledge, but after my long night of terrors it felt small and inconsequential. The worst of my cowardice had been sweated out. In its place was a giddy spark. I will not be like a bird bred in a cage, I thought, too dull to fly even when the door stands open.

         I stepped into those woods and my life began.

         
              

         

         I learned to braid my hair back, so it would not catch on every twig, and how to tie my skirts at the knee to keep the burrs off. I learned to recognize the different blooming vines and gaudy roses, to spot the shining dragonflies and coiling snakes. I climbed the peaks where the cypresses speared black into the sky, then clambered down to the orchards and vineyards where purple grapes grew thick as coral. I walked the hills, the buzzing meadows of thyme and lilac, and set my footprints across the yellow beaches. I searched out every cove and grotto, found the gentle bays, the harbor safe for ships. I heard the wolves howl, and the frogs cry from their mud. I stroked the glossy brown scorpions who braved me with their tails. Their poison was barely a pinch. I was drunk, as the wine and nectar in my father’s halls had never made me. No wonder I have been so slow, I thought. All this while, I have been a weaver without wool, a ship without the sea. Yet now look where I sail.

         At night I went home to my house. I did not mind its shadows anymore, for they meant my father’s gaze was gone from the sky and the hours were my own. I did not mind the emptiness either. For a thousand years I had tried to fill the space between myself and my family. Filling the rooms of my house was easy by comparison. I burned cedar in the fireplace, and its dark smoke kept me company. I sang, which had never been allowed before, since my mother said I had the voice of a drowning gull. And when I did get lonely, when I found myself yearning for my brother, or Glaucos as he had been, then there was always the forest. The lizards darted along the branches, the birds flashed their wings. The flowers, when they saw me, seemed to press forward like eager puppies, leaping and clamoring for my touch. I felt almost shy of them, but day by day I grew bolder, and at last I knelt in the damp earth before a clump of hellebore.

         The delicate blooms fluttered on their stalks. I did not need a knife to cut them, only the edge of my nail, which grew sticky with flecks of sap. I put the flowers in a basket covered with cloth and only uncovered them when I was home again, my shutters firmly closed. I did not think anyone would try to stop me, but I did not intend to tempt them to it.

         I looked at the blossoms lying on my table. They seemed shrunken, etiolated. I did not have the first idea of what I should do to them. Chop? Boil? Roast? There had been oil in my brother’s ointment, but I did not know what kind. Would olive from the kitchen work? Surely not. It must be something fantastical, like seed-oil pressed from the fruits of the Hesperides. But I could not get that. I rolled a stalk beneath my finger. It turned over, limp as a drowned worm.

         Well, I said to myself, do not just stand there like a stone. Try something. Boil them. Why not?

         
              

         

         I had a little pride, as I have said, and that was good. More would have been fatal.

         Let me say what sorcery is not: it is not divine power, which comes with a thought and a blink. It must be made and worked, planned and searched out, dug up, dried, chopped and ground, cooked, spoken over, and sung. Even after all that, it can fail, as gods do not. If my herbs are not fresh enough, if my attention falters, if my will is weak, the draughts go stale and rancid in my hands.

         By rights, I should never have come to witchcraft. Gods hate all toil, it is their nature. The closest we come is weaving or smithing, but these things are skills, and there is no drudgery to them since all the parts that might be unpleasant are taken away with power. The wool is dyed not with stinking vats and stirring spoons, but with a snap. There is no tedious mining, the ores leap willing from the mountain. No fingers are ever chafed, no muscles strained.

         Witchcraft is nothing but such drudgery. Each herb must be found in its den, harvested at its time, grubbed up from the dirt, culled and stripped, washed and prepared. It must be handled this way, then that, to find out where its power lies. Day upon patient day, you must throw out your errors and begin again. So why did I not mind? Why did none of us mind?

         I cannot speak for my brothers and sister, but my answer is easy. For a hundred generations, I had walked the world drowsy and dull, idle and at my ease. I left no prints, I did no deeds. Even those who had loved me a little did not care to stay.

         Then I learned that I could bend the world to my will, as a bow is bent for an arrow. I would have done that toil a thousand times to keep such power in my hands. I thought: this is how Zeus felt when he first lifted the thunderbolt.

         At first, of course, all I brewed were mistakes. Draughts that did nothing, pastes that crumbled and lay dead on the table. I thought that if some rue was good, more was better, that ten herbs mixed were superior to five, that I could let my mind wander and the spell would not wander with it, that I could begin making one draught and halfway through decide to make another. I did not know even the simplest herb-lore that any mortal would learn at her mother’s knee: that wort plants boiled made a sort of soap, that yew burnt in the hearth sent up a choking smog, that poppies had sleep in their veins and hellebore death, and yarrow could close over wounds. All these things had to be worked and learned through errors and trials, burnt fingers and fetid clouds that sent me running outside to cough in the garden.

         At least, I thought in those early days, once I cast a spell, I would not have to learn it again. But even that was not true. However often I had used an herb before, each cutting had its own character. One rose would give up its secrets if it were ground, another must be pressed, a third steeped. Each spell was a mountain to be climbed anew. All I could carry with me from last time was the knowledge that it could be done.

         I pressed on. If my childhood had given me anything, it was endurance. Little by little I began to listen better: to the sap moving in the plants, to the blood in my veins. I learned to understand my own intention, to prune and to add, to feel where the power gathered and speak the right words to draw it to its height. That was the moment I lived for, when it all came clear at last and the spell could sing with its pure note, for me and me alone.

         I did not call dragons, or summon serpents. My earliest charms were silly things, whatever came into my head. I started with an acorn, for I had some thought that if the object were green and growing, nourished by water, my naiad blood might give me some help. For days, months, I rubbed that acorn with oils and salves, speaking words over it to make it sprout. I tried to mimic the sounds I had heard Aeëtes make when he had healed my face. I tried curses, and prayers too, but through it all the acorn kept its seed smugly within. I threw it out the window and got a new one and crouched over that for another half an age. I tried the spell when I was angry, when I was calm, when I was happy, when I was half distracted. One day I told myself that I would rather have no powers than try that spell again. What did I want with an oak seedling anyway? The island was full of them. What I really wanted was a wild strawberry, to slip sweetly down my irritable throat, and so I told that brown hull.

         It changed so fast my thumb sank into its soft, red body. I stared, and then I whooped with triumph, startling the birds outside from their trees.

         I brought a withered flower back to life. I banished flies from my house. I made the cherries blossom out of season and turned the fire vivid green. If Aeëtes had been there, he would have choked on his beard to see such kitchen-tricks. Yet because I knew nothing, nothing was beneath me.

         My powers lapped upon themselves like waves. I found I had a knack for illusion, summoning shadow crumbs for the mice to creep after, making pale minnows leap from the waves beneath a cormorant’s beak. I thought larger: a ferret to frighten off the moles, an owl to keep away the rabbits. I learned that the best time to harvest was beneath the moon, when dew and darkness concentrated sap. I learned what grew well in a garden, and what must be left to its place in the woods. I caught snakes and learned how to milk their teeth. I could coax a drop of venom from the tail of a wasp. I healed a dying tree, I killed a poisonous vine with a touch.

         But Aeëtes had been right, my greatest gift was transformation, and that was always where my thoughts returned. I stood before a rose, and it became an iris. A draught poured onto the roots of an ash tree changed it to a holm oak. I turned all my firewood to cedar so that its scent would fill my halls each night. I caught a bee and made it into a toad, and a scorpion into a mouse.

         There I discovered at last the limits of my power. However potent the mixture, however well woven the spell, the toad kept trying to fly, and the mouse to sting. Transformation touched only bodies, not minds.

         I thought of Scylla then. Did her nymph-self live still inside that six-headed monster? Or did plants grown from the blood of gods make the change a true one? I did not know. Into the air I said, Wherever you are, I hope you are finding your satisfaction.

         Which, of course, now I know she was.

         
              

         

         It was one day during that time that I found myself among the thickest brakes of the forest. I loved to walk the island, from its lowest shores to its highest haunts, seeking out the hidden mosses and ferns and vines, collecting their leaves for my charms. It was late afternoon, and my basket overflowed. I stepped around a bush, and the boar was there.

         I had known for some time that there were wild pigs on the island. I’d heard them squealing and crashing in the brush, and often I would find some rhododendron trampled, or a stand of saplings rooted up. This was the first one I had seen.

         He was huge, even bigger than I had imagined a boar could be. His spine rose steep and black as the ridges of Mount Cynthos, and his shoulders were slashed with the thunderbolt scars of his fights. Only the bravest heroes face such creatures, and then they are armed with spears and dogs, archers and assistants, and usually half a dozen warriors besides. I had only my digging knife and my basket, and not a single spell-draught to hand.

         He stamped, and the white foam dripped from his mouth. He lowered his tusks and ground his jaws. His pig-eyes said: I can break a hundred youths and send their bodies back to wailing mothers. I will tear your entrails and eat them for my lunch.

         I fixed my gaze on his. “Try,” I said.

         For a long moment he stared at me. Then he turned and twitched off through the brush. I tell you, for all my spells, that was the first time I truly felt myself a witch.

         
              

         

         At my hearth that night, I thought of those prancing goddesses who carry birds on their shoulders, or have some fawn always nuzzling their hands, tripping delicately at their heels. I would put them to shame, I thought. I climbed to the highest peaks and found a lonely track: here a flower crushed, here the dirt turned a little and some bark clawed off. I brewed a potion with crocus and yellow jasmine, iris and cypress root dug at the moon’s full height. I sprinkled it, singing. I summon you.

         She came rippling through my door at the next dusk, her shoulder muscles hard as stones. She lay across my hearth, and rasped my ankles with her tongue. During the day, she brought me rabbits and fish. At night she licked honey from my fingers and slept upon my feet. Sometimes we would play, she stalking behind me, then leaping up to grapple me by the neck. I smelled the hot musk of her breath, felt the weight of her forepaws pressing on my shoulders. Look, I said, showing her the knife I had carried with me from my father’s halls, the one stamped with a lion’s face. “What fool made this? They have never seen your like.”

         She cracked her great brown mouth in a yawn.

         There was a bronze mirror in my bedroom, tall as the ceiling. When I passed it, I scarcely knew myself. My gaze seemed brighter, my face sharper, and there behind me paced my wild lion familiar. I could imagine what my cousins would say if they saw me: my feet dirty from working in the garden, my skirts knotted up around my knees, singing at the height of my frail voice.

         I wished that they would come. I wanted to see those goggle eyes of theirs as I walked among the dens of wolves, swam in the sea where the sharks fed. I could change a fish to a bird, I could wrestle with my lion, then lie across her belly, my hair loose around me. I wanted to hear them squeal and gasp, breath-struck. Oh, she looked at me! Now I will be a frog!

         Had I truly feared such creatures? Had I really spent ten thousand years ducking like a mouse? I understood now Aeëtes’ boldness, how he had stood before our father like a towering peak. When I did my magics, I felt that same span and heft. I tracked my father’s burning chariot across the sky. Well? What do you have to say to me? You threw me to the crows, but it turns out I prefer them to you.

         No answer came, and none from my aunt Moon either, those cowards. My skin was glowing, my teeth set. My lioness lashed her tail.

         Does no one have the courage? Will no one dare to face me?

         So you see, in my way, I was eager for what came.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         IT WAS SUNSET, MY father’s face already dipped beneath the trees. I was working in my garden, staking the leggy vines, planting rosemary and aconite. I was singing too, some aimless air. The lion lay in the grass, her mouth bloodied from the wood-grouse she had flushed.

         “I admit,” the voice said, “I am surprised to see you so plain after such boasting. A flower garden and braids. You might be any country girl.”

         The young man was leaning against my house, watching me. His hair was loose and tousled, his face bright as a jewel. Though there was no light to catch them, his golden sandals gleamed.

         I knew who he was, of course I knew. The power shone from his face, unmistakable, keen as an unsheathed blade. An Olympian, the son of Zeus and his chosen messenger. That laughing gadfly of the gods, Hermes.

         I felt myself tremble, but I would not let him see it. Great gods smell fear like sharks smell blood, and they will devour you for it just the same.

         I stood. “What did you expect?”

         “Oh, you know.” A slim wand twirled idly in his fingers. “Something more lurid. Dragonish. A troupe of dancing sphinxes. Blood dripping from the sky.”

         I was used to my thick-shouldered uncles with their white beards, not such perfect, careless beauty. When sculptors shape their stone, they shape it after him.

         “Is that what they say of me?”

         “Of course. Zeus is sure you’re brewing poisons against us all, you and your brother both. You know how he frets.” He smiled, easy, conspiratorial. As if the anger of Zeus were only a light jest.

         “So you come as Zeus’ spy then?”

         “I prefer the word envoy. But no, in this matter, my father can do his own work. I’m here because my brother is angry with me.”

         “Your brother,” I said.

         “Yes,” he said. “I think you’ve heard of him?”

         From his cloak he drew a lyre, inlaid with gold and ivory, glowing like the dawn.

         “I’m afraid I’ve stolen this,” he said. “And I need a place to shelter till the storm passes. I was hoping you might take pity upon me? Somehow I don’t think he’ll look here.”

         The hairs stood on the back of my neck. All who were wise feared the god Apollo’s wrath, silent as sunlight, deadly as plague. I had the impulse to look over my shoulder, to make sure he was not striding across the sky already, his gilded arrow pointed at my heart. But there was something in me that was sick of fear and awe, of gazing at the heavens and wondering what someone would allow me.

         “Come in,” I said, and led him through my door.

         
              

         

         I had grown up hearing the stories of Hermes’ daring: how as an infant he had risen from his cradle and made off with Apollo’s cattle, how he had slain the monstrous guardian Argos after coaxing each of his thousand eyes to sleep, how he could pry secrets out of a stone and charm even rival gods to do his will.

         It was all of it true. He could draw you in as if he were winding up a thread. He could spin you out upon a conceit until you were choking with laughter. I had scarcely known true intelligence—I had spoken to Prometheus for only a moment, and in all the rest of Oceanos’ halls most of what passed as cleverness was only archness and spite. Hermes’ mind was a thousand times sharper and more swift. It shone like light upon the waves, dazzling to blindness. That night he entertained me with tale after tale of the great gods and their foolishness. Lecherous Zeus turning into a bull to lure a pretty maiden. Ares, god of war, bested by two giants, who kept him crammed in a jar for a year. Hephaestus laying a trap for his wife Aphrodite, hoisting her in a golden net, still naked with her lover Ares, for all the gods to see. On and on he went, through the absurd vices, drunken brawls, and petty slapping squabbles, all told in that same slippery, grinning voice. I felt myself flushed and dizzied, as if I had taken my own draughts.

         “Will you not be punished for coming here and breaking my exile?”

         He smiled. “Father knows I do what I like. And anyway, I break nothing. It is only you who are confined. The rest of the world may come and go as we please.”

         I was surprised. “But I thought—is it not the greater punishment to force me to be alone?”

         “That depends on who visits you, doesn’t it? But exile is exile. Zeus wanted you contained, and so you are. They didn’t really think about it further.”

         “How do you know all this?”

         “I was there. Watching Zeus and Helios negotiate is always good entertainment. Like two volcanoes trying to decide if they should blow.”

         He had fought in the great war, I remembered. He had seen the sky burn, and slain a giant whose head brushed the clouds. For all his lightness, I found I could imagine it.

         “Tell me,” I said, “can you play that instrument? Or only steal it?”

         He touched his fingers to the strings. The notes leapt out into the air, bright and silver-sweet. He gathered them into a melody as effortlessly as if he were a god of music himself, so that the whole room seemed to live inside the sound.

         He looked up, the fire caught in his face. “Do you sing?”

         That was another thing about him. He made you want to spill your secrets.

         “Only for myself,” I said. “My voice is not pleasing to others. I am told it sounds like a gull crying.”

         “Is that what they said? You are no gull. You sound like a mortal.”

         The confusion must have been plain on my face, for he laughed.

         “Most gods have voices of thunder and rocks. We must speak soft to human ears, or they are broken to pieces. To us, mortals sound faint and thin.”

         I remembered how gentle Glaucos’ words had sounded when he had first spoken to me. I had taken it for a sign.

         “It is not common,” he said, “but sometimes lesser nymphs are born with human voices. Such a one are you.”

         “Why did no one tell me? And how could it be? There is no mortal in me, I am Titan only.”

         He shrugged. “Who can ever explain how divine bloodlines work? As for why no one said, I suspect they didn’t know. I spend more time with mortals than most gods and have grown accustomed to their sounds. To me it is only another flavor, like season in food. But if you are ever among men, you’ll notice it: they won’t fear you as they fear the rest of us.”

         In a minute he had unraveled one of the great mysteries of my life. I raised my fingers to my throat as if I could touch the strangeness that lay there. A god with a mortal’s voice. It was a shock, and yet there was part of me that felt something almost like recognition.

         “Play,” I said. I began to sing, and the lyre followed my voice effortlessly, its timbre rising to sweeten my every phrase. When I finished, the flames were down to their coals and the moon veiled. His eyes shone like dark gems held to light. They were black, one of the marks of deep-running power, from the line of the oldest gods. For the first time it struck me how strange it was that we divide Titans from Olympians, when of course Zeus was born from Titan parents, and Hermes’ own grandfather was the Titan Atlas. The same blood runs in all our veins.

         “Do you know the name of this island?” I said.

         “I would be a poor god of travelers if I did not know all the places in the world.”

         “And will you tell me?”

         “It is called Aiaia,” he said.

         “Aiaia.” I tasted the sounds. They were soft, folding quietly as wings in the darkened air.

         “You know it,” he said. He was watching me closely.

         “Of course. It is the place where my father threw his strength to Zeus and proved his loyalty. In the sky above this place, he vanquished a Titan giant, drenching the land with blood.”

         “It is quite a coincidence,” he said, “that your father would send you to this island among all the others.”

         I could feel his power reaching for my secrets. In the old days I would have rushed forth with a brimming cup of answers, to give him all he wanted. But I was not the same as I had been. I owed him nothing. He would have of me only what I wanted to give.

         I rose and stood before him. I could feel my own eyes, yellow as river-stones. “Tell me,” I said, “how do you know that your father is not right about my poisons? How do you know I will not drug you where you sit?”

         “I do not.”

         “Yet you would dare to stay?”

         “I dare anything,” he said.

         And that is how we came to be lovers.

         
              

         

         Hermes returned often in the years that followed, winging through the dusk. He brought delicacies of the gods—wine stolen from Zeus’ own stores, the sweetest honey of Mount Hybla, where the bees drink only thyme and linden blossoms. Our conversations were pleasures, and our couplings were the same.

         “Will you bear my child?” he asked me.

         I laughed at him. “No, never and never.”

         He was not hurt. He liked such sharpness, for there was nothing in him that had any blood you might spill. He asked only for curiosity’s sake, because it was his nature to seek out answers, to press others for their weaknesses. He wanted to see how moonish I was over him. But all the sop in me was gone. I did not lie dreaming of him during the days, I did not speak his name into my pillow. He was no husband, scarcely even a friend. He was a poison snake, and I was another, and on such terms we pleased ourselves.

         He gave me the news that I had missed. In his travels he passed over every quarter of the world, picking up gossip as hems gather mud. He knew whose feasts Glaucos drank at. He knew how high the milk spurted in Colchis’ fountains. He told me that Aeëtes was well, arrayed in a cloak of dyed leopard skin. He had taken a mortal to wife, and had a babe in swaddling and another in the belly. Pasiphaë still ruled Crete with her potions, and had in the meantime whelped a ship’s crew for her husband, half a dozen heirs and daughters both. Perses kept to the East, raising the dead with pails of cream and blood. My mother had gotten over her tears and added Mother of Witches to her titles, swanning with it among my aunts. We laughed over all of it, and when he left, I knew he told stories of me in turn: my dirt-black fingernails, my musky lion, the pigs that had begun coming to my door, truffling for slops and a scratch on the back. And, of course, how I had thrown myself upon him as a blushing virgin. Well? I had not blushed, but all the rest was true enough.

         I questioned him further, where Aiaia was, and how far it was from Egypt and Aethiopia and every other interesting place. I asked how my father’s mood waxed, and what the names of my nieces and nephews were, and what empires flourished new in the world. He answered everything, but when I asked him how far to those flowers I had given Glaucos and Scylla, he laughed at me. Do you think I will sharpen the lioness’s claws for her?

         I made my voice as careless as I could. “And what of that old Titan Prometheus on his rock. How fares he?”

         “How do you think? He loses a liver a day.”

         “Still? I have never understood why helping mortals made Zeus so angry.”

         “Tell me,” he said, “who gives better offerings, a miserable man or a happy one?”

         “A happy one, of course.”

         “Wrong,” he said. “A happy man is too occupied with his life. He thinks he is beholden to no one. But make him shiver, kill his wife, cripple his child, then you will hear from him. He will starve his family for a month to buy you a pure-white yearling calf. If he can afford it, he will buy you a hundred.”

         “But surely,” I said, “you have to reward him eventually. Otherwise, he will stop offering.”

         “Oh, you would be surprised how long he will go on. But yes, in the end, it’s best to give him something. Then he will be happy again. And you can start over.”

         “So this is how Olympians spend their days. Thinking of ways to make men miserable.”

         “There’s no cause for righteousness,” he said. “Your father is better at it than anyone. He would raze a whole village if he thought it would get him one more cow.”

         How many times had I gloated inwardly over my father’s heaping altars? I lifted my cup and drank, so he would not see the flush on my cheeks.

         “I suppose you might go and visit Prometheus,” I said. “You and your wings. Bring him something for comfort.”

         “And why should I do that?”

         “For novelty’s sake, of course. The first good deed in your dissolute life. Aren’t you curious what it would feel like?”

         He laughed, but I did not press him further. He was still, always, an Olympian, still Zeus’ son. I was allowed license because it amused him, but I never knew when that amusement might end. You can teach a viper to eat from your hands, but you cannot take away how much it likes to bite.

         Spring passed into summer. One night, when Hermes and I were lingering over our wine, I finally asked him about Scylla herself.

         “Ah.” His eyes lit. “I wondered when we would come to her. What would you know?”

         Is she unhappy? But he would have laughed at such a mewling question, and he would have been right to. My witchcraft, the island, my lion, all of them sprang from her transformation. There was no honesty in regretting what had given me my life.

         “I never heard what happened to her after she dived into the sea. Do you know where she is?”

         “Not far from here—less than a day’s journey by mortal ship. She has found a strait she likes. On one side is a whirlpool that sucks down ships and fish and whatever else passes. On the other, a cliff face with a cave for her to hide her head. Any ship which would avoid the whirlpool is driven right into her jaws, and so she feeds.”

         “Feeds,” I said.

         “Yes. She eats sailors. Six at a time, one for each mouth, and if the oars are too slow, she takes twelve. A few of them try to fight her, but you can imagine how that works out. You can hear them screaming for quite a ways.”

         I was frozen to my chair. I had always imagined her swimming in the deeps, sucking cold flesh from squids. But no. Scylla had always wanted the light of day. She had always wanted to make others weep. And now she was a ravening monster filled with teeth and armored with immortality.

         “Can no one stop her?”

         “Zeus could, or your father, if they wished to. But why would they? Monsters are a boon to gods. Imagine all the prayers.”

         My throat had closed over. Those men she had eaten were sailors as Glaucos had been, ragged, desperate, worn thin with fear. All dead. All of them cold smoke, marked with my name.

         Hermes was watching me, his head cocked like a curious bird. He was waiting for my reaction. Would I be skimmed milk for crying, or a harpy with a heart of stone? There was nothing between. Anything else did not fit cleanly in the laughing tale he wanted to spin of it.

         I let my hand fall on my lion’s head, felt her great, hard skull beneath my fingers. She never slept when Hermes was there. Her eyes were lidded and watchful.

         “Scylla never was satisfied with just one,” I said.

         He smiled. A bitch with a cliff for a heart.

         “I meant to tell you,” he said. “I heard a prophecy of you. I had it from an old seeress who had left her temple and was wandering the fields giving fortunes.”

         I was used to the swift movements of his mind, and now I was grateful for them. “And you just happened to be passing when she was speaking of me?”

         “Of course not. I gave her an embossed gold cup to tell me all she knew of Circe, daughter of Helios, witch of Aiaia.”

         “Well?”

         “She said that a man named Odysseus, born from my blood, will come one day to your island.”

         “And?”

         “That’s it,” he said.

         “That’s the worst prophecy I’ve ever heard,” I said.

         He sighed. “I know. I think I lost my cup.”

         I did not dream of him, as I said. I did not braid his name with mine. At night we lay together, and by midnight he was gone, and I could rise and step into my woods. Often my lion would pace beside me. It was the deepest pleasure, walking in the cool air, the damp leaves brushing at our legs. Sometimes I would stop to harvest this flower or that.

         But the flower I truly wanted, I waited for. One month I let go by after Hermes and I first spoke, and then another. I did not want him watching. He had no place in this. It was mine.

         I did not bring a torch. My eyes shone in the dark better than any owl’s. I walked through the shadowed trees, through the quiet orchards, the groves and brakes, across the sands, and up the cliffs. The birds were still, and the beasts. All the sounds were the air among the leaves and my own breath.

         And there it was hidden in the leaf mold, beneath the ferns and mushrooms: a flower small as a fingernail, white as milk. The blood of that giant which my father had spilled in the sky. I plucked a stem out of the tangle. The roots clung hard a moment before yielding. They were black and thick, and smelled of metal and salt. The flower had no name that I knew, so I called it moly, root, from the antique language of the gods.

         Oh, Father, did you know the gift you gave me? For that flower, so delicate it could dissolve beneath your stepping foot, carried within it the unyielding power of apotrope, the turning aside of evil. Curse-breaker. Ward and bulwark against ruin, worshipped like a god, for it was pure. The only thing in all the world you could be certain would not turn against you.

         Day by day, the island bloomed. My garden climbed the walls of my house, breathed its scent through my windows. I left the shutters open by then. I did what I liked. If you had asked me, I would have said I was happy. Yet always I remembered.

         Cold smoke, marked with my name.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         IT WAS MORNING, THE sun just over the trees, and I was in the garden cutting anemones for my table. The pigs snuffled at their slops. One of the boars grew fractious, shoving and grunting to air his authority. I caught his eye. “Yesterday, I saw you blowing bubbles in the stream, and the day before the spotted sow sent you off with a bitten ear and nothing more. So you may behave.”

         He huffed at the dirt, then flopped on his belly and subsided.

         “Do you always talk to pigs when I am gone?”

         Hermes stood in his traveling cloak, his broad-brimmed hat tilted over his eyes.

         “I like to think of it the other way around,” I said. “What brings you out in the honest daylight?”

         “A ship is coming,” he said. “I thought you might want to know.”

         I stood. “Here? What ship?”

         He smiled. He always liked seeing me at a loss. “What will you give me if I tell you?”

         “Begone,” I said. “I prefer you in the dark.”

         He laughed and vanished.

         
              

         

         I made myself go about the morning as I usually would, in case Hermes watched, but I felt the tension in myself, the taut anticipation. I could not keep my eyes from flicking to the horizon. A ship. A ship with visitors that amused Hermes. Who?

         They came at mid-afternoon, resolving out of the bright mirror of the waves. The vessel was ten times the size of Glaucos’, and even at a distance I could see how fine it was: sleek and brightly painted, with a huge rearing prow-piece. It cut through the sluggish air straight towards me, its oarsmen rowing steadily. As they approached, I felt that old eager jump in my throat. They were mortals.

         The sailors dropped the anchor, and a single man leapt over the low side and splashed to shore. He followed the seam of beach and woods until he found a path, a small pig trail that wound upwards through the acanthus spears and laurel groves, past the thorn-bush thicket. I lost sight of him then, but I knew where the trail led. I waited.

         He checked when he saw my lion, but only for a moment. With his shoulders straight and unbowed, he knelt to me in the clearing’s grass. I realized I knew him. He was older, the skin of his face more lined, but it was the same man, his head still shaved, his eyes clear. Of all the mortals on the earth, there are only a few the gods will ever hear of. Consider the practicalities. By the time we learn their names, they are dead. They must be meteors indeed to catch our attention. The merely good: you are dust to us.

         “Lady,” he said, “I am sorry to trouble you.”

         “You have not been trouble yet,” I said. “Please stand if you like.”

         If he noticed my mortal voice, he gave no sign. He stood up—I will not say gracefully, for he was too solidly built for that—but easily, like a door swinging on a well-fitted hinge. His eyes met mine without flinching. He was used to gods, I thought. And witches too.

         “What brings the famous Daedalus to my shores?”

         “I am honored you would know me.” His voice was steady as a west wind, warm and constant. “I come as a messenger from your sister. She is with child, and her time approaches. She asks that you attend her delivery.”

         I eyed him. “Are you certain you have come to the right place, messenger? There has never been love between my sister and me.”

         “She does not send to you for love,” he said.

         The breeze blew, carrying the scent of linden flowers. At its back, the muddy stink of the pigs.

         “I’m told my sister has bred half a dozen children each more easily than the last. She cannot die in childbirth and her infants thrive with the strength of her blood. So why does she need me?”

         He spread his hands, deft-looking and thickened with muscle. “Pardon, lady, I can say no more, but she bids me tell you that if you do not help her there is no one else who can. It is your art she wants, lady. Yours alone.”

         So Pasiphaë had heard of my powers and decided they could be of use to her. It was the first compliment I had had from her in my life.

         “Your sister instructed me to say besides that she has permission from your father for you to go. Your exile is lifted for this.”

         I frowned. This was all strange, very strange. What was important enough to make her go to my father? And if she needed more magic, why not summon Perses? It seemed like some sort of trick, but I could not understand why my sister would bother. I was no threat to her.

         I could feel myself being tempted. I was curious, of course, but it was more than that. This was a chance to show her what I had become. Whatever trap she might set, she could not catch me in it, not anymore.

         “What a relief to hear of my reprieve,” I said. “I cannot wait to be freed from my terrible prison.” The terraced hills around us glowed with spring.

         He did not smile. “There is—one more thing. I am instructed to tell you that our path lies through the straits.”

         “What straits?”

         But I saw the answer in his face: the dark stains under his eyes, the weary grief.

         Sickness rose in my throat. “Where Scylla dwells.”

         He nodded.

         “She ordered you to come that way as well?”

         “She did.”

         “How many did you lose?”

         “Twelve,” he said. “We were not fast enough.”

         How could I have forgotten who my sister was? She would never just ask a favor, always she must have a whip to drive you to her will. I could see her bragging and laughing to Minos. Circe’s a fool for mortals, I hear.

         I hated her more than I ever had. It was all so cruelly done. I imagined stalking into my house, slamming the door on its great hinge. Too bad, Pasiphaë. You will have to find some other fool.

         But then six more men, or twelve, would die.

         I scoffed at myself. Who said they would live if I went? I knew no spells to ward off monsters. And Scylla would be enraged when she saw me. I would only bring more of her fury upon them.

         Daedalus was watching me, his face shadowed. Far beyond his shoulder, my father’s chariot was slipping into the sea. In their dusty palace rooms, astronomers were even now tracking its sunset glory, hoping their calculations would hold. Their bony knees trembled, thinking of the headsman’s axe.

         I gathered up my clothes, my bag of simples. I closed the door behind me. There was nothing else to do. The lion could take care of herself.

         “I am ready,” I said.

         
              

         

         The ship’s style was new to me, trim and low in the water. Its hull was beautifully painted with rolling waves and curving dolphins, and by the stern an octopus stretched its snaky arms. As the captain hauled at the anchor, I walked up to the prow to examine the figurehead I had seen.

         It was a young girl in a dancing dress. Her face bore a look of happy surprise, eyes wide, lips just parting, her hair loose over her shoulders. Her small hands were clasped to her chest and she was poised on her toes as if music were about to start. Each detail of it, the curls of her hair, the folds of cloth, was so vivid that I thought at any moment she truly would step into the air. Yet that was not even the real miracle. The work showed, I cannot say how, a glimpse of the girl’s self. The searching cleverness in her gaze, the determined grace of her brow. Her excitement and innocence, easy and green as grass.

         I did not have to ask whose hands had shaped it. A wonder of the mortal world, my brother had called Daedalus, but this was a wonder in any world. I pored over its pleasures, finding a new one every moment: the small dimple in her chin, the knob of her ankle, coltish with youth.

         A marvel it was, but also a message. I had been raised at my father’s feet and knew a boast of power when I saw it. Another king, if he had such a treasure, would keep it under guard in his most fortified hall. Minos and Pasiphaë had set it on a ship, exposed to brine and sun, to pirates and sea-wrack and monsters. As if to say: This is a trifle. We have a thousand more, and better yet the man who makes them.

         The drumbeat drew my attention away. The sailors had taken their benches, and I felt the first judders of motion. The harbor waters began to slide past us. My island dwindled behind.

         I turned my eye to the men filling the deck around me. There were thirty-eight in all. At the stern five guards paced in capes and golden armor. Their noses were lumpen, twisted from too many breakings. I remembered Aeëtes sneering at them: Minos’ thugs, dressed up like princes. The rowers were the pick of Knossos’ mighty navy, so large the oars looked dainty in their hands. Around them, the other sailors moved swiftly, raising a canopy to keep off the sun.

         At Minos and Pasiphaë’s wedding, the huddle of mortals I had glimpsed seemed distant and blurred, as alike as leaves on a tree. But here, beneath the sky, each face was relentlessly distinct. This one was thick, this one smooth, this one bearded with a hooked nose and narrow chin. There were scars and calluses and scrapes, age-lines and cowlicks of hair. One had draped a wet cloth around his neck against the heat. Another wore a bracelet made by childish hands, and a third had a head shaped like a bullfinch’s. It made me dizzy to realize that this was but a fraction of a fraction of all the men the world had bred. How could such variation endure, such endless iteration of minds and faces? Did the earth not go mad?

         “May I bring you a seat?” Daedalus said.

         I turned, glad for the respite of his single face. Daedalus could not have been called handsome, but his features had a pleasing sturdiness.

         “I prefer to stand,” I said. I gestured to the prow-piece. “She is beautiful.”

         He inclined his head, a man used to such compliments. “Thank you.”

         “Tell me something. Why does my sister have you under watch?” When we had stepped on board, the largest guard, the leader, had roughly searched him.

         “Ah.” He smiled slightly. “Minos and Pasiphaë fear that I do not fully…appreciate their hospitality.”

         I remembered Aeëtes saying: Pasiphaë has him trapped.

         “Surely you might have escaped them on the way.”

         “I might escape them often. But Pasiphaë has something of mine I will not leave.”

         I waited for more, but it did not come. His hands rested on the rail. The knuckles were battered, the fingers hatched with white nicks of scars. As though he had plunged them into broken wood or shards of glass.

         “In the straits,” I said. “You saw Scylla?”

         “Not clearly. The cliff was hidden in spray and fog, and she moved too quickly. Six heads, striking twice, with teeth as long as a leg.”

         I had seen the stains on the deck. They had been scrubbed, yet the blood had soaked deep. All that was left of twelve lives. My stomach twisted with guilt, as Pasiphaë had meant it to.

         “You should know I was the one who did it,” I said. “The one who made Scylla what she is. That is why I am exiled, and why my sister had you take this route.”

         I watched his face for surprise or disgust, even terror. But he only nodded. “She told me.”

         Of course she had. She was a poisoner at heart; she wanted to be sure I came as villain, not savior. Except this time it was nothing but the truth.

         “There is something I do not understand,” I said. “For all my sister’s cruelty she is not often foolish. Why would she risk you on this errand?”

         “I earned my place here myself. I am forbidden to say more, but when we arrive in Crete, I think you will understand.” He hesitated. “Do you know if there is anything we can do against her? Scylla?”

         Above us, the sun burned away the last shreds of cloud. The men panted, even under the canopy.

         “I don’t know,” I said. “I will try.”

         We stood in silence beside that leaping girl as the sea fell away.

         
              

         

         That night we camped on the shore of a flourishing green land. Around their fires, the men were tense and quiet, muffled by dread. I could hear their whispers, the wine sloshing as they passed it. No man wanted to lie awake imagining tomorrow.

         Daedalus had marked out a small space for me with a bedroll, but I left it. I could not bear to be hemmed in by all those breathing, anxious bodies.

         It was strange to tread upon earth other than my own. Where I expected a grove, there came a deer thicket. Where I thought there would be pigs, a badger showed its teeth. The terrain was flatter than my island, the forests low, the flowers in different combinations. I saw a bitter almond tree, a flowered cherry. My fingers itched to harvest their fat power. I bent and plucked a poppy, just to hold its color in my hand. I could feel the throb of its black seeds. Come, make us into magic.

         I did not obey. I was thinking of Scylla, trying to piece together an image from everything I had heard of her: six mouths, six heads, twelve dangling feet. But the more I tried, the more it slipped away. Instead I saw her face as it had been in our halls, round and laughing. The curve of her wrist had been like a swan’s neck. Her chin would tilt delicately to whisper some morsel of gossip in my sister’s ear. Beside them, my brother Perses had sat smirking. He used to toy with Scylla’s hair, winding it around his finger. She would turn and slap his shoulder, and the sound would echo across the hall. They both laughed, for they loved to be at the center always, and I remembered wondering why my sister did not mind such displays, for she allowed none near Perses but herself. Yet she only watched and smiled.

         I thought I had passed those years in my father’s halls sightless as a mole, but now more details came back to me. The green robe Scylla used to wear at special feasts, her silver sandals with lapis lazuli on the strap. There was a gold pin with a cat at its end that kept her hair up from her neck. She had it from…Thebes, I thought. Thebes of Egypt, some admirer there, some beast-headed god. What had happened to that bauble? Was it still lying on the grass beside the water, with her discarded clothes?

         I had come to a small rise, crowded with black poplars. I walked among their furrowed trunks. One of them had been struck recently by lightning, and the bole bore a charred, oozing wound. I put my finger to the burnt sap. I could feel its force, and was sorry I had not brought an extra bottle to gather it. It made me think of Daedalus, that upright man with fire in his bones.

         What was the thing he would not leave behind? His face when he had spoken of it had been careful, his words placed as if they were tiles in a fountain. It must be a lover, I thought. Some pretty handmaid of the palace, or else some handsome groom. My sister could smell such intrigues a year away. Perhaps she had even ordered them to his bed, as the hook to catch the fish. But as I tried to picture their faces, I realized I did not believe in them. Daedalus did not seem like a man newly heart-struck, nor an old lover, with a wife of many years molded to his side. I could not imagine him in a pair, only singular and alone. Gold, then? An invention he had made?

         I thought: if I can keep him alive tomorrow, perhaps I will find out.

         The moon was passing overhead, and the night with it. Daedalus’ voice spoke again in my ears. Her teeth are long as a leg. Cold fear ran through me. What had I been thinking, that I could stand against such a creature? Daedalus’ throat would be ripped open, my own flesh snatched up in her mouths. What would I become after she was finished with me? Ash, smoke? Immortal bones dragging across the bottom of the sea.

         My feet had found the shore. I walked it, cool and gray. I listened to the murmur of the waves, the cries of night birds, but if I am honest I was listening for more than that: the quick rush through the air that I had come to know. Each second, I hoped Hermes would land poised before me, laughing, goading. So, witch of Aiaia, what will you do tomorrow?

         I thought of begging him for help, the sand beneath my knees, my palms upstretched. Or perhaps I would knock him down to the earth and please him that way, for he loved most of all to be surprised. I could hear the tale he would tell later. She was so desperate, she was on me like a cat. He should lie with my sister, I thought. They would like each other. It struck me for the first time that perhaps he had. Perhaps they lay together often and laughed at my dullness. Perhaps all this had been his idea, and that was why he had come this morning, to taunt me and gloat. My mind played over our conversation, sifting it for meaning. See how quickly he made one a fool? That was what he desired most of all: to drive others into doubt, keep them wondering and fretting, stumbling behind his dancing feet. I spoke out to the darkness, to any silent wings that hovered there. “I do not care if you lie with her. Have Perses too, he is the handsomer. You will never be such as I am jealous for.”

         Perhaps he was listening, perhaps he was not. It did not matter, he would not come. It was the better jest to see what extremes I would try, to see how I would curse and flounder. My father would not help me either. Aeëtes might, if only to feel the flex of his power, but he was a world away. I could no more reach him than I could fly into the air.

         I was even more desolate than my sister, I thought. I came for her, but there was no one who would come for me. The thought was steadying. After all, I had been alone my whole life. Aeëtes, Glaucos, these were only pauses in the long stretch of my solitude. Kneeling, I dug my fingers into the sand. I felt the rub of grains beneath my nails. A memory drifted through me. My father speaking our old hopeless law to Glaucos: no god may undo what another has done.

         But I was the one who had done it.

         The moon passed over us. The waves pressed their cold mouths to my feet. Elecampane, I thought. Ash and olive and silver fir. Henbane with burnt cornel bark and, at the base of all, moly. Moly, to break a curse, to ward off that evil thought of mine that had changed her in the first place.

         I brushed away the sand and stood, my bag of simples hanging from my shoulder. As I walked, the bottles rang softly, like goats shaking their bells. The smells wafted around me, familiar as my own skin: earth and clinging roots, salt and iron blood.

         
              

         

         The next morning the men were gray and silent. One oiled the oarlocks to keep them from squeaking, another scrubbed at the stained deck, his face red, though whether from sun or grief I could not tell. In the stern a third with a black beard was praying and pouring wine onto the waves. None looked at me—I was Pasiphaë’s sister, after all, and they had long since given up any thought of help from her. But I could feel their tension pressing thickly into the air, the choking terror rising in them moment by moment. Death was coming.

         Do not think of it, I told myself. If you hold firm, none will die today.

         The guard captain had yellowed eyes set in a swollen face. His name was Polydamas and he was large, but I was a goddess, and we were of a height. “I need your cloak,” I said to him, “and your tunic, at once.”

         His eyes narrowed, and I could see the reflexive no in them. I would come to know this type of man, jealous of his little power, to whom I was only a woman.

         “Why?” he said.

         “Because I do not desire the death of your comrades. Do you feel otherwise?”

         The words carried up the deck, and thirty-seven pairs of eyes looked up. He stripped off his clothes and handed them to me. They were the finest on board, extravagant white-combed wool edged with deep purple, sweeping the deck.

         Daedalus had come to stand by me. “May I help?”

         I gave him the cloak to hold up. Behind it, I disrobed and drew on the tunic. The armholes gaped and the waist billowed. The smell of sour human flesh enveloped me.

         “Will you help me with the cloak?”

         Daedalus draped it around me, fastening it by its golden octopus pin. The cloth hung heavy as blankets, loose and slipping from my shoulders. “I’m sorry to say, you don’t look like much of a man.”

         “I’m not meant to look like a man,” I said. “I’m meant to look like my brother. Scylla loved him once, perhaps she still does.”

         I touched the paste I had prepared to my lips, hyacinth and honey, ash flowers and aconite crushed with the bark of walnuts. I had cast illusions on animals and plants before, but never upon myself, and I felt a sudden, plunging doubt. I forced the thought away. Fear of failure was the worst thing for any spell. I focused instead on Perses: his lounging, smug face, his puffy muscles and thick neck, his long-fingered, indolent hands. Each of these I summoned in turn, willing them into me.

         When I opened my eyes, Daedalus was staring.

         “Put the steadiest men at the oars,” I said to him. My voice had changed too, it was deep and swollen with divine hauteur. “They must not stop for anything. No matter what.”

         He nodded. He was holding a sword, and I saw that the other men were similarly armed with spears and daggers and crude cudgels.

         “No,” I said. I raised my voice for the whole ship. “She is immortal. Weapons are useless, and you will need free hands to keep the ship moving forward.”

         At once came the rasp of blades being sheathed, the thunk of spears set down. Even Polydamas, in his borrowed tunic, obeyed. I almost wanted to laugh. I had never been given such deference in my life. Is that what it was like to be Perses? But already I could make out the faint outline of the straits on the horizon. I turned to Daedalus. “Listen,” I said. “There is a chance that the spell will not fool her and she will know me. If she does, be sure you are not standing near. Be sure none of the men are.”

         
              

         

         The mist came first. It closed in wet and heavy, obscuring the cliffs, then the sky itself. We could see little, and the sound of the sucking whirlpool filled our ears. That whirlpool was of course the reason Scylla had chosen these straits. To avoid its pull, ships must steer close to the opposite cliff. It brought them right beneath her teeth.

         We pushed on through the thick air. As we entered the straits, the sound grew hollowed, echoing off the stone walls. My skin, the deck, the rail: every surface was slick with spray. The water foamed and an oar scraped the rock-face. A small sound, but the men flinched as if it were a thunderclap. Above us, buried in the fog, was the cave, and Scylla.

         We moved, I thought we did, but in such grayness it was impossible to tell how far, or fast. The oarsmen were trembling with effort and fear, and the oarlocks creaked despite their oil. I counted the moments. Surely we were beneath her now. She would be creeping to the cave’s opening and smelling out the plumpest. The sweat was drenching the men’s tunics, their shoulders hunched. Those not rowing crouched behind coils of rope, the mast base, any cover they could find.

         I strained my eyes upwards, and she came.

         She was gray as the air, as the cliff itself. I had always imagined she would look like something: a snake or an octopus, a shark. But the truth of her was overwhelming, an immensity that my mind fought to take in. Her necks were longer than ship masts. Her six heads gaped, hideously lumpen, like melted lava stone. Black tongues licked her sword-length teeth.

         Her eyes were fixed on the men, oblivious in their sweating fear. She crept closer, slipping over the rocks. A reptilian stench struck me, foul as squirming nests underground. Her necks wove a little in the air, and from one of her mouths I saw a gleaming strand of saliva stretch and fall. Her body was not visible. It was hidden back in the mist with her legs, those hideous, boneless things that Selene had spoken of so long ago. Hermes had told me how they clung inside her cave like the curled ends of hermit crabs when she lowered herself to feed.

         Her necks had begun to ripple and bunch back on themselves. She was gathering to strike.

         “Scylla!” I cried with my god’s voice.

         She screamed. The sound was a piercing chaos, like a thousand dogs howling at once. Some of the rowers dropped their oars to cover their ears. At the edge of my vision I saw Daedalus push one to the side and take his place. I could not worry for him now.

         “Scylla,” I cried again. “It is Perses! I have sailed a year to find you.”

         She stared at me, her eyes dead holes in gray flesh. From one of her throats came a strangled sound. She had no vocal cords anymore.

         “My bitch sister is exiled for what she did to you,” I said, “but she deserved worse. What vengeance do you desire? Tell me. Pasiphaë and I will do it.”

         I was making myself speak slowly. Each moment was another beat of the oars. Those twelve eyes pinned me. I could see the stains of old blood around her mouth, the shreds of flesh still hanging from her teeth. I felt my gorge rise.

         “We have been searching out a cure for you. A powerful drug to turn you back. We miss you as you were.”

         My brother would never have talked so, but it did not seem to matter. She was listening, coiling and uncoiling along the rocks, keeping pace with our ship. How many oar strokes had passed? A dozen? A hundred? I could see her dull mind working. A god? What does a god do here?

         “Scylla,” I said. “Will you have it? Will you have our cure?”

         She hissed. The breath from her gullet was rotten and hot as a fire. But already I had lost her attention. Two of her heads had turned to watch the men at their oars. The others were beginning to follow. I saw her necks bunch again. “Look,” I cried. “Here it is!”

         I lifted the open bottle in the air. Only one neck turned back to see, but that was enough. I hefted the draught and threw it. It hit her in the back of her teeth, and I watched her throat ripple as she swallowed. I spoke the spell to change her back.

         For a moment, nothing happened. Then she shrieked, a sound to crack open the world. Her heads whipped, and she dived towards me. I had time only to grab hold of the mast. Run, I thought, at Daedalus.

         She struck the ship’s stern. The deck popped like driftwood, and a length of rail tore away. Splinters flew. Men were tumbling around me, and I would have fallen if I had not been gripping the mast. I heard Daedalus crying orders but could not see him. Already her adder necks were rearing back again and this time, I knew, she would not miss. She would strike the deck itself, crack the ship in half, then pluck us from the water one by one.

         But the blow did not come. Her heads smacked into the waves behind us. She jerked, lunging against the water, snapping those huge jaws like a dog fighting its leash. It took my muddy brain a moment to understand: she had reached the end of her tether. Her legs could stretch no farther from their hold in her cave. We were past.

         She seemed to realize it at the same time I did. She screamed in rage, slamming our wake with her heads, throwing up huge waves. The boat tipped, gulping sea over its low sides and back. Men grappled at the ropes, their legs trailing in the water, but they held on and each moment we were further away.

         She beat the cliff-side, howling her frustration, until the mist closed over her and she was gone.

         I leaned my forehead against the mast. The clothes were slipping off my shoulders. The cloak dragged at my neck, and my skin prickled with heat. The spell had ended. I was myself again.

         “Goddess.”

         Daedalus was kneeling. The other men were ranged on their knees behind. Their faces—thick and haggard, scarred and bearded and burnt—were gray and shaken. They bore scrapes and lumps from being thrown across the deck.

         I scarcely saw them. Before me was Scylla, her ravening mouths and those dead, empty eyes. She had not known me, I thought. Not as Perses or anything. Only the novelty of my being a god had momentarily checked her. Her mind was gone.

         “Lady,” Daedalus said. “We will make sacrifice to you every day of our lives for this. You have saved us. You brought us through the straits alive.” The men echoed him, murmuring prayers, their great hands lifted like platters. A few pressed their foreheads to the deck, in the Eastern style. Such worship was the payment my kind demanded for services rendered.

         The bile rose in my throat.

         “You fools,” I said. “I am the one who made that creature. I did it for pride and vain delusion. And you thank me? Twelve of your men are dead for it, and how many thousands more to come? That drug I gave her is the strongest I have. Do you understand, mortals?”

         The words seared the air. The light from my eyes beat down upon them.

         “I will never be free of her. She cannot be changed back, not now, not ever. What she is, she will remain. She will feast on your kind for all eternity. So get up. Get up and get to your oars, and let me not hear you speak again of your imbecile gratitude or I will make you sorry for it.”

         They cringed and shook like the weak vessels they were, stuttering to their feet and creeping away. Above, the sky was cloudless, and the heat pinned the air to the deck. I yanked off the cloak. I wanted the sun to burn me. I wanted it to scorch me down to bone.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         FOR THREE DAYS I stood at that prow. We did not stay over on an island again. The oarsmen worked in shifts, sleeping on the deck. Daedalus repaired the rail, then took his turn among them. He was unfailingly polite, offering food and wine, a bedroll, but he did not linger. What did I expect? I had loosed my wrath on him as if I were my father. One more thing that I had ruined.

         We reached the island of Crete just before noon on the seventh day. The sun threw off great sheets of light from the water, turning the sail incandescent. Around us ships crowded the bay: Mycenaean barges, Phoenician traders, Egyptian galleys, Hittites and Aethiopians and Hesperians. All the merchants who passed through these waters wanted the rich city of Knossos as their customer, and Minos knew it. He welcomed them with wide, safe moorings and agents to collect for the privilege of using them. The inns and brothels belonged to Minos also, and the gold and jewels flowed like a great river to his hands.

         The captain aimed us squarely at the first mooring, kept open for royal ships. The noise and motion of the docks clattered around me: men running, shouting, heaving boxes onto decks. Polydamas spoke a word to the harbormaster, then turned to us. “You are to come at once. You and the craftsman both.”

         Daedalus gestured that I should go first. We followed Polydamas up the docks. Before us, the huge limestone stairs wavered in the heat. Men streamed past us, servants and nobles alike, their shoulders sun-darkened and bare. Above, the palace of mighty Knossos glowed on its hill like a hive. We climbed. I heard Daedalus’ breaths behind me and Polydamas’ in front. The steps were worn smooth from years of endless hurrying feet.

         At last we reached the top and crossed the threshold into the palace. The blinding light vanished. Cool darkness flowed over my skin. Daedalus and Polydamas hesitated, blinking. My eyes were not mortal and needed no time to adjust. I saw at once the beauty of that place, even greater than the last time I had come. The palace was like a hive indeed, each hall leading to an ornate chamber, and each chamber to another hall. Windows were cut in the walls to let in thick squares of golden sun. Intricate murals unrolled themselves on every side: dolphins and laughing women, boys gathering flowers, and deep-chested bulls tossing their horns. Outside in tiled pavilions silver fountains ran, and servants hurried among columns reddened with hematite. Over every doorway hung a labrys, the double-axe of Minos. I remembered that he had given Pasiphaë a necklace with a labrys pendant at their wedding. She had held it as if it were a worm, and when the ceremony came her neck bore only her own onyx and amber.

         Polydamas guided us through the twisting passages towards the queen’s quarters. There it was more lavish still, the paintings rich with ochre and blue copper, but the windows had been covered over. Instead there were golden torches and leaping braziers. Cunningly recessed skylights let in light but no glimpse of sky; Daedalus’ work, I supposed. Pasiphaë had never liked our father’s prying gaze.

         Polydamas stopped before a door scrolled with flowers and waves. “The queen is within,” he said, and knocked.

         We stood in the still and shadowed air. I could hear nothing beyond that heavy wood, but I became aware of Daedalus’ ragged breath beside me. His voice was low. “Lady,” he said, “I have offended you and I am sorry. But I am sorrier still for what you will find inside. I wish—”

         The door opened. A handmaid stood breathless before us, her hair pinned in the Cretan style at the top of her head. “The queen is in her labors—” she began, but my sister’s voice cut across her. “Is it them?”

         At the room’s center, Pasiphaë lay upon a purple couch. Her skin gleamed with sweat, and her belly was shockingly distended, swollen out like a tumor from her slender frame. I had forgotten how vivid she was, how beautiful. Even in her pain, she commanded the room, drawing all the light to herself, leeching the world around her pale as mushrooms. She had always been the most like our father.

         I stepped through the door. “Twelve dead,” I said. “Twelve men for a joke and your vanity.”

         She smirked, rising up to meet me. “It seemed only fair to let Scylla have her chance at you, don’t you think? Let me guess: you tried to change her back.” She laughed at what she saw in my face. “Oh, I knew you would! You made a monster and all you can think of is how sorry you are. Alas, poor mortals, I have put them in danger!”

         She was as quicksilver cruel as ever. It was a relief of sorts. “It was you who put them in danger,” I said.

         “But you are the one who failed to save them. Tell me, did you weep as you watched them die?”

         I forced my voice to stay even. “You are in error,” I said. “I saw no men die. The twelve were lost on the way out.”

         She did not even pause. “No matter. More will die on every ship that passes.” She tapped a finger to her chin. “How many do you think it will be, in a year? A hundred? A thousand?”

         She was showing her mink teeth, trying to get me to melt like all those naiads in Oceanos’ halls. But there was no wound she could give me that I had not already given myself.

         “This is not the way to get my help, Pasiphaë.”

         “Your help! Please. I am the one who got you off that sand-spit of an island. I hear you sleep with lions and boars for company. But that’s an improvement for you, isn’t it? After Glaucos the squid.”

         “If you don’t need me,” I said, “I will happily go back to my sand-spit.”

         “Oh, come, sister, don’t be so sour, it’s only a jest. And look how grown you are, slipping past Scylla! I knew I was right to call you instead of that braggart Aeëtes. You can stop making that face. I’ve already set aside gold for the families of the men who were lost.”

         “Gold does not give back a life.”

         “I can tell you are not a queen. Believe me, most of the families would rather have the gold. Now, are there any other—”

         But she did not finish. She grunted and dug her nails into the arm of a handmaiden kneeling at her feet. I had not noticed the girl before, but I saw now that the skin of her arm was purple and smeared with blood.

         “Out,” I said to her. “Out, all. This is no place for you.”

         I felt a spurt of satisfaction at how fast the attendants fled.

         I faced my sister. “Well?”

         Her face was still contorted with pain. “What do you think? It’s been days and it hasn’t even moved. It needs to be cut out.”

         She threw back her robes, revealing the swollen skin. A ripple passed across the surface of her belly, from left to right, then back again.

         I knew little of childbirth. I had never attended my mother, nor any of my cousins. A few things I remembered hearing. “Have you tried pushing from your knees?”

         “Of course I’ve tried it!” She screamed as the spasm came again. “I’ve had eight children! Just cut the fucking thing out of me!”

         From my bag I drew out a pain draught.

         “Are you stupid? I’m not going to be put to sleep like some infant. Give me the willow bark.”

         “Willow is for headaches, not surgery.”

         “Give it to me!”

         I gave it, and she drained the bottle. “Daedalus,” she said, “take up the knife.”

         I had forgotten he was there. He stood in the doorway, very still.

         “Pasiphaë,” I said, “do not be perverse. You sent for me, now use me.”

         She laughed, a savage sound. “You think I trust you with that? You are for after. Anyway, it is fitting that Daedalus should do it, he knows why. Don’t you, craftsman? Will you tell my sister now, or shall we let it be a surprise?”

         “I will do it,” Daedalus said to me. “It is my task.” He stepped to the table and took up the knife. The blade was honed to a hair’s edge.

         She seized his wrist. “Just remember,” she said. “Remember what I will do if you think to go astray.”

         He nodded mildly, though for the first time I saw something like anger in his eyes.

         She drew her nail across the lower portion of her belly, leaving a red slice. “There,” she said.

         The room was hot and close. I felt my hands slicked with sweat. How Daedalus held that knife steady I do not know. The tip bit into my sister’s skin, and blood welled, red and gold mixed. His arms were taut with effort, his jaw set. It took a long time, for my sister’s immortal flesh fought back, but Daedalus cut on with utmost concentration, and at last the glistening muscles parted, and the flesh beneath gave way. The path lay bare to my sister’s womb.

         “Now you,” she said, looking at me. Her voice was hoarse and torn. “Get it out.”

         The couch beneath her was sopping. The room was filled with the overripe stink of her ambrosial blood. Her belly had stopped rippling when Daedalus began to cut. It was tensed now. As if it were waiting, I thought.

         I looked at my sister. “What is in there?”

         Her golden hair was matted. “What do you think? A baby.”

         I put my hands to that gap in her flesh. The blood pulsed hot against me. Slowly, I pressed through the muscles and the wet. My sister made a strangled croak.

         I searched in that slickness, and at last there it was: the soft mass of an arm.

         A relief. I could not even say what I had feared. Just a baby.

         “I have it,” I said. My fingers inched upwards for purchase. I remember telling myself that I must be careful to find its head. I did not want it twisted when I began to pull.

         Pain burst in my fingers, so shocking I could not cry out. I thought some scrambled thing: that Daedalus must have dropped the scalpel inside of her, that a bone had broken in her labor and stabbed me. But the pain clamped harder, driving deep into my hand, grinding.

         Teeth. It was teeth.

         I did scream then. I tried to jerk my hand away, but it had me fast in its jaws. In a panic, I yanked. The lips of my sister’s wound parted and the thing slid forth. It thrashed like a fish on a hook, and muck flew across our faces.

         My sister was shrieking. The thing was like an anchor dragging on my arm, and I felt my finger joints tearing. I screamed again, the agony white-hot, and fell on top of the creature, scrabbling for its throat with my hand. When I found it, I bore down, pinning its body beneath me. Its heels beat on the stone, its head twisted, side to side. At last I saw it clear: the nose broad and flat, shining wetly with birth fluid. The shaggy, thick face crowned with two sharp horns. Below, the froggy baby body bucked with unnatural strength. Its eyes were black and fixed on mine.

         Dear gods, I thought, what is it?

         The creature made a choking sound and opened its mouth. I snatched my hand away, bloody and mangled. I had lost my last two fingers and part of a third. The thing’s jaw worked, swallowing what it had taken. Its chin wrenched in my grip, trying to bite me again.

         A shadow beside me. Daedalus, pale and blood-spattered. “I am here.”

         “The knife,” I said.

         “What are you doing? Do not hurt him, he must live!” My sister was struggling on her couch, but she could not rise with her muscles cut.

         “The cord,” I said. It still ran gristle-thick between the creature and my sister’s womb. He sawed at it. My knees were wet where I knelt. My hands were a mass of broken pain and blood.

         “Now a blanket,” I said. “A sack.”

         He brought a thick wool coverlet, laid it on the floor beside me. With my torn fingers, I dragged the thing into its center. It fought still, moaning angrily, and twice I nearly lost it, for it seemed to have grown stronger even in those moments. But Daedalus gathered up the corners, and when he had them, I jerked my hands away. The creature thrashed in the blanket folds, unable to find purchase. I took the ends from him, lifting it off the floor.

         I could hear the rasp of Daedalus’ breath. “A cage,” he said. “We need a cage.”

         “Get one,” I said. “I will hold it.”

         He ran. Inside its sack, the creature twisted like a snake. I saw its limbs lined against the fabric, that thick head, the points of horns.

         Daedalus returned with a birdcage, the finches still fluttering inside. But it was stout, and large enough. I stuffed the blanket in, and he clanged shut the door. He threw another blanket over it, and the creature was hidden.

         I looked at my sister. She was covered in blood, her belly a slaughter-yard. The drips fell wetly to the sodden rug beneath. Her eyes were wild.

         “You did not hurt it?”

         I stared at her. “Are you mad? It tried to eat my hand! Tell me how such an abomination came to be.”

         “Stitch me up.”

         “No,” I said. “You will tell me, or I will let you bleed yourself dry.”

         “Bitch,” she said. But she was wheezing. The pain was wearing her away. Even my sister had an end in her, a place she could not go. We stared at each other, yellow eyes to yellow. “Well, Daedalus?” she said at last. “It is your moment. Tell my sister whose fault this creature is.”

         He looked at me, face weary and streaked with blood. “Mine,” he said. “It is mine. I am the reason this beast lives.”

         From the cage, a wet chewing sound. The finches had gone silent.

         “The gods sent a bull, pure white, to bless the kingdom of Minos. The queen admired the creature and desired to see it more closely, yet it ran from any who came near. So I built the hollow likeness of a cow, with a place inside for her to sit. I gave it wheels, so we might roll it to the beach while the creature slept. I thought it would only be…I did not—”

         “Oh, please,” my sister spat. “The world will be ended before you stammer to your finish. I fucked the sacred bull, all right? Now get the thread.”

         
              

         

         I stitched my sister up. Soldiers came, their faces carefully blank, and bore the cage to an inner closet. My sister called after them, “No one goes near it without my word. And give it something to eat!” Silent handmaids rolled up the soaked rug and carried off the ruined couch as if they did such work every day. They burned frankincense and sweet violets to mask the stench, then bore my sister to the bath.

         “The gods will punish you,” I had told her, while I sewed. But she had only laughed with a giddy lushness.

         “Don’t you know?” she had said. “The gods love their monsters.”

         The words made me start. “You talked to Hermes?”

         “Hermes? What does he have to do with it? I don’t need some Olympian to tell me what is plain before my face. Everyone knows it.” She smirked. “Except for you, as usual.”

         A presence at my side brought me back. Daedalus. We were alone, for the first time since he had come to my island. There were drops of brown spattered across his forehead. His arms were smeared to the elbow. “May I bandage your fingers?”

         “No,” I said. “Thank you. They will fix themselves.”

         “Lady.” He hesitated. “I am in your debt for all my days. If you had not come, it would have been me.”

         His shoulders were taut, tensed as if against a blow. The last time he had thanked me, I had stormed at him. But now I understood more: he, too, knew what it was to make monsters.

         “I am glad it was not,” I said. I nodded at his hands, crusted and stained like everything else. “Yours cannot grow back.”

         He lowered his voice. “Can the creature be killed?”

         I thought of my sister shrieking to be careful. “I don’t know. Pasiphaë seems to believe it can. But even so it is the child of the white bull. It may be guarded by a god, or it may bring down a curse upon any who harm it. I need to think.”

         He rubbed at his scalp, and I saw the hope of an easy solution drain from him. “I must go make another cage then. That one won’t hold it long.”

         He left. The gore was drying stiff upon my cheeks, and my arms were greasy with the creature’s stink. I felt clouded and heavy, sick from the pollution of so much blood. If I called the handmaids, they would bring me to a bath, but I knew that would not be enough. Why had my sister made such an abomination? And why summon me? Most naiads would have fled, but one of the nereids might have done it, they were used to monsters. Or Perses. Why had she not called for him?

         My mind had no answers. It was limp and dulled, useless as my missing fingers. One thought came clear: I must do something. I could not stand by while a horror was loosed upon the world. I had the thought that I should find my sister’s workroom. Perhaps there would be something there to help me, some antidote, some great drug of reversal.

         It was not far, a hall off her bedchamber separated by a curtain. I had never seen another witch’s craft room before, and I walked its shelves expecting I do not know what, a hundred grisly things, kraken livers, dragons’ teeth, the flayed skin of giants. But all I saw were herbs, and rudimentary ones at that: poisons, poppies, a few healing roots. I had no doubt my sister could work plenty with them, for her will had always been strong. But she was lazy, and here was the proof. Those few simples were old and weak as dead leaves. They had been collected haphazardly, some in bud, some already withered, cut with any knife at any time of day.

         I understood something then. My sister might be twice the goddess I was, but I was twice the witch. Her crumbling trash could not help me. And my own herbs from Aiaia would not be enough, strong as they were. The monster was bound to Crete, and whatever would be done, Crete must guide me.

         I traced back through the halls and corridors to the palace center. There I had seen stairs that ran not to the harbor but inland, to the wide, bright gardens and pavilions, which in turn opened out to distant fields.

         All around, busy men and women swept flagstones, picked fruits, hefted their baskets of barley. They kept their eyes diligently lowered as I went. I suppose living with Minos and Pasiphaë they had grown used to ignoring bloodier things than me. I passed the outlying houses of peasants and shepherds, the groves and grazing herds. The hills were lush and so golden with sun that the light seemed to rise from them, but I did not stop to savor the view. My eyes were fixed upon the black outline that stood against the sky.

         Mount Dicte, it is called. No bears or wolves or lions dare to tread there, only the sacred goats, their great horns curling like conch shells. Even in the hottest season, the forests remain dark and cool. At night, the huntress Artemis is said to roam its hills with her shining bow, and in one of its shadowed caves Zeus himself was born and hidden from his devouring father.

         There are herbs there that grow nowhere else. They are so rare, few have been given names. I could feel them swelling in their hollows, breathing tendrils of magic into the air. A small yellow flower with a green center. A drooping lily that bloomed orange-brown. And best of all, furred dittany, queen of healing.

         I did not walk as a mortal walks, but as a god, and the miles fell away beneath my feet. It was dusk when I reached the foothills and began to climb. The branches laced over me. The shade rose deep as water, tingling across my skin. The whole mountain seemed to hum beneath me. Even bloodied and aching as I was, I felt a spurt of giddiness. I traced the mosses, the hummocks of ground upwards, and, at the base of a white poplar, I found a blooming patch of dittany. Its leaves were threaded with power, and I pressed them to my broken fingers. The spell took hold with a word; my hand would be whole by morning. I gathered some of the roots and seeds for my bag, and kept on. The stink and weight of blood hung still upon me, and at last I found a pool, cold and clear, fed by icy melt. I welcomed the shock of its waters, their clean, scouring pain. I worked those small rites of purification which all gods know. With pebbles from the bank, I scrubbed the filth away.

         After, I sat on the bank beneath the silvered leaves and thought of Daedalus’ question. Can the creature be killed?

         Among the gods there are a few who have the gift of prophecy, the ability to peer into the murk and glimpse what fates will come. Not everything may be foreseen. Most gods and mortals have lives that are tied to nothing; they tangle and wend now here, now there, according to no set plan. But then there are those who wear their destinies like nooses, whose lives run straight as planks, however they try to twist. It is these that our prophets may see.

         My father has such foreknowledge, and I had heard it said all my life that the trait was passed to his children also. I had never thought to test it. I had been raised to think I had none of his strengths. But now I touched the water and said, Show me.

         An image formed, delicate and pale, as if made from curls of mist. A smoking torch bobbed in long corridors. A thread unwound through a stone passage. The creature roared, showing its unnatural teeth. It stood tall as a man, dressed in rotting scraps. A mortal, sword in hand, leapt from the shadows to strike it dead.

         The mist ebbed, and the pool cleared again. I had my answer, but it was not the one I had hoped for. The creature was mortal, but it could not die as an infant, by my hand or Daedalus’. It had a fate many years in the future, and must live it out. Until then, it could only be contained. That would be Daedalus’ work, yet there might be a way for me to help him. I paced among the shadowed trees, thinking of that creature and what weaknesses it might have. I remembered its black eyes fixed ravening on mine. Its sucking hunger as it fought me for my hand. How much would it take to sate that appetite? If I had not been a god, it would have crawled up my arm, consuming me inch by inch.

         I felt an idea rise in me. I would need all the secret herbs of Dicte, and with them the strongest binding weeds, ilex root and withy, fennel and hemlock, aconite, hellebore. I would need as well the rest of my moly stores. I slipped through those trees unerring, hunting down each ingredient in its turn. If Artemis walked that night, she kept out of my way.

         I carried the leaves and roots back to the pool and ground them on its rocks. The paste I gathered in one of my bottles, and added some of the pool’s water. Its waves still bore the blood it had washed from my hands, mine and my sister’s too. As if it knew, the draught swirled red and dark.

         I did not sleep that night. I stayed on Dicte until the sky went gray and then began walking back to Knossos. By the time I reached the palace, the sun was bright on the fields. I passed a courtyard that had caught my eye the day before, and stopped now to examine it more closely. In it was a great dancing circle, ringed by laurels and oaks for shade from the beating sun. I had thought its floor was made of stone, but now I saw it was wood, a thousand tiles of it, so smoothed and varnished that they seemed like a single piece. They were painted with a spiral, traveling outwards from its center like the furling crest of a wave. Daedalus’ work, it could be no other.

         A girl was dancing on it. No music played, yet her feet kept perfect time, each step the beat of a silent drum. She moved like a wave herself, graceful, but with relentless, driving motion. On her head shone the circlet of a princess. I would have known her anywhere. The girl from Daedalus’ prow.

         Her eyes widened when she saw me, just like her statue’s. She bowed her head. “Aunt Circe,” she said. “I am glad to meet you. I am Ariadne.”

         I could see pieces of Pasiphaë in her, but only if I searched: her chin, the delicacy of her collarbone.

         “You are skilled,” I said.

         She smiled. “Thank you. My parents are looking for you.”

         “No doubt. But I must find Daedalus.”

         She nodded, as if I were only one of a thousand who wanted him instead of her parents. “I will take you. But we must be careful. The guards are out looking.”

         She slipped her fingers into mine, warm and a little damp from her exercise. Through dozens of narrow side-passages she led me, her feet silent on the stones. We came at last to a bronze door. She beat six times in a rhythm.

         “I cannot play now, Ariadne,” a voice called. “I am busy.”

         “I am with the lady Circe,” she said.

         The door swung open, revealing Daedalus, sooty and stained. Behind him was a workroom, half open to the sky. I saw statues with their cloths still on them, gears and instruments I did not recognize. At the back, a foundry smoked, and metal glowed hot in a mold. A fish spine lay on a table, a strange jagged blade beside it.

         “I have been to Mount Dicte,” I said. “I have glimpsed the creature’s fate. It can die, but not now. A mortal will come who is destined to dispatch it. I do not know how long it may be. The creature was full-grown in my vision.”

         I watched the knowledge settle on him. All the days ahead that he must be on his guard. He drew a breath. “So we contain it then.”

         “Yes. I have brewed a charm that will help. It craves…” I paused, feeling Ariadne behind me. “It craves that flesh you saw it eat. It is part of its nature. I cannot take away that hunger, but I may set bounds upon it.”

         “Anything,” he said. “I am grateful.”

         “Do not be grateful yet,” I said. “For three seasons of the year, the spell will keep its appetite at bay. But every harvest it will return, and must be fed.”

         His eyes flicked to Ariadne behind me. “I understand,” he said.

         “The rest of the time it will still be dangerous, but only as a savage beast might be.”

         He nodded, but I saw he was thinking of  harvest time, and the feeding that must come. He glanced at the molds behind him, tinged red with heat. “I will be finished with the cage tomorrow morning.”

         “Good,” I said. “It cannot come too soon. I will work the spell then.”

         When the door closed, Ariadne stood waiting. “You were speaking of the baby that was born, were you not? He is the one that must be kept until he’s killed?”

         “He is.”

         “The servants say he is a monster, and my father shouted at me when I asked about him. But he is still my brother, is he not?”

         I hesitated.

         “I know about my mother and the white bull,” she said.

         No child of Pasiphaë’s could remain innocent for long. “I suppose you may say he is your half-brother,” I said. “Now come. Take me to the king and queen.”

         
              

         

         Griffins preened, delicate and regal, on the walls. The windows spilled sun. My sister lay on her silver couch glowing with health. Beside her, on an alabaster chair, Minos looked old and puffed, like something left dead in the waves. His eyes seized on me as snatcher-birds take fish.

         “Where have you been? The monster needs tending. That is why you were brought here!”

         “I have made a draught,” I said. “So we may transfer it to its new cage more safely.”

         “A draught? I want it killed!”

         “Darling, you sound hysterical,” Pasiphaë said. “You haven’t even heard my sister’s idea. Go on, Circe, please.” She rested her chin on her hand, theatrically expectant.

         “It will bind the creature’s hunger for three seasons of each year.”

         “That’s it?”

         “Now, Minos, you’ll hurt Circe’s feelings. I think it’s a very fine spell, sister. My son’s appetite is a bit unwieldy, isn’t it? He’s gone through most of our prisoners already.”

         “I want the creature dead, and that is final!”

         “It cannot be killed,” I told Minos. “Not now. It has a destiny far in the future.”

         “A destiny!” My sister clapped delightedly. “Oh, tell us what it is! Does it escape and eat someone we know?”

         Minos paled, though he tried to hide it. “Be sure,” he said to me. “You and the craftsman, be sure it is secure.”

         “Yes,” my sister crooned. “Be sure. I hate to think what would happen if it got out. My husband may be a son of Zeus, but his flesh is thoroughly mortal. The truth is”—she lowered her voice to a whisper—“I think he may be afraid of the creature.”

         A hundred times I had seen some fool caught between my sister’s claws. Minos took it worse than most. He stabbed a finger through the air at me. “You hear? She threatens me openly. This is your fault, you and your whole lying family. Your father gave her to me as if she were a treasure, but if you knew the things she has done to me—”

         “Oh, tell her some of them! I think Circe would appreciate the witchcraft. What about the hundred girls who died while you heaved over them?”

         I could feel Ariadne, very still, beside me. I wished she were not there.

         The hate in Minos’ eyes was a living thing. “Foul harpy! It was your spell that caused their deaths! All you breed is evil! I should have ripped that beast from your cursed womb before it could be born!”

         “But you did not dare, did you? You know how your dear father Zeus dotes on such creatures. How else can all his bastard heroes win their reputations?” She cocked her head. “In fact, shouldn’t you be slavering to take up a sword yourself? Oh, but I forgot. You have no taste for killing unless it is serving girls. Sister, truly, you should learn this spell. You need only—”

         Minos had risen from his seat. “I forbid you to speak further!”

         My sister laughed, her most silver-fountain sound. It was calculated, like everything she did. Minos raged on, but I was watching her. I had dismissed her coupling with the bull as some perverse whim, but she was not ruled by appetites; she ruled with them instead. When was the last time that I had seen true emotion on her face? I recalled now that moment on her childbed when she had cried out, her face twisted with urgency, that the monster must live. Why? Not love, there was none of that in her. So the creature must somehow serve her ends.

         It was my hours with Hermes that helped me to an answer, all the news that he had brought me of the world. When Pasiphaë had married Minos, Crete was the richest and most famous of our kingdoms. Yet since then, every day, more mighty kingdoms were rising up, in Mycenae and Troy, Anatolia and Babylon. Since then too, one of her brothers had learned to raise the dead, the other to tame dragons, and her sister had transformed Scylla. No one spoke of Pasiphaë anymore. Now, at a stroke, she made her fading star shine again. All the world would tell the story of the queen of Crete, maker and mother of the great flesh-eating bull.

         And the gods would do nothing. Think of all the prayers they would get.

         “It’s just so funny,” Pasiphaë was saying. “It took you so long to understand! Did you think they were dying from the pleasure of your exertions? From the sheer transported bliss? Believe me—”

         I turned to Ariadne, standing beside me silent as air.

         “Come,” I said. “We are finished here.”

         
              

         

         We walked back to her dancing circle. Over us, the laurels and oaks spread their green leaves. “When your spell is cast,” she said, “my brother will not be so monstrous anymore.”

         “That is my hope,” I said.

         A moment passed. She looked up at me, hands clasped to her chest as if she kept a secret there. “Will you stay a little?”

         I watched her dance, arms curving like wings, her strong young legs in love with their own motion. This was how mortals found fame, I thought. Through practice and diligence, tending their skills like gardens until they glowed beneath the sun. But gods are born of ichor and nectar, their excellences already bursting from their fingertips. So they find their fame by proving what they can mar: destroying cities, starting wars, breeding plagues and monsters. All that smoke and savor rising so delicately from our altars. It leaves only ash behind.

         Ariadne’s light feet crossed and recrossed the circle. Every step was perfect, like a gift she gave herself, and she smiled, receiving it. I wanted to seize her by the shoulders. Whatever you do, I wanted to say, do not be too happy. It will bring down fire on your head.

         I said nothing, and let her dance.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         WHEN THE SUN TOUCHED the distant fields, guards arrived to collect Ariadne. The princess is wanted by her parents. They marched her off, and I was shown to my room. It was small and near the servants’ quarters. This was meant, of course, to be an insult, but I liked the respite of the unpainted walls, the narrow window that showed only a sliver of the relentless sun. It was quiet as well, for all the servants crept past, knowing who lay within. The sister witch. They left food for me while I was gone and took the tray only when I was out again.

         I slept, and the next morning Daedalus came for me. He smiled when I opened my door, and I found myself smiling in return. One thing I could thank the creature for: the ease between us had returned. I followed him down a staircase to the twisting corridors that ran beneath the palace. We passed grain cellars, storage rooms lined with rows of pithoi, the great ceramic jars that held the palace’s largesse of oil and wine and barley.

         “Whatever became of the white bull, do you know?”

         “No. It vanished when Pasiphaë began to swell. The priests said it was the bull’s final blessing. Today I heard someone say that the monster is a gift from the gods to help us prosper.” He shook his head. “They are not naturally fools, it is only that they are caught between two scorpions.”

         “Ariadne is different,” I said.

         He nodded. “I have hopes of her. Have you heard what they’ve decided to name the thing? The Minotaur. Ten ships go out with the announcement at noon, and ten more will go out tomorrow.”

         “Clever,” I said. “Minos claims it, and instead of being a cuckold he shares in my sister’s glory. He becomes the great king who begets monsters and names them after himself.”

         Daedalus made a noise in his throat. “Exactly.”

         We had come to the large cellar room that held the creature’s new cage. It was wide as a ship’s deck and half as long, forged of a silver-gray metal. I put my hands to its bars, smooth and thick as saplings. I could smell the iron in it, but what more I could not tell.

         “It is a new substance,” Daedalus said. “Harder to work, but more durable. Even so, it will not hold the creature forever. He is already freakishly strong, and only just born. But it will give me time to devise something more permanent.”

         The soldiers followed behind, carrying the old cage on poles to keep their distance. They set it clanging down inside the new and were gone before the echoes had faded.

         I went and knelt beside it. The Minotaur was larger than it had been, its flesh plump, pressing at the metal lattice. Clean of birth fluids now and dry, the line between bull and baby was starker than ever, as if some madman had lopped a steer’s head and sewed it to a toddler. It stank of old meat, and the cage-bottom rattled with long bones. I felt a wash of nausea. One of Crete’s prisoners.

         The creature was watching me with huge eyes. It rose and snuffled forward, nose working. A moan came from it, sharp and excited. It remembered me. My smell and the taste of my flesh. It opened its squat mouth, like a baby bird begging. More.

         I took my moment: spoke the words of power and poured the draught through the cage, down its open throat. The creature choked and lunged against the bars, but even as it did its eyes were changing, the fury in them ebbing away. I held its gaze and put out my hand. I heard Daedalus draw in a breath. But the creature did not leap for me. Its rigid limbs had loosened. Another moment I waited, then undid the lock and opened the cage.

         It shuffled a little, the bones clattering under its feet. “It is all right,” I murmured, whether to myself or Daedalus or the creature, I could not say. Slowly, I moved my hand towards it. Its nostrils flared. I touched its arm, and it made a huff of surprise, but nothing more.

         “Come,” I whispered, and it did, crouching and stumbling a little as it passed through the cage’s small opening. It looked up at me, expectantly, almost sweetly.

         My brother, Ariadne had called it. But this creature had not been made for any family. It was my sister’s triumph, her ambition made flesh, her whip to use against Minos. In thanks, it would know no comrade, no lover. It would never see the sun, never take a free step. There was nothing it might ever have in the world but hatred and darkness and its teeth.

         I picked up the old cage and stepped back. It watched me as I moved away, its head tilted with curiosity. I shut the cage door, and its ear flicked at the metallic sound. When harvest came, it would scream with rage. It would tear at the bars, trying to rip them apart.

         Daedalus let out a low breath. “How did you do that?”

         “It is half beast,” I said. “All the animals on Aiaia are tame.”

         “Can the spell be undone?”

         “Not by another.”

         We locked the cage. All the while the creature watched us. It made a low noise and rubbed at a hairy cheek with one of its hands. Then we swung the wooden door of the room closed and saw no more.

         “And the key?”

         “I plan to throw it away. When we have to move it, I will cut the bars.”

         We walked back through the twisting under-passages and up to the corridors above. In the painted hall, the breeze was blowing, and the air bright. Pretty nobles passed on every side, murmuring their secrets. Did they know what lived beneath them? They would.

         “There is a feast this evening,” he said.

         “I am not going,” I said. “I am finished with the court of Crete.”

         “You are leaving soon, then?”

         “I am at the king and queen’s mercy for that, they are the ones with the ships. But I imagine it will not be much longer. I think Minos will be glad to have one less witch on Crete. It will be good to be home.”

         It was true, yet in those ornate corridors, the thought of returning to Aiaia was strange. Its hills and shore, the stone house with my garden, all seemed very distant.

         “I must show my face tonight,” he said. “Yet I hope to make my excuses before the meal.” He hesitated. “Goddess, I know I presume, but will you do me the honor of dining with me?”

         
              

         

         He had told me to come when the moon was up. His rooms were at the opposite end of the palace from my sister’s. If that was luck or design I could not say. He wore a finer cloak than I had seen him in before, but his feet were bare. He drew me to a table, poured a wine dark as mulberries. There were platters set out, heaped with fruits and a salty white cheese.

         “How was the feast?”

         “I am glad to be gone.” His voice was curdled. “They had a singer in, to tell the tale of the glorious bull-man’s birth. Apparently he fell from a star.”

         A boy ran out from an inner room. I did not know mortal ages well then, but I think he may have been four. His black hair curled thick and wild around his ears, and his limbs were still babyishly round. He had the sweetest face I had ever seen, gods included.

         “My son,” Daedalus said.

         I stared. I had not even considered that Daedalus’ secret could be a child. The boy knelt, like an infant courtier.

         “Noble lady,” he piped. “I welcome you to my father’s house.”

         “Thank you,” I said. “And are you a good boy, for your father?”

         He nodded seriously. “Oh, yes.”

         Daedalus laughed. “Don’t believe a word. He looks sweet as cream, but he does what he wants.” The boy smiled at his father. It was an old joke between them.

         He stayed for some time, prattling of his father’s work and how he helped. He brought out the tongs he liked to use and showed me with a practiced grip how he could hold them in the fire and not be burnt. I nodded, but it was his father I watched. Daedalus’ face had gone soft as ripe fruit, his eyes full and shining. I had never thought of having children, but looking at him, for a moment I could imagine it. As if I peered into a well and far below glimpsed a flash of water.

         My sister, of course, would have seen such love in an instant.

         Daedalus put his hand to his son’s shoulder. “Icarus,” he said, “it is time for bed. Go find your nurse.”

         “You will come kiss me goodnight?”

         “Of course.”

         We watched him go, small heels brushing the hem of his too-long tunic.

         “He is handsome,” I said.

         “He has his mother’s face.” He answered the question before I asked it. “She passed at his birth. A good woman, though I did not know her long. Your sister arranged the marriage.”

         So I had not been so wrong after all. My sister had baited the hook, but she caught the fish another way.

         “I’m sorry,” I said.

         He bowed his head. “It is difficult, I admit. I have done my best to be father to him and mother too, but I know he feels the lack. Every woman we pass, he asks if I will marry her.”

         “And will you?”

         He was silent a moment. “I think not. Pasiphaë has enough to scourge me with already, and I would never have married in the first place, if she had not insisted. I know what an unfit husband I make, for I am happiest when my hands are busy at my work, and then I come home late and filthy.”

         “Witchcraft and invention have that in common,” I said. “I do not think I would make a fit wife either. Not that my door is battered down. Apparently the market for disgraced sorceresses is thin.”

         He smiled. “Your sister I think has helped poison that well.”

         It was easy to speak so openly with him. His face was like a quiet pool that would hold everything safe in its depths.

         “Do you know yet how you will keep the creature when it is grown?”

         He nodded. “I have been thinking. You see what a honeycomb the palace is beneath. There are a hundred storerooms that go unused, for all the wealth of Crete is in gold these days, not grain. I think I may make them into a sort of maze. Close it at both ends and let the creature roam. It is all dug in the bedrock, so there will be nowhere to break out.”

         It was a good idea. And at least the creature would have more room than a narrow cage. “It will be a marvel,” I said. “A maze that can hold a full-grown monster. You will have to come up with a good name for it.”

         “I’m sure Minos will have a suggestion, involving himself.”

         “I’m sorry that I cannot stay to help.”

         “You have helped more than I deserve.” His gaze lifted to touch mine.

         A throat cleared. The nurse stood in the doorway. “Your son, sir.”

         “Ah,” Daedalus said. “Excuse me.”

         I felt too restless to sit patiently. I wandered the room. I had expected it to be filled with more of his wonders, statues and inlay in every corner, but it was simple, the furniture unadorned wood. Yet looking more closely, I saw Daedalus’ stamp. The polish glowed and the grain was rubbed soft as flower petals. When I passed my hand over a chair, I could not find its seams.

         He came back. “The bedtime kiss,” he explained.

         “A happy child.”

         Daedalus sat, drank a swallow of wine. “For now, he is. He is too young to know himself a prisoner.” Those white scars seemed to flare on his hands. “A golden cage is still a cage.”

         “And where would you go, if you might escape?”

         “Wherever would have me. But if I may choose, Egypt. They are building things that make Knossos look like a mudflat. I have been learning the language from some of their traders on the docks. I think they would welcome us.”

         I looked into his good face. Not good because it was handsome, but because it was itself, like fine metal, tempered and beaten for strength. Two monsters we had fought side by side, and he had not wavered. Come to Aiaia, I wanted to say. But I knew there was nothing for him there.

         Instead I told him, “I hope you will get to Egypt one day.”

         
              

         

         We finished our meal, and I walked the dark corridors back to my room. The evening had been pleasant, but I felt roiled and muddy, my mind like river-silt stirred up from its beds. I could not stop hearing Daedalus talking of his freedom. There had been such yearning in his voice, and bitterness too. At least I had earned my exile, but Daedalus was innocent, kept only as a trophy for my sister and Minos’ vanity. I thought of his eyes when he had spoken of Icarus, that pure, shining love. To my sister, it was no more than a tool, a sword to hang over his head and make him her slave. I remembered the pleasure on her face when she had ordered him to cut her open. She had had the same look when I had stepped through her door.

         I had been so consumed with the Minotaur that I had not seen what a triumph this had all been for her. Not just the monster and her new fame, but everything that went with it: Daedalus forced into complicity, Minos cringing and humiliated, and all of Crete held hostage to fear. And me, I was a triumph too. She might have summoned others, but I had always been the dog she liked to whip. She had known how useful I would be, dutifully cleaning her messes, protecting Daedalus, seeing the monster safely contained. And all the while she could laugh from her golden couch. Do you like my new pet? I give her nothing but blows, yet see how she runs to my whistle!

         My stomach burned. I turned away from my cell. I walked as a god, unseen, past the drowsing guards, past the night servants. I reached the door of my sister’s room and stepped through it. I stood over her bed. She was alone. My sister trusted her sleep to none but herself. I had felt the spells when I passed the threshold, but they could not stop me.

         “Why did you summon me here?” I demanded. “Let me hear you admit it.”

         Her eyes opened at once, keen, as if she had been expecting me. “It was a gift, of course. Who else would have enjoyed seeing me bleed so much?”

         “I can think of a thousand.”

         She smiled, as cats smile. It was always more fun to play with a live mouse. “What a shame it is that you can’t use your new binding spell on Scylla. But of course you would need her mother’s blood. I don’t think that shark Krataiis will oblige you.”

         I had thought of it already. Pasiphaë always knew where to aim the spear.

         “You wanted to humiliate me,” I said.

         She yawned, pink tongue against her white teeth. “I’ve been thinking,” she said, “of naming my son Asterion. Do you like it?”

         Starry one, it meant. “The prettiest name for a cannibal I ever heard.”

         “Don’t be so dramatic. He can’t be a cannibal, there are no other Minotaurs to eat.” She frowned a little, tilting her chin. “Though, I wonder, do centaurs count? They must have some kinship, don’t you think?”

         I would not be drawn by her. “You could have sent for Perses.”

         “Perses.” She waved a hand. What that meant, I could not say.

         “Or Aeëtes.”

         She sat up, and the covers fell from her. Her skin was bare, except for a necklace made of squares of beaten gold. Each one was embossed: a sun, a bee, an axe, the great hulk of Dicte. “Oh, I hope we keep talking all night,” she said. “I will braid your hair, and we can laugh over our suitors.” She lowered her voice. “I think Daedalus would have you in a minute.”

         My anger spilled its banks. “I am not your dog, Pasiphaë, nor your bear to be baited. I came to your aid, despite all our history, despite the men you sent to their deaths. I helped you with your monster. I have done your work for you, and all you give me is mockery and contempt. For once in your twisting life, speak the truth. You brought me here to make me your fool.”

         “Oh, that requires no effort from me,” she said. “You are a fool on your own.” But it was reflexive, not a real answer. I waited.

         “It is funny,” she said, “that even after all this time, you still believe you should be rewarded, just because you have been obedient. I thought you would have learned that lesson in our father’s halls. None shrank and simpered as you did, and yet great Helios stepped on you all the faster, because you were already crouched at his feet.”

         She was leaning forward, her golden hair loose, embroidering the sheets around her.

         “Let me tell you a truth about Helios and all the rest. They do not care if you are good. They barely care if you are wicked. The only thing that makes them listen is power. It is not enough to be an uncle’s favorite, to please some god in his bed. It is not enough even to be beautiful, for when you go to them, and kneel and say, ‘I have been good, will you help me?’ they wrinkle their brows. Oh, sweetheart, it cannot be done. Oh, darling, you must learn to live with it. And have you asked Helios? You know I do nothing without his word.”

         She spat upon the floor.

         “They take what they want, and in return they give you only your own shackles. A thousand times I saw you squashed. I squashed you myself. And every time, I thought, that is it, she is done, she will cry herself into a stone, into some croaking bird, she will leave us and good riddance. Yet always you came back the next day. They were all surprised when you showed yourself a witch, but I knew it long ago. Despite your wet-mouse weeping, I saw how you would not be ground into the earth. You loathed them as I did. I think it is where our power comes from.”

         Her words were falling on my head like a great cataract. I could scarcely take them in. She hated our family? She had always seemed to me their distillation, a glittering monument to our blood’s vain cruelty. Yet it was true what she said: nymphs were allowed to work only through the power of others. They could expect none for themselves.

         “If all this is so,” I said, “why were you so savage to me? Aeëtes and I were alone, you might have been friends with us.”

         “Friends,” she sneered. Her lips were a perfect blood-red, the color all the other nymphs had to paint on. “There are no friends in those halls. And Aeëtes has never liked a woman in his life.”

         “That’s not true,” I said.

         “Because you think he liked you?” She laughed. “He tolerated you because you were a tame monkey, clapping after every word he spoke.”

         “You and Perses were no different,” I said.

         “You know nothing of Perses. Do you know how I had to keep him happy? The things I had to do?”

         I did not want to hear more. Her face was naked as I had ever seen it, and every word sharp as if she had spent years carving it to just that shape.

         “Then Father gave me to that ass Minos. Well, I could work with him, and I have. He is fixed now, but it has been a long road, and I will never go back to what I was. So you tell me, sister, whom should I have sent for instead? Some god who could not wait to scorn me and make me beg for crumbs? Or some nymph, to mince uselessly across the sea?” She laughed again. “They would both have run screaming at the first tooth. They cannot bear any pain at all. They are not like us.”

         The words were a shock, as if all this while her hands had been empty, and now she showed her knife. Sickness flooded my throat. I stepped back.

         “I am not like you.”

         For a moment, I saw the surprise on her face. Then it was gone, like a wave washing clean over sand.

         “No,” she said. “You are not. You are like Father, stupid and sanctimonious, closing your eyes to everything you do not understand. Tell me, what do you think would happen if I did not make monsters and poisons? Minos does not want a queen, only a simpering jelly he keeps in a jar and breeds to death. He would be happy to have me in chains for eternity, and he need only say the word to his own father to do it. But he does not. He knows what I would do to him first.”

         I remembered my father saying of Minos, He will keep her in her place. “Yet Father will only allow Minos so much license.”

         Her laughter clawed at my ears. “Father would put me in the chains himself, if it would keep his precious alliance. You are proof of that. Zeus is terrified of witchcraft and wanted a sacrifice. Father picked you because you are worth the least. And now you are shut on that island and will never leave it. I should have known you would be good for nothing to me. Get out. Get out and let me not see you again.”

         
              

         

         I walked back through those corridors. My mind was bare, my skin bristling as if it would rise off my flesh. Every noise, every touch, the stones beneath my feet, the splash of fountains from a window, crept evilly upon my senses. The air had a stinging weight like ocean waves. I felt myself a stranger to the world.

         When the figure separated from the shadows of my door, I was too numb to cry out. My hand fumbled for my bag of draughts, but then the distant torchlight fell upon his hooded face.

         He spoke so softly only a god could have heard. “I was waiting for you. Say but one word, and I am gone.”

         It took me a moment to understand. I had not thought him so bold. But of course he was. Artist, creator, inventor, the greatest the world had known. Timidity creates nothing.

         What would I have said, if he had come earlier? I do not know. But his voice then was like a balm upon my raw skin. I yearned for his hands, for all of him, mortal though he was, distant and dying though he would always be.

         “Stay,” I said.

         
              

         

         We lit no tapers. The room was dark and warm from the day’s heat. Shadows draped the bed. No frogs sounded, no birds called. It was as if we had found the still heart of the universe. Nothing moved except for us.

         After, we lay beside each other, the night breeze trickling over our limbs. I thought of telling him about the quarrel with Pasiphaë, but I did not want her there with us. Outside, the stars were veiled, and a servant passed through the yard with a flickering torch. I thought I imagined it, at first: a faint tremor shaking the room.

         “Do you feel that?”

         Daedalus nodded. “They’re never strong. A few cracks in plaster. They have been coming more often lately.”

         “It will not damage the cage.”

         “No,” he said. “They would have to get much worse.” A moment passed. His voice came quiet through the darkness. “At harvest,” he said, “when the creature is grown. How bad will it be?”

         “As many as fifteen in a moon.”

         I heard his indrawn breath. “I feel the weight of it every moment,” he said. “All those lives. I helped make that creature, and now I cannot unmake it.”

         I knew the weight he spoke of. His hand lay beside mine. It was calloused, but not rough. In the darkness, I had run my fingers over it, searching out the faint smooth patches that were his scars.

         “How do you bear it?” he said.

         My eyes gave off a faint light, and by it I could see his face. It was a surprise to realize that he was waiting for an answer. That he believed I had one. I thought of another dim room, with another prisoner. He had been a craftsman also. On the foundation of his knowledge civilization had been built. Prometheus’ words, deep-running as roots, had waited in me all this time.

         “We bear it as best we can,” I said.

         
              

         

         Minos was frugal with his ships, and now that the monster was contained, he made me wait on his convenience. “One of my traders passes near Aiaia. He sails in a few days. You may go then.”

         I did not see my sister again, except from a distance, carried to her picnics and pleasures. I did not see Ariadne either, though I looked for her at her dancing circle. I asked one of the guards if he might take me to her. I did not think I imagined his smirk. “The queen forbids it.”

         Pasiphaë and her petty vengeances. My face stung, but I would not give her the satisfaction of knowing her cruelty had hit home. I wandered the palace grounds, its colonnades, its walks and fields. I watched the mortals as they passed with their interesting, untamed faces. Each night Daedalus knocked secretly at my door. It was borrowed time, we knew it, which made it all the sweeter.

         The guards came just after dawn on the fourth day. Daedalus had gone already; he liked to be home when Icarus woke. The men stood before me, stiff in their purple capes, looming as if I might try to break past them and escape into the hills. I followed them through the painted halls, down the great steps. Daedalus was waiting amid the chaos of the pier.

         “Pasiphaë will punish you for this,” I said.

         “No more than she does already.” He stepped aside as the eight sheep Minos had sent as his thanks were herded onto the ship. “I see the king is as generous as ever.” He gestured to two huge crates, already loaded on the deck. “I remember you like to keep yourself busy. It is my own design.”

         “Thank you,” I said. “You honor me.”

         “No,” he said. “I know what we owe you. What I owe.”

         The back of my throat burned, but I could feel the eyes watching us. I did not want to make it worse for him. “Will you tell Ariadne farewell for me?”

         “I will,” he said.

         I stepped onto the ship and lifted my hand. He lifted his. I had not fooled myself with false hope. I was a goddess, and he a mortal, and both of us were imprisoned. But I pressed his face into my mind, as seals are pressed in wax, so I could carry it with me.

         I did not open those crates until we were out of sight. I wish I had, so I might have thanked him properly. Inside one were undyed wools and yarns and flax of every kind. In the other, the most beautiful loom I had ever seen, made from polished cedar.

         I have it still. It stands near my hearth, and has even found its way into the songs. Perhaps that is no surprise, poets like such symmetries: Witch Circe skilled at spinning spells and threads alike, at weaving charms and cloths. Who am I to spoil an easy hexameter? But any wonder in my cloth comes from that loom and the mortal who made it. Even after so many centuries, its joints are strong, and when the shuttle slides through the warp, the scent of cedar fills the air.

         After I left, Daedalus built his great maze indeed, the Labyrinth, whose walls confounded the Minotaur’s rage. Harvest piled upon harvest, and the twisting passageways grew ankle-deep in bones. If you listened, the palace servants said, you could hear the creature clattering up and down. And all the while, Daedalus was working. He daubed two wooden frames with yellow wax and onto them he pressed the feathers he had collected from the great seabirds that fed on Crete’s shore, long-pinioned, wide and white. Two sets of wings, they made. He tied one to his own arms, and one to his son’s. They stood atop the highest cliff of Knossos’ shore and leapt.

         The ocean draughts caught them, and they were borne aloft. East they went, towards the rising sun and Africa. Icarus whooped, for by then he was a young man, and this was his first freedom. His father laughed to see him diving and wheeling. The boy rose higher still, dazzled by the sky’s vastness, the sun’s unfettered heat on his shoulders. He did not heed his father’s cries of warning. He did not notice the melting wax. The feathers fell, and he fell after, into the drowning waves.

         I mourned for that sweet boy’s death, but I mourned more for Daedalus, winging doggedly onwards, dragging that desperate grief behind him. It was Hermes who told me, of course, sipping my wine, his feet upon my hearth. I closed my eyes, to find that impression I had made of Daedalus’ face. I wished then that we had conceived a child together, to be some comfort to him. But that was a young and silly thought: as if children are sacks of grain, to be substituted one for another.

         Daedalus did not long outlive his son. His limbs turned gray and nerveless, and all his strength was transmuted into smoke. I had no right to claim him, I knew it. But in a solitary life, there are rare moments when another soul dips near yours, as stars once a year brush the earth. Such a constellation was he to me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         WE WENT THE LONG way back to Aiaia, avoiding Scylla. Eleven days it took. The sky bent its arc over us, clear and bright. I stared into the blinding waves, the white-flaring sun. No one disturbed me. The men averted their gazes when I passed, and I saw them cast a rope I had touched into the waves. I could not blame them. They lived on Knossos and knew too much of witchery already.

         When we landed on Aiaia, they dutifully carried the loom up through the woods and set it before my hearth. They led up the eight sheep. I offered them wine and a meal, but of course they did not accept. They hurried back to their ship, strained at their oars, eager to vanish over the horizon. I watched until the moment they winked out, like a snuffed flame.

         The lion glared from my threshold. She lashed her tail as if to say, That had better be the last of that.

         “I think it will be,” I said.

         After Knossos’ sunny, out-flung pavilions, my house was snug as a burrow. I walked its neat rooms, feeling the silence, the stillness, the scuff of no feet but my own. I put my hand to every surface, every cupboard and cup. They were all as they had been. As they would ever be.

         I went out to my garden. I weeded the same weeds that always grew, and planted the herbs I had gathered on Dicte. They looked strange away from their moonlit hollows, crowded in among my glossy, bright beds. Their hum seemed fainter, their colors faded. I had not considered that perhaps their powers could not survive transplanting.

         In the years I had lived on Aiaia, I had never chafed at my constraint. After my father’s halls, the island seemed to me the wildest, most giddy freedom. Its shores, its peaks, all of them yawned out to the horizon, filled up with magic. But looking at those fragile blooms, for the first time I felt the true weight of my exile. If they died, I could harvest no more. I would never walk again the humming slopes of Dicte. I could not draw water from its silver pool. All those places Hermes had told me of, Araby, Assur, Egypt, they were lost forever.

         You will never leave, my sister had said.

         
              

         

         In defiance, I threw myself into my old life. I did what I liked, the moment that I thought of it. I sang upon the beaches, rearranged my garden. I called the pigs and scratched their bristled backs, brushed the sheep, and summoned wolves to lie panting on my floor. The lion rolled her yellow eyes at them, but she behaved herself, for it was my law that all my animals bear each other.

         Every night, I went out to dig my herbs and roots. I did whatever spells came to mind, just to feel the pleasure of them knitting in my hands. In the morning I cut flowers for my kitchen. In the evenings after dinner, I set myself before Daedalus’ loom. It took me some time to understand it, for it was like no loom I had ever known in the halls of the gods. There was a seat, and the weft was drawn down rather than up. If my grandmother had seen, she would have offered her sea snake for it; the cloth it produced was finer than her best. Daedalus had guessed well: that I would like the whole business of it, the simplicity and skill at once, the smell of the wood, the shush of the shuttle, the satisfying way weft stacked upon weft. It was a little like spell-work, I thought, for your hands must be busy, and your mind sharp and free. Yet my favorite part was not the loom at all, but the making of the dyes. I went hunting for the best colors, madder root and saffron, the scarlet kermes bug and the wine-dark murex from the sea, and alum powder to hold them fast in the wool. I squeezed them, pounded, soaked them in great bubbling pots until the stinking liquids foamed up bright as flowers: crimson and crocus yellow and the deep purple that princes wear. If I had had Athena’s skill, I could have woven a great tapestry of Iris, goddess of the rainbow, flinging down her colors from the sky.

         But I was not Athena. I was happy with simple scarves, with cloaks and blankets that lay like jewels upon my chairs. I draped my lion in one and called her the Queen of Phoenicia. She sat, turning her head this way and that, as if to show off how the purple made her fur shine gold.

         You will never see Phoenicia.

         I rose from my stool and made myself walk the island, admiring the changes every hour brought: the water-striders skimming over the ponds, the stones rolled green and smooth by river currents, the bees flying low, freighted with pollen. The bays were full of lashing fish, the seeds broke from their pods. My dittany, my lilies from Crete, they thrived after all. See? I said to my sister.

         It was Daedalus who answered. A golden cage is still a cage.

         
              

         

         Spring passed into summer, and summer into fragrant autumn. There were mists now in the morning and sometimes storms at night. Winter would come soon with its own beauty, the green hellebore leaves shining amid the brown, and the cypresses tall and black against the metal sky. It was not ever truly cold, not as Mount Dicte’s peak, but I was glad for my new cloaks as I climbed the rocks and stood among the winds. Yet, no matter what beauties I sought, what pleasures I found, my sister’s words followed me, taunting, worming deep in my bones and blood.

         “You are wrong about witchcraft,” I told her. “It does not come from hate. I made my first spell for love of Glaucos.”

         I could hear her mink-voice as if she stood before me. Yet it was in defiance of our father, in defiance of all those who slighted you and would keep you from your desires.

         I had seen the look in my father’s eyes when he knew at last what I was. He was thinking he should have snuffed me in my crib.

         Just so. Look how they stopped our mother’s womb. Have you not noticed how easily she twists Father and our aunts?

         I had noticed it. It seemed to go beyond beauty, beyond whatever bed-tricks she might know. “She is clever.”

         Clever! Pasiphaë laughed. You always underestimated her. I would not be surprised if she has witch-blood too. We do not get our charms from Helios.

         I had wondered that myself.

         You are sorry now you scorned her. You spent every day licking Father’s feet, hoping he would set her aside.

         I paced the rocks. I had walked the earth for a hundred generations, yet I was still a child to myself. Rage and grief, thwarted desire, lust, self-pity: these are emotions gods know well. But guilt and shame, remorse, ambivalence, those are foreign countries to our kind, which must be learned stone by stone. I could not stop thinking of my sister’s face, that blank shock when I told her I would never be like her. What had she hoped for? That we would send messages back and forth in seabirds’ mouths? That we would share spells, fight the gods? That we might be, in our way, sisters at last?

         I tried to imagine it: our heads bent together over herbs, her laugh as she devised some cleverness. I wished then—oh, a dozen impossible things. That I had known sooner what she was. That we had grown up somewhere other than those glittering halls. I could have blunted her poisons, drawn her from her abuses, taught her how to gather the best herbs.

         Hah! she said. I will take no lessons from fools like you. You are weak and blind, and it is worse because you choose it. You will be sorry in the end.

         It was always easier when she was hateful. “I am not weak. And I will never be sorry not to be like you. Do you hear?”

         There was no answer, of course. Only the air, eating my words.

         
              

         

         Hermes returned. I no longer thought that he had conspired with Pasiphaë. It was only his nature to vaunt his knowledge and laugh at what others did not know. He lounged in my silver chair. “So how did you like Crete? I heard you had some excitement.”

         I gave him food and wine, and took him to my bed that night. He was handsome as ever, keen and playful in our couplings. But a distaste rose in me now when I looked at him. One moment I would be laughing, and the next his jests turned sour in my throat. When his hands reached for me, I felt a strange dislocation. They were perfect and unscarred.

         My ambivalence, of course, only encouraged him. Any challenge was a game, and any game a pleasure. If I had loved him, he would have been gone, yet my revulsion brought him back and back. He pressed hard to wrap me up, bringing gifts and news, unfolding the whole tale of the Minotaur to me without my asking.

         After I had sailed away, he said, Minos and Pasiphaë’s eldest, Androgeos, had visited the mainland and been killed near Athens. By then, the people of Crete were restive at having to lose their sons and daughters every harvest, and were threatening revolt. Minos seized his opportunity. He demanded, as payment for his son, that the Athenian king send seven youths and seven maids to feed the monster, or else Crete’s mighty navy would bring war. The frightened king agreed, and one of the youths chosen was his own child, Theseus.

         This prince was the mortal I had seen in the mountain pool. But my vision had not told me all: he might have died, if not for the princess Ariadne. She fell in love with him, and to save his life smuggled him a sword and taught him the way through the Labyrinth, which she had learned from Daedalus himself. Yet when he came out from that maze with his hands covered in the monster’s blood, she had wept, and not for joy.

         “I heard,” Hermes said, “that she had an unnatural love for the creature. She would go often to its cage and speak softly to it through the bars, and offer delicacies from her own table. Once, she got too close, and its teeth caught her shoulder. She escaped and Daedalus sewed up the wound, but it left a scar at the base of her neck, in the shape of a crown.”

         I remembered her face as she said, my brother. “Was she punished? For helping Theseus?”

         “No. She fled with him after the creature was dead. Theseus would have married her, but my brother decided he wanted her for himself. You know how he loves the ones with light feet. He told Theseus to leave her on an island, and he would come to claim her.”

         I knew which brother he meant. Dionysus, lord of ivy and the grape. Riotous son of Zeus, whom mortals call Releaser, for he frees them from their cares. At least, I thought, with Dionysus she would dance every night.

         Hermes shook his head. “He came too late. She had fallen asleep, and Artemis killed her.”

         He spoke so casually that for a moment I thought I’d misheard. “What? She is dead?”

         “I led her to the underworld myself.”

         That lithe and hopeful girl. “For what reason?”

         “I couldn’t get a straight answer out of Artemis. You know how ill-tempered she is. Some incomprehensible slight.” He shrugged.

         My witchcraft was no match against an Olympian, I knew it. But in that moment, I wanted to try. To summon up all my charms, to throw my will upon the spirits of the earth, the beasts, the birds, and set them after Artemis, until she knew what it was to be truly hunted.

         “Come,” Hermes said. “If you cry every time some mortal dies, you’ll drown in a month.”

         “Get out,” I said.

         
              

         

         Icarus, Daedalus, Ariadne. All gone to those dark fields, where hands worked nothing but air, where feet no more touched the earth. If I had been there, I thought. But what would it have changed? It was true what Hermes said. Every moment mortals died, by shipwreck and sword, by wild beasts and wild men, by illness, neglect, and age. It was their fate, as Prometheus had told me, the story that they all shared. No matter how vivid they were in life, no matter how brilliant, no matter the wonders they made, they came to dust and smoke. Meanwhile every petty and useless god would go on sucking down the bright air until the stars went dark.

         
              

         

         Hermes came back, as always. I let him. When he glittered in my hall, my shores did not feel so narrow, the knowledge of my exile did not weigh so heavy. “Tell me the news,” I said. “Tell me of Crete. How did Pasiphaë take the Minotaur’s death?”

         “She went mad, is the rumor. She wears nothing but black now in mourning.”

         “Don’t be a fool. She is only mad if it suits her,” I said.

         “She is said to have cursed Theseus, and he is plagued and plagued since then. Did you hear how his father died?”

         I did not care about Theseus, I wanted to hear of my sister. Hermes must have been laughing as he fed me tale after tale. How she had forbidden Minos from her bed, and her only joy was her youngest daughter, Phaedra. How she was haunting the slopes of Mount Dicte, digging up the whole mountain searching out new poisons. I hoarded every tidbit like a dragon guards its treasure. I was looking for something, I realized, though I could not say what.

         Like all good storytellers, Hermes knew to save the best for last. One evening, he told me of a trick Pasiphaë had played upon Minos in the early days of their marriage. Minos used to order any girl he liked to his bedchamber in front of her face. So she cursed him with a spell that turned his seed to snakes and scorpions. Whenever he lay with a woman, they stung her to death from the inside.

         I remembered the fight I had heard between them. A hundred girls, Pasiphaë had said. They would have been serving maidens, slaves, merchants’ daughters, anyone whose fathers would not dare raise a fuss against the king. All extinguished for nothing but petty pleasure and revenge.

         I sent Hermes from me, and closed my shutters as I never did. Anyone would have thought I was casting a great spell, but I reached for no herbs. I felt a weightless joy. The story was so ugly, so outlandish and disgusting, that it felt like a fever breaking. If I was trapped on this island, at least I did not have to share the world with her and all her kind. Pacing by my lion, I said, “It is done. I will think of them no more. I cast them out and I am finished.”

         The cat pressed her cheek upon her folded paws and kept her eyes upon the floor. So perhaps she knew what I did not.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         IT WAS SPRING AND I was down on the eastern slope, picking early strawberries. The sea-winds blew strongly there, and the sweetness of the fruits was always tinged with salt. The pigs began squealing, and I looked up. A ship was making its way towards us through the slanting afternoon light. There was a headwind against it, yet it did not slow or tack. The oarsmen drove it straight as a well-sent arrow.

         My stomach turned over. Hermes had given me no warning, and I could not think what that might mean. The vessel was Mycenaean in style, and bore a figurehead so massive it must have altered the draught of the ship. A pair of black-rimmed eyes smoked on its hull. I caught a strange, faint odor on the wind. I hesitated a moment, then wiped my hands and walked down to the beach.

         The ship was close to shore by then, its prow casting a shadow like a needle over the waves. I counted some three dozen men aboard. Later, of course, there would be a thousand who claimed they were there, or who invented genealogies to trace their blood back. The greatest heroes of their generation, that crew was called. Bold and unshakable, masters of a hundred wild adventures. Certainly, they looked the part: princely and tall, big-shouldered, with rich cloaks and thick hair, raised up on the best their kingdoms had to offer. They wore weapons the way most men wear their clothes. No doubt they’d been wrestling boars and slaying giants from their cradles.

         Yet their faces at the rail were pinched and tense. That smell was stronger now, and there was a heaviness in the air, a dragging weight that seemed to hang from the mast itself. They saw me, yet they made no sound and gave no signs of greeting.

         The anchor dropped with a splash and the plank followed. Above, gulls circled, crying. Two descended, arms touching, heads bowed. A man, broad and muscular, his dark hair lifting in the late breeze. And—it surprised me—a woman, tall and wrapped in black, a long veil flowing down behind her. The pair moved towards me gracefully and without hesitation, as if they were expected guests. They knelt at my feet and the woman held her hands up, long-fingered and bare of any adornment. Her veil was arranged so that not one strand of hair showed beneath it. Her chin stayed resolutely down, concealing her face.

         “Goddess,” she said, “Witch of Aiaia. We come to you for aid.” Her voice was low but clear, with a musicality to it, as if it were used to singing. “We have fled great evil, and to escape it we have done great evil. We are tainted.”

         I could feel it. That unwholesome air had thickened, coating everything with an oily heaviness. Miasma, it was called. Pollution. It rose from unpurified crimes, from deeds done against the gods, and from the unsanctified spilling of blood. It had touched me after the Minotaur’s birth, until Dicte’s waters washed me clean. But this was stronger: a foul, seeping contagion.

         “Will you help us?” she said.

         “Help us, great goddess, we are at your mercy,” the man echoed.

         It was not magic they asked for, but the oldest rite of our kind. Katharsis. The cleansing by smoke and prayer, water and blood. It was forbidden for me to question them, to demand their transgressions, if transgressions they were. My part was only yes or no.

         The man did not have his partner’s discipline. When he had spoken, his chin had lifted a little, and I had glimpsed his face. He was young, even younger than I had thought, his beard still in patches. His skin was raw from wind and sun, but it glowed with health. He was beautiful—like a god, the poets would say. But it was his mortal determination that struck me most, the brave set of his neck, despite the burdens upon him.

         “Rise,” I said. “And come. I will help you as I can.”

         
              

         

         I led them up the pig trails. His hand clasped her arm solicitously, as if he would steady her, but she never stumbled. If anything, her feet were surer than his. And still she was careful to keep her face down.

         I brought them inside. They stepped past the chairs and knelt silently upon the floor stones. Daedalus might have carved a lovely statue of them: Humility.

         I went to the back door, and the pigs ran to me. I put my hand on one, a piglet not half a year old, pure and unspotted. If I were a priest I would have drugged him so he would not take fright and struggle, marring the ritual. In my hands, he went limp as a sleeping child. I washed him, tied the sacred fillets, wove a garland for his neck, and all the while he was quiet, as if he knew and agreed.

         I set the golden basin on the floor and took up the great bronze knife. I had no altar, but I did not need one: anywhere I was became my temple. The animal’s throat opened easily beneath the blade. He did kick then, but only for a moment. I held him firm until his legs stilled, while the red stream poured into the bowl. I sang the hymns, and bathed their hands and faces in sacred water while fragrant herbs burned. I felt the heaviness lifting. The air grew clean, and the oily scent faded. They prayed while I carried away the blood to pour over a tree’s wrinkled roots. I would butcher the body later and cook it for their meal.

         “It is done,” I told them, when I returned.

         He lifted the hem of my cloak to his lips. “Great goddess.”

         She was the one I was watching. I wanted to see her face, freed at last from its careful custody.

         She looked up. Her eyes shone bright as torches. She drew off her veil, revealing hair like the sun on Crete’s hills. A demigod, she was, that potent mix of human and divinity. And more than that: she was my kin. None had such a golden look except the direct line of Helios.

         “I am sorry for my deception,” she said. “But I could not risk you sending me away. Not when I have wished all my life to know you.”

         There was a quality to her that is hard to describe, a fervency, a heat that went to your head. I had expected her to be beautiful, for she walked like a queen of the gods, but it was an odd beauty, not like my mother’s or sister’s. Each of her features alone was nothing, her nose too sharp, her chin over-strong. Yet together they made a whole like the heart of a flame. You could not look away.

         Her eyes were clinging to me as if they would peel me. “You and my father were close as children. I could not know what messages he might have sent you about his wayward daughter.”

         The force in her, the certainty. I should have recognized who she was at first glance, only from the set of her shoulders.

         “You are Aeëtes’ child,” I said. I searched for the name Hermes had told me. “Medea, is it not?”

         “And you are my aunt Circe.”

         She looked like her father, I thought. That high brow and sharp, unyielding gaze. I said no more, but rose and went into the kitchen. I put plates and bread on a tray, added cheese and olives, goblets and wine. It is law that guests must be fed before the host’s curiosity.

         “Refresh yourselves,” I said. “There will be time to make all clear.”

         She served the man first, offering him the most tender morsels, urging bite upon bite. He ate what she gave him hungrily, and when I refilled the tray, he chewed that as well, his hero’s jaw working steadily. She ate little. Her eyes were lowered, a secret again.

         At last the man pushed back his plate. “My name is Jason, heir by rights to the kingdom of Iolcos. My father was a virtuous king but soft-hearted, and when I was a child, my uncle seized his throne from him. He said he would return it to me when I was grown, if I gave him proof of my worth: a golden fleece, kept by a sorcerer in his land of Colchis.”

         I believed that he was a proper prince. He had the trick of speaking like one, rolling words like great boulders, lost in the details of his own legend. I tried to imagine him kneeling before Aeëtes among the milk fountains and coiling dragons. My brother would have thought him dull, and arrogant besides.

         “Lady Hera and Lord Zeus blessed my purpose. They guided me to my ship and helped me gather my comrades. When we arrived in Colchis, I offered King Aeëtes fair treasure in payment for the fleece, but he refused. He said I might have it only if I performed a task for him. The yoking of two bulls, and the plowing and sowing of a great field in a single day. I was willing, of course, and accepted at once. Yet—”

         “Yet the task was impossible.” Medea’s voice slipped between his words easy as water. “A ploy designed to keep him from the fleece. My father had no intention of giving it up, for it is a thing of great story and power. No mortal, however valiant and brave”—at this she turned to Jason, touched her hand to his—“could accomplish those things unaided. The bulls were my father’s own magic, crafted of knife-sharp bronze and breathing fire. Even if Jason yoked them, the seeds he had to sow were another trap. They would become warriors springing up to kill him.”

         Her gaze was fixed passionately on Jason’s face. I spoke, more to bring her back than anything else.

         “So you contrived a trick,” I said.

         Jason did not like that. He was a hero of the great golden age. Trickery was for cowards, men not bull-necked enough to show true courage. Medea spoke quickly over his frown.

         “My love would have refused all help,” she said. “But I insisted, for I could not bear to see him in danger.”

         It softened him. This was a more pleasing tale: the princess swooning at his feet, forswearing her cruel father to be with him. Coming to him at night, in secret, that face of hers the only light. Who could say no?

         But her face was hidden now. Her voice was low, aimed at her own clasped hands.

         “I have some small skill in those crafts you and my father know. I made a simple draught that would protect Jason’s skin from the bulls’ fire.”

         Now that I knew who she was, such meekness looked absurd on her, like a great eagle trying to hunch down to fit inside a sparrow’s nest. Simple, she called that draught? I had never imagined a mortal might perform any magic, let alone such a powerful charm. But Jason was speaking again, rolling out more boulders, yoking the bulls, plowing and seeding the field.

         When the warriors sprang up, he said, he knew the secret for subduing them, which Medea had told him. He must throw a rock among them, and in their rage, they would attack each other. So he did, yet Aeëtes still did not yield the fleece. He said Jason must first defeat the deathless dragon that guarded it. Medea mixed another draught and put the worm to sleep. He ran for his ship with the treasure and Medea as well—his honor could never permit him to abandon an innocent girl to such a wicked tyrant.

         In his mind, he was already telling the tale to his court, to wide-eyed nobles and fainting maidens. He did not thank Medea for her aid; he scarcely looked at her. As if a demigoddess saving him at every turn was only his due.

         She must have sensed my displeasure, for she spoke. “He is honorable indeed, for he married me upon the ship that very night, even with my father’s forces in pursuit. When he has his throne again in Iolcos, I will be his queen.”

         Was it my imagination, or did Jason’s light fade a little at that? There was a silence.

         “What of the blood I washed from your hands?” I said.

         “Yes,” she said softly. “I come to it. My father was enraged. He set out after us, his witchcraft drawing the winds to his sail, and by morning he was very close. I knew my spells were no match for his. Our ship, however blessed, could not outrun him. One hope only I had: my younger brother, whom I had taken with us. He was my father’s heir, and I had thought to exchange him as a hostage for our safety. But when I saw my father at his prow, shouting curses across the water, I knew it would not work. The killing rage was plain on his face. He would be satisfied with nothing but our ruin. He spoke spells in the air, he lifted his staff to bring them down upon our heads. I felt a great fear run through me. Not for myself, but for blameless Jason and his crew.”

         She looked at Jason, but his face was turned to the fire.

         “At that moment—I cannot describe it. A madness came over me. I seized Jason and commanded him to kill my brother. Then I cut the body into pieces and threw them into the waves. Wild as my father was, I knew he must stop to give him proper burial. When I woke from my fit the seas were empty. I thought it had been a dream until I saw my hands covered in my brother’s blood.”

         She held them out to me, as if in proof. They were clean. I had cleaned them.

         Jason’s skin had gone gray as raw lead.

         “Husband,” she said. He started, though she had not spoken loudly. “Your wine cup is dry. May I fill it for you?” She rose, moving with the goblet to the brimming bowl. Jason did not watch, and I would not have noticed if I were not witch myself: the pinch of powder that she dropped into the wine, the whispered word.

         “Here, my love,” she said.

         Her tone was coaxing as a mother’s. He took the wine and drank. When his head rolled back, and the cup would have fallen from his hands, she caught it. Carefully, she set it upon the table, and took her seat again.

         “You understand,” she said. “It is too difficult for him. He blames himself.”

         “There was no madness,” I said.

         “No.” Her golden eyes pierced mine. “Yet some call lovers mad.”

         “If I had known I would not have done the rite.”

         She nodded. “You and most others. Perhaps that is why suppliants may not be questioned. How many of us would be granted pardon if our true hearts were known?”

         She took off her black cloak and laid it over the chair beside her. Her dress beneath was lapis blue, bound with a thin silver belt.

         “Do you feel no remorse?”

         “I suppose I could weep and rub my eyes to please you, but I choose not to live so falsely. My father would have destroyed the whole ship if I had not acted. My brother was a soldier. He sacrificed himself to win the war.”

         “Except he did not sacrifice himself. You murdered him.”

         “I gave him a draught so he would not suffer. It is better than most men get.”

         “He was your blood.”

         Her eyes burned, bright as a comet in the night’s sky. “Is one life worth more than another? I have never thought so.”

         “He did not have to die. You could have turned yourself in with the fleece. Gone back to your father.”

         The look that passed over her face. Like a comet indeed, when it veers to earth and turns the fields to ash.

         “I would have been made to watch while my father tore Jason and his crew limb from limb, then been tormented myself. You will pardon me if I do not call that a choice.”

         She saw the look on my face.

         “You do not believe me?”

         “You have said many things of my brother that I do not recognize.”

         “Let me introduce you then. Do you know what my father’s favorite sport is? Men come often to our isle, looking to prove themselves against a wicked sorcerer. My father likes to set the captains of those ships loose among his dragons and watch them run. The crew he enslaves, stealing away their minds so they have no more will than stones. To entertain his guests, I have seen my father light a brand and hold it to one of those men’s arms. The slave will stand there burning until my father releases him. I have wondered if they are merely empty shells, or if they understand what is being done to them and scream inside. If my father catches me, I will find out, for that is what he will do to me.”

         It was not the voice she had used with Jason, that cloying sweetness. It was not her gleaming self-assurance either. Each word was dark as an axe-head, heavy and unrelenting, and my blood drained at every blow.

         “Surely he would not hurt his own child.”

         She scoffed. “I am no child to him. I was his to dispose of, like his seed-warriors or his fire-breathing bulls. Like my mother, whom he dispatched as soon as she bore him an heir. Perhaps it might have been different if I’d had no witchcraft. But by the time I was ten I could tame the adders from their nests, I could kill lambs with a word and bring them back with another. He punished me for it. He said it made me unmarketable, but in truth, he did not want me taking his secrets to my husband.”

         I heard Pasiphaë as if she whispered in my ear: Aeëtes has never liked a woman in his life.

         “His greatest wish was to trade me off to some sorcerer-god like himself who would pay with exotic poisons. None could be found except his brother, Perses, so he offered me to him. I say my prayers every night that that beast did not want me. He has some goddess of Sumeria he keeps in chains for a wife.”

         I remembered the stories Hermes had told me: Perses and his palace of corpses. Pasiphaë saying, Do you know how I had to keep him happy?

         “It is strange,” I said, the words weak even to my own ears. “Aeëtes always hated Perses.”

         “Not now. They are closest friends, and when Perses visits they talk of nothing but raising the dead and bringing down Olympus.”

         I felt numb, barren as a winter field. “Does Jason know all this?”

         “Of course he does not, are you mad? Every time he looked at me, he would think of poisons and burning skin. A man wants a wife like new grass, fresh and green.”

         Had she not seen Jason flinch? Or did she not want to see? He shrinks from you already.

         She stood, her dress bright as a cresting wave. “My father pursues us still. We must leave at once and drive on to Iolcos. They have an army not even he can stand against, for the goddess Hera fights with them. He will be forced to turn back. Then Jason will be king, and I queen at his side.”

         Her face was incandescent. She spoke each word as if it were a stone she built her future with. Yet for the first time she seemed to me a creature clinging to a precipice, desperate, its claws already slipping. She was young, younger than Glaucos when I had first met him.

         I looked at Jason, drugged, his mouth hanging open. “You are sure of his regard?”

         “You suggest he does not love me?” Her voice sharpened in an instant.

         “He is still half a child, and full mortal besides. He cannot understand your history, nor your witchcraft.”

         “He need not understand them. We are married now, and I will give him heirs and he will forget all this like a fever dream. I will be his good wife, and we will prosper.”

         I touched my fingers to her arm. Her skin was cool, as if she had been walking a long time in the wind.

         “Niece, I fear you do not see all clearly. Your welcome in Iolcos may not be what you imagine.”

         She drew her arm away, frowning. “What do you mean? Why would it not be? I am a princess, worthy of Jason.”

         “You are a foreigner.” I could see it, suddenly, as plain as if it were painted before me. The fractious nobles waiting at home for Jason’s return, each jockeying to match their daughter with the new-made hero and claim a piece of his glory. Medea would be the one thing they would agree upon. “They will resent you. Worse, they will suspect you, for you are the daughter of a sorcerer and a witch in your own right. You have lived only in Colchis, you cannot know how pharmakeia is feared among mortals. They will seek to undermine you at every turn. It will not matter that you helped Jason. They will push that aside, or else use it against you as proof of your unnaturalness.”

         She was staring at me, but I did not stop. My words were tumbling out, catching fire as they went. “You will find no safety there, no peace. Yet still you may be free from your father. I cannot undo his cruelties, but I can ensure that they follow you no further. He said once that witchcraft cannot be taught. He was wrong. He kept his knowledge from you, but I will give you all I know. When he comes, we will turn him away together.”

         She was silent a long moment. “What of Jason?”

         “Let him be a hero. You are something else.”

         “And what is that?”

         In my mind I saw us already, our heads bent together over the purple flowers of aconite, the black roots of moly. I would rescue her from her tainted past.

         “A witch,” I said. “With unbound power. Who need answer to none but herself.”

         “I see,” she said. “Like you? A pathetic exile, who stinks of her loneliness?” She saw the shock on my face. “What, do you think because you surround yourself with cats and pigs, you are deceiving anyone? You do not know me for an afternoon, yet you are scrabbling to keep me. You claim you want to help me, but whom do you really help? ‘Oh, niece, dearest niece! We will be the best of friends and do our magics side by side. I will keep you close, and so fill up my childless days.’” She curled her lip. “I will not sentence myself to such a living death.”

         Restless, I had thought. I was only restless in those days, and a little sad. But she had stripped me to my skin, and now I saw myself in her eyes: a bitter, abandoned crone, a spider, scheming to suck out her life.

         Face stinging, I rose to meet her. “It is better than being married to Jason. You are blind not to see what a weak reed he is. He flinches from you already. And you are what, three days married? What will he do in a year? He is led by his love for himself—you were only expedient. In Iolcos your position will rest on his goodwill. How long do you think that will last, when his countrymen come crying that the murder of your brother brings a curse to their land?”

         Her fists were clenched. “None will learn of my brother’s death. I have sworn the crew to silence.”

         “Such a secret cannot be kept. If you were not a child you would know it. The moment those men are out of earshot they will start their gossip. In a day, the whole kingdom will know, and they will shake your trembling Jason till he falls. ‘Great king, it was not your fault the boy died. It was that villainess, that foreign witch. She carved her own kin, what worse evils does she work even now? Cast her out, cleanse the land, and take a better in her place.’”

         “Jason would never listen to such slander! I delivered him the fleece! He loves me!” She stood fixed in her outrage, bright and defiant. All my hammering had only made her harder. Just so must I have seemed to my grandmother when she said to me: Those are two different things.

         “Medea,” I said. “Listen to me. You are young, and Iolcos will make you old. There is no safety for you there.”

         “Every day makes me old,” she said. “I do not have your years to waste. As for that safety, I do not want it. It is only more chains. Let them come at me if they dare. They will never take Jason from me. I have my powers, and I will use them.”

         Every time she said his name, a fierce eagle love flashed in her eyes. She had him in her grip and would clench him till he died.

         “And if you try to keep me,” she said, “I will fight you too.”

         She would, I thought. Though I was a god, and she a mortal. She would fight the whole world.

         Jason stirred. The spell was fading.

         “Niece,” I said, “I will not keep you against your will. But if you ever—”

         “No,” she said. “I want nothing more from you.”

         She led Jason to the shore. They did not pause to rest or eat, they did not wait for dawn. They drew up the anchor and sailed into the darkness, their path lit only by the veiled moon and the unwavering gold of Medea’s eyes. I kept among the trees, so she would not see me watching and scorn me for that too. But I need not have bothered. She did not look back.

         Out on the beach, the sand was cool, and the starlight dappled my skin. The waves were busy washing away their footprints. I closed my eyes and let the breeze move over me, carrying its scents of brine and ocean-weed. Overhead I felt the constellations turning on their distant tracks. I waited there a long time, listening, sending my mind out into the waves. I heard nothing, no sound of oars, no snap of sail, no voices on the wind. But I knew when he came. I opened my eyes.

         The curve-beaked hull was splitting the waves of my harbor. He stood on its prow, his golden face outlined against the dawning sky. A pleasure rose in me so old and sharp it felt like pain. My brother.

         He lifted his hand and the ship stopped, hanging perfectly still in the waves.

         “Circe,” he cried over the water between us. His voice rang the air like struck bronze. “My daughter came here.”

         “Yes,” I said. “She did.”

         The satisfaction shone on his face. When he was an infant, his head had seemed to me delicate as glass. I used to trace its bones with my finger while he slept.

         “I knew she would. She is desperate. She sought to bind me, but she has bound herself. Her fratricide will hang upon her all her days.”

         “I grieve for your son’s death,” I said.

         “She will pay for it,” he said. “Send her out.”

         My woods had gone quiet behind me. All the animals were still, crouching to the ground. As a child, he had liked to lean his head upon my shoulder and watch the seagulls dip to catch their fish. His laugh had been bright as morning sun.

         “I met Daedalus,” I said.

         He frowned. “Daedalus? He has been dead for years. Where is Medea? Give her to me.”

         “She is not here,” I said.

         If I had turned the sea to stone I do not think he could have been more shocked. His face bloomed with incredulity and rage.

         “You let her go?”

         “She did not want to stay.”

         “Did not want to? She is a criminal and a traitor! It was your duty to keep her for me!”

         I had never seen him so angry before. I had never seen him angry at all. Even so, his face was beautiful, like the waves when they lift their storm-heads. I could still ask for his forgiveness, it was not too late. I could say she tricked me. I was his foolish sister, who trusted too easily and could not see into the cracks of the world. Then he would come ashore and we might—but my imagination would not finish the thought. Behind him at their oar benches sat his men. They stared straight ahead. They had not stirred, not even to brush off a fly or scratch an itch. Their faces were slack and empty, their arms covered in scars and crusted scabs. Old burns.

         I had lost him long ago.

         The air whipped around us. “Do you hear?” he shouted. “I should punish you.”

         “No,” I said. “In Colchis you may work your will. But this is Aiaia.”

         A second moment’s true surprise on his face. Then his mouth twisted. “You have done nothing. I will have her in the end.”

         “That may be true. But I do not think she will make it easy. She is like you, Aeëtes, as oak to oak. She must live with that, and so, it seems, must you.”

         He sneered, then turned and lifted his arm. His sailors moved their joints as one. The oars beat the water and carried him from me.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         

         OUTSIDE THE WINTER RAINS had begun to fall. My lioness whelped, and her cubs tumbled across the hearth on their clumsy, new-made paws. I could not smile at it. The earth seemed to echo where I walked. Above me the sky stretched out its empty hands.

         I waited for Hermes so I might ask him what became of Medea and Jason, but he always seemed to know when I wanted him, and stayed away. I tried to weave, but my mind felt needle-pricked. Now that Medea had named my loneliness, it hung from everything, clinging like spiderwebs, unavoidable. I ran along the beach, gasped up and down the forest paths, trying to shake it from me. I sifted and resifted my memories of Aeëtes, all those hours we had leaned against each other. That old sickening feeling returned: that every moment of my life I had been a fool.

         I helped Prometheus, I reminded myself. But it sounded pathetic even to my ears. How long would I cling to that handful of minutes, trying to cover myself as if with some threadbare blanket? It did not matter what I had done then. Prometheus was on his crag, and I was here.

         The days moved slowly, dropping like petals from a blown rose. I gripped the cedar loom and made myself breathe its scent. I tried to remember the feel of Daedalus’ scars beneath my fingers, but the memories were built of air, and blew away. Someone will come, I thought. All the ships in the world, all the men. Someone must. I stared into the horizon until my eyes blurred, hoping for some fishermen, some cargo, even a shipwreck. There was nothing.

         I pressed my face into my lion’s fur. Surely there was some divine trick to make the hours go faster. To let them slip past unseen, to sleep for years, so that when I woke again the world would be new. I closed my eyes. Through the window I heard the bees singing in the garden. My lion’s tail beat against the stones. An eternity later, when I opened my eyes, the shadows had not even moved.

         
              

         

         She was standing over me, frowning. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, with round limbs and a head neat as a nightingale’s breast. A familiar smell wafted from her skin. Rose oil and my grandfather’s river.

         “I am come to serve you,” she said.

         I had been drowsing in my chair. I stared up blearily, thinking she must be an apparition, some hallucination of my solitude. “What?”

         She wrinkled her nose. Apparently all her humility had been used up in those words. “I am Alke,” she said. “Is this not Aiaia? Are you not the daughter of Helios?”

         “I am.”

         “I am sentenced to be your servant.”

         I felt as if I dreamed. Slowly, I got to my feet. “Sentenced? By whom? I have not heard of such a thing. Speak, what power sent you?”

         Naiads show their feelings as water shows ripples. However she had told herself this would go, it was not like this. “The great gods sent me.”

         “Zeus?”

         “No,” she said. “My father.”

         “And who is he?”

         She named some minor river-lord in the Peloponnese. I had heard of him, perhaps met him once, but he had never sat in my father’s halls.

         “Why send you to me?”

         She looked at me as if I were the greatest idiot she had ever met. “You are a daughter of Helios.”

         How could I have forgotten what it was like among the lesser gods? The desperate clawing for any advantage. Even disgraced, I still had the blood of the sun in my veins, which made me a desirable mistress. Indeed, for such as her father, my disgrace would be encouragement, lowering me enough that he dared to reach up.

         “Why were you punished?”

         “I fell in love with a mortal,” she said. “A noble shepherd. My father disapproved and now I must do a year’s penance.”

         I considered her. Her back was straight, her eyes up. She showed no fear, not of me, not of my wolves and lions. And her father disapproved of her.

         “Sit,” I said. “Be welcome.”

         She sat, but her mouth was puckered as if she sucked an unripe olive. She looked around with distaste. When I offered her food, she turned her head aside like a sulky baby. When I tried to speak to her, she folded her arms and pursed her lips. They only opened to voice her complaints: about the smell of the dyes bubbling on the stove, the lion hairs on the rugs, even Daedalus’ loom. And for all her protestations about serving, she did not offer to carry a single dish.

         There is no need to be surprised, I told myself. She is a nymph, which means a dry well. “Go home, then,” I said, “if you are so miserable. I release you from your sentence.”

         “You cannot. The great gods have commanded me. There is nothing you can do to release me. I am staying a year.”

         It should have upset her, but she was smirking. Preening as if in victory before a crowd. I watched. When she had spoken of the gods exiling her, she had showed no anger, and no grief either. She took their authority as natural, irresistible, like the movements of the spheres. But I was a nymph like her, and an exile too, a daughter of a greater father, yes, but with no husband and dirty fingers and oddly dressed hair. It put me in her reach, she reasoned. So I was the one she would fight.

         You are being foolish. I am not your enemy, and pulling faces is no real power. They have convinced you—But even as the words formed in my mouth, I let them go. It would be like Persian to her. She would not understand it, not in a thousand years. And I was done giving lessons.

         I leaned forward and spoke the language she understood. “Here is how it will go, Alke. I will not hear you. I will not smell your rose oil or find your hairs about my house. You will feed yourself, care for yourself, and if you cause me a moment’s more trouble, I will turn you into a blindworm and drop you in the sea for the fish.”

         Her smirks were wiped away. She blanched and pressed her fingers to her mouth and fled. After that she kept to herself as I had ordered. But word had spread among the gods that Aiaia was a good place to send difficult daughters. A dryad arrived who had fled her intended husband. Two stone-faced oreads followed, exiled from their mountains. Now whenever I tried to cast a spell, all I could hear was rattling bracelets. As I worked at the loom, they flashed in and out of the corners of my vision. They whispered and rustled from every corner. There was always someone leaning moon-faced over a pool when I wanted to swim. As I passed, their snickering laughter washed against my heels. I would not live that way again. Not on Aiaia.

         I went to the clearing and called Hermes. He came, smiling already. “So? How do you like your new handmaids?”

         “I do not,” I said. “Go to my father and see how they can be taken away.”

         I feared he might object to being sent on an errand, but it was too amusing for him to miss. When he came back he said, “What did you expect? Your father is delighted. He says it’s only right that his high blood is served by lesser divinities. He will encourage more fathers to send their daughters.”

         “No,” I said. “I will take no more. Tell my father.”

         “Prisoners don’t usually dictate their own conditions.”

         My face stung, but I knew better than to show it. “Tell my father I will do something awful to them if they do not leave. I will turn them into rats.”

         “I can’t imagine Zeus would like that. Weren’t you already exiled for acts against your kin? You should beware further punishment.”

         “You could speak on my behalf. Try to persuade him.”

         His black eyes glittered. “I’m afraid I’m only a messenger.”

         “Please,” I said. “I do not want them here, truly. I am not being funny.”

         “No,” he said, “you are not. You are being very dull. Use your imagination, they must be good for something. Take them to your bed.”

         “That is absurd,” I said. “They would run screaming.”

         “Nymphs always do,” he said. “But I’ll tell you a secret: they are terrible at getting away.”

         At a feast on Olympus such a jest would have been followed by a roar of laughter. Hermes waited now, grinning like a goat. But all I felt was a white, cold rage.

         “I am finished with you,” I said. “I have been finished a long time. Let me not see you again.”

         If anything, his grin deepened. He vanished and did not return. It was no obedience. He was finished with me too, for I had committed the unpardonable sin of being dull. I could imagine the stories he was telling of me, humorless, prickly, and smelling of pigs. From time to time, I could sense him just out of sight, finding my nymphs in the hills, sending them back flushed and laughing, giddy from the great Olympian who had shown them favor. He seemed to think I would go mad with jealousy and loneliness, and turn them into rats indeed. A hundred years he had been coming to my island, and in all that time he had never cared for more than his own entertainment.

         The nymphs remained. When they finished their terms of service, others arrived to take their place. Sometimes there were four, sometimes six or seven. They trembled when I passed, ducking and calling me mistress, but it meant nothing. I had been put in my place. At a word and a whim from my father all my vaunted power blew away. Not even my father: any river-god had the right to fill my island, and I could not stop him.

         The nymphs wafted around me. Their smothered laughter drifted down the halls. At least, I told myself, it was not their brothers, who would have bragged and fought and hunted down my wolves. But of course that was never a real danger. Sons were not punished.

         I sat at my hearth watching the stars turn through the window. Cold, I felt. Cold as a garden in winter, gone deep to ground. I did my spells. I sang and worked at my loom and husbanded my animals, but it all felt shrunk to the size of ants. The island had never needed my hand. It prospered on no matter what I did. The sheep multiplied and wandered freely. They ambled over the grass, nudging aside the wolf pups with their blunt faces. My lioness stayed inside by the fire. White fur stained her mouth. Her grandchildren had their own grandchildren, and her haunches trembled when she walked. A hundred years at least she must have lived with me, pacing at my side, her life extended by the close pulse of my divinity. A decade that time had seemed to me. I assumed there would be many more, but one morning I woke to find her cold beside me on the bed. I stared at her unmoving sides, my brain stupid with disbelief. When I shook her a fly buzzed off. I pried open her stiff jaws and forced herbs down her throat, chanting one spell, then another. Still she lay there, all her golden strength turned dun. Perhaps Aeëtes could have brought her back, or Medea. I could not.

         I built the pyre with my own hands. Cedar it was, and yew, and mountain ash that I chopped myself, its white pith spraying where the axe blade struck. I could not lift her, so I made a sledge out of the purple cloth I had used to wind around her neck. I dragged her through my hall, past the stones worn smooth by the pads of her great paws. I pulled her up to the pyre’s top and lit the flames. There was no wind that day, and the flames fed slowly. It took the whole afternoon for her fur to blacken, her long yellow body to burn down to ash. For the first time the cold underworld of mortals seemed a mercy. At least some part of them lived on. She was utterly lost.

         I watched until the last flame was gone, then went back inside. A pain was gnawing in my chest. I pressed my hands to it, the hollows and hard bones. I sat before my loom and felt at last like the creature Medea had named me: old and abandoned and alone, spiritless and gray as the rocks themselves.

         
              

         

         I sang often in those days, for it was the best company I had. That morning it was an old hymn in praise of farming. I liked the shape of it on my lips, the soothing lists of plants and crops, of crofts and cotes, herds and flocks, and the stars that wheeled above them. I let the words float in the air as I stirred the boiling pot of dye. I had seen a fox and wanted to match the color of her coat. The liquid foamed up, saffron mixed with madder. My nymphs had fled the stink, but I liked it: the sharp stinging in my throat, the watering of my eyes.

         It was the song that caught their attention, my voice drifting down the trails to the beach. They followed it through the trees and sighted the smoke from my chimney.

         A man’s voice called out. “Is anyone there?”

         I remember my shock. Visitors. I turned so quickly the dye splashed, and a burning drop fell on my hand. I smeared it away as I hurried to the door.

         There were twenty of them, wind-rough and shiny from sun. Their hands were thickly calloused, their arms puckered with old scars. After so long amid only the smooth sameness of nymphs, each imperfection was a pleasure: the lines around their eyes, the scabs on their legs, the fingers broken off at the knuckle. I drank in their threadbare clothes, their worn faces. These were not heroes, or the crew of a king. They must scrabble for their livelihoods as Glaucos once did: hauling nets, carrying odd cargo, hunting down whatever dinner they could find. I felt a warmth run through me. My fingers itched as if for needle and thread. Here was something torn that I could mend.

         A man stepped forward. He was tall and gray, his body lean. Many of the men behind him still had their hands on their sword hilts. It was wise. Islands were dangerous places. You met monsters as often as friends.

         “Lady, we are hungry and lost,” he said. “And hope such a goddess as yourself will help us in our need.”

         I smiled. It felt strange on my face after so long. “You are welcome here. You are very welcome. Come in.”

         I shooed the wolves and lions outside. Not all men were as unshakable as Daedalus, and these sailors looked as though they had known shocks enough already. I led them to my tables, then hurried to the kitchen to bring out heaping platters of stewed figs and roasted fish, brined cheese and bread. The men had eyed my pigs on the way in, elbowing each other and whispering loudly their hope that I might kill one. But when the fish and fruits were before them, they were so eager they did not complain, nor even pause to wash their hands or take off their swords. They bolted and shoveled, the grease and wine darkening their beards. I carried more fish, more cheese. Each time I passed they ducked their heads at me. Lady. Mistress. Our thanks.

         I could not stop smiling. The fragility of mortals bred kindness and good grace. They knew how to value friendship and an open hand. If only more of them would come, I thought. I would feed a ship a day, and gladly. Two ships. Three. Perhaps I would start to feel like myself again.

         The nymphs peeked in from the kitchen, eyes wide. I hurried over, sent them off before they were noticed. These men were mine, my guests to welcome as I pleased, and I enjoyed seeing to all their comforts myself. I set out fresh water in bowls, so they might wash their fingers. A knife fell to the floor, and I picked it up. When the captain’s cup was dry, I filled it from the brimming bowl. He lifted it to me. “Thank you, sweet.”

         Sweet. The word set me back a moment. They had called me goddess before, and so I believed they thought me. But they showed no awe or religious deference, I realized. The title had been only a flattering courtesy for a woman alone. I remembered what Hermes had told me long ago. You sound like a mortal. They won’t fear you as they fear the rest of us.

         And so they did not. In fact, they thought I was the same as they were. I stood there, charmed by the idea. What would my mortal self be? An enterprising herbwoman, an independent widow? No, not a widow, for I did not want some grim history. Perhaps I was a priestess. But not to a god.

         “Daedalus once visited this place,” I told the man. “I keep the shrine of it.”

         He nodded. I was disappointed at how unimpressed he was. As if there were shrines to dead heroes all over. Well, perhaps there were. How would I know?

         The men’s appetites were slowing, and their heads lifted from their plates. I saw them begin to look around, at the silver on the bowls, the golden goblets, the tapestries. My nymphs took such riches as their due, but the men’s gazes were bright with wonder, searching out each new marvel. I thought of how I had trunks filled with down pillows, enough to make them beds on the floor. When I handed them over, I would say, These were meant for gods, and their eyes would go wide.

         “Mistress?” It was the leader again. “When will your husband be home? We would toast such fine hospitality.”

         I laughed. “Oh, I do not have a husband.”

         He smiled back. “Of course,” he said. “You are too young to be married. Then it is your father we must thank.”

         It was full dark outside, and the room glowed warm and bright. “My father lives far away,” I said. I waited for them to ask who he was. A lamplighter, that would be a good jest. I smiled to myself.

         “Then perhaps there is some other host we should thank? An uncle, a brother?”

         “If you would thank your host,” I said, “thank me. This house is mine alone.”

         At the word, the air changed in the room.

         I plucked up the wine bowl. “It is empty,” I said. “Let me bring you more.” I could hear my own breath as I turned. I could feel their twenty bodies filling up the space behind me.

         In the kitchen, I put a hand to one of my draughts. You are being silly, I thought. They were surprised to find a woman by herself, that is all. But my fingers were already moving. I took the lid off a jar, mixed its contents into the wine, then added honey and whey to cover the taste. I brought the bowl out. Twenty gazes followed me.

         “Here,” I said. “I have kept back the best for last. You must have some, all of you. It comes from the finest vineyard on Crete.”

         They smiled, pleased at such solicitous luxury. I watched every man fill his cup. I watched them drink. By then each of them must have had a cask in his belly. The platters were empty, licked clean. The men leaned together, speaking low.

         My voice felt too loud. “Come, I have fed you well. Will you tell me your names?”

         They looked up. Their eyes darted like ferrets to their leader. He rose, the bench scraping on the stone. “Tell us yours first.”

         There was something in his voice. I almost said it then, the spell-word that would send them to sleep. But even after all the years that had passed, there was a piece of me that still only spoke what I was bid.

         “Circe,” I answered.

         The name meant nothing to them. It dropped onto the floor like a stone. The benches scraped again. All the men were rising now, their eyes fixed on me. And still I said nothing. Still I told myself I was wrong. I must be wrong. I had fed them. They had thanked me. They were my guests.

         The captain stepped towards me. He was taller than I was, every sinew taut from labor. I thought—what? That I was being foolish. That something else would happen. That I had drunk too much of my own wine, and this was the fear it conjured. That my father would come. My father! I did not want to be a fool, to make a fuss for nothing. I could hear Hermes telling the tale after. She always was a hysteric.

         The captain was close now. I could feel the heat of his skin. His face was rutted, cracked like old streambeds. I kept waiting for him to speak some ordinary thing, to offer thanks, ask a question. Somewhere in her palace, my sister was laughing. You have been tame your whole life, and now you will be sorry. Yes Father, yes Father—see what it gets you.

         My tongue touched my lips. “Is there—” The man threw me back against the wall. My head hit the uneven stone and the room sparked. I opened my mouth to cry out the spell, but he jammed his arm against my windpipe and the sound was choked off. I could not speak. I could not breathe. I fought him, but he was stronger than I had thought he would be, or maybe I was weaker. The sudden weight of him shocked me, the greasy push of his skin on mine. My mind was still scrambled, disbelieving. With his right hand, he tore my clothes, a practiced gesture. With his left, he kept his weight against my throat. I had said there was no one on the island, but he had learned not to take chances. Or perhaps he just didn’t like screaming.

         I don’t know what his men did. Watched maybe. If my lion had been there, she would have clawed down the door, but she was ash upon the winds. Outside I heard the pigs squealing. I remember what I thought, bare against the grinding stone: I am only a nymph after all, for nothing is more common among us than this.

         A mortal would have fainted, but I was awake for every moment. At last, I felt the man tremble, and his arm loosened. My throat was crushed inward like a rotted log. I could not seem to move. A drop of sweat fell from his hair onto my bare chest, and began to slide. I became aware of his men speaking behind him. Is she dead? one of them was saying. She better not be dead, it’s my turn. A face loomed over the captain’s shoulder. Her eyes are open.

         The captain stepped back and spat at the floor. The jellied glob quivered on the stone. The drop of sweat slid onwards, carving its slimy furrow. A sow shrieked in the yard. Convulsively, I swallowed. My throat clicked. I felt a space open in me. The sleep-spell I had been going to say was gone, dried up, I could not have cast it even if I wanted to. But I did not want to. My eyes lifted to his rutted face. Those herbs had another use, and I knew what it was. I drew breath, and spoke my word.

         His eyes were muddy and uncomprehending. “What—”

         He did not finish. His rib cage cracked and began to bulge. I heard the sound of flesh rupturing wetly, the pops of breaking bone. His nose ballooned from his face, and his legs shriveled like a fly sucked by a spider. He fell to all fours. He screamed, and his men screamed with him. It went on for a long time.

         As it turned out, I did kill pigs that night after all.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         

         I PICKED UP THE overturned benches, wiped the soaked floors. I stacked the platters and carried them to the kitchen. I had scrubbed myself in the waves with sand till the blood came through. I’d found the glob of spit on the flagstone and scrubbed that too. It did nothing. With every movement I could feel the prints of his fingers.

         The wolves and lions had crept back, shadows in the dark. They lay down, pressing their faces to the floor. At last, when there was nothing else to clean, I sat before the hearth ash. I was not shaking anymore. I did not move at all. My flesh seemed to have congealed around me. My skin stretched over it like a dead thing, rubbery and vile.

         It was shading to dawn, when the silver horses of the moon go to their stables. My aunt Selene’s chariot had been full all night, her light strong in the sky. By the brightness of her face I had dragged those monstrous carcasses down to the boat, struck flint, and watched the flames leap up. She would have told Helios by now. My father would appear any moment, the patriarch outraged at the insult to his child. My ceiling would creak as his shoulders pressed against it. Poor child, poor exiled daughter. I should never have let Zeus send you here.

         The room turned gray, then yellow. A sea breeze stirred, but it was not enough to push away the stink of burnt flesh. My father had never spoken that way in his life, I knew it. But surely, I thought, he would still have to come, if only to reproach me. I was no Zeus, I would not be allowed to strike down twenty men in a moment. I spoke out to the pale edge of my father’s rising chariot. Did you hear what I did?

         The shadows moved across the floor. The light crept over my feet, touched the hem of my dress. Each moment stretched into the next. No one came.

         Maybe the true surprise, I thought, was that it had not happened sooner. My uncles’ eyes used to crawl over me as I poured their wine. Their hands found their way to my flesh. A pinch, a stroke, a hand slipping under the sleeve of my dress. They all had wives, it was not marriage they thought of. One of them would have come for me in the end and paid my father well. Honor on all sides.

         The light had reached the loom, and its cedar scent was rising in the air. The memory of Daedalus’ white-scarred hands, and the pleasure I had taken in them, was like a hot wire pushed through my brain. I dug my nails into my wrist. There are oracles scattered across our lands. Shrines where priestesses breathe sacred fumes and speak the truths they find in them. Know yourself is carved above their doors. But I had been a stranger to myself, turned to stone for no reason I could name.

         Daedalus had told me a story once about the lords of Crete who used to hire him to enlarge their houses. He would arrive with his tools, begin taking down the walls, pulling up the floors. But whenever he found some problem underneath that must first be fixed, they frowned. That was not in the agreement!

         Of course not, he said, it has been hidden in the foundation, but look, there it is, plain as day. See the cracked beam? See the beetles eating the floor? See how the stone is sinking into the swamp?

         That only made the lords angrier. It was fine until you dug it up! We will not pay! Close it up, plaster over. It has stood this long, it will stand longer.

         So he would seal that fault up, and the next season the house would fall down. Then they would come to him, demanding back their money.

         “I told them,” he said to me. “I told them and told them. When there is rot in the walls, there is only one remedy.”

         The purple bruise at my throat was turning green at its edges. I pressed it, felt the splintered ache.

         Tear down, I thought. Tear down and build again.

         
              

         

         They came, I cannot say why. Some revolution of the Fates, some change in trade and shipping routes. Some scent upon the air, wafting: here are nymphs, and they live alone. The boats flew to my harbor as if yanked on a string. The men splashed to shore and looked around, pleased. Fresh water, game, fish, fruits. And I thought I saw hearth smoke above the trees. Is that someone singing?

         I could have cast an illusion over the island to keep them away, I had the power to do it. Drape my gentle shores in an image of staving rocks and whirlpools, of jagged, unscaleable cliffs. They would sail on, and I would never need to see them, nor anyone, again.

         No, I thought. It is too late for that. I have been found. Let them see what I am. Let them learn the world is not as they think.

         They climbed up the trails. They crossed the stones of my garden path. They all had the same desperate story: they were lost, they were weary, they were out of food. They would be so grateful for my help.

         A few of these, so few I can count them on my fingers, I let go. They did not see me as their dinner. They were pious men, honestly lost, and I would feed them, and if there was a handsome one among them I might take him to my bed. It was not desire, not even its barest scrapings. It was a sort of rage, a knife I used upon myself. I did it to prove my skin was still my own. And did I like the answer I found?

         “Leave,” I told them.

         They knelt to me on my yellow sands. “Goddess,” they said, “at least give us your name so we may send you our thankful prayers.”

         I did not want their prayers, nor my name in their mouths. I wanted them gone. I wanted to scrub myself in the sea until the blood showed through.

         I wanted the next crew to come, so I might see again their tearing flesh.

         There was always a leader. He was not the largest, and he need not be the captain, but he was the one they looked to for instruction in their cruelty. He had a cold eye and a coiling tension. Like a snake, the poets might say, but I knew snakes better by then. Give me the honest asp, who strikes me if I trouble him and not before.

         I did not send my animals away anymore when men came. I let them loll where they liked, around the garden, under my tables. It pleased me to see the men walk among them, trembling at their teeth and unnatural tameness. I did not pretend to be a mortal. I showed my lambent, yellow eyes at every turn. None of it made a difference. I was alone and a woman, that was all that mattered.

         I set my feasts before them, the meats and cheese, the fruits and fish. I set as well my largest bronze mixing bowl, filled to the brim with wine. They gulped and chewed, seized dripping cuts of mutton and dangled them down their throats. They poured and poured again, soaking their lips, slopping the table with red. Bits of barley and herbs stuck to their lips. The bowl is empty, they would say to me. Fill it. Add more honey this time, the vintage has a bitter tang.

         Of course, I said.

         The edge came off their hunger. They began to look around. I saw them notice the marble floors, the platters, the fine weave of my clothes. They smirked. If this was what I dared to show them, imagine what might be hiding in the back.

         “Mistress?” the leader would say. “Do not tell me that such a beauty as yourself dwells all alone?”

         “Oh, yes,” I would answer. “Quite alone.”

         He would smile. He could not help it. There was never any fear in him. Why should there be? He had already noted for himself that there was no man’s cloak hanging by the door, no hunter’s bow, no shepherd’s staff. No sign of brothers or fathers or sons, no vengeance that would follow after. If I were valuable to anyone, I would not be allowed to live alone.

         “I’m sorry to hear it,” he said.

         The bench would scrape, and he would stand. The men watched with bright eyes. They wanted the freeze, the flinch, the begging that would come.

         It was my favorite moment, seeing them frown and try to understand why I wasn’t afraid. In their bodies I could feel my herbs like strings waiting to be plucked. I savored their confusion, their dawning fear. Then I plucked them.

         Their backs bent, forcing them onto hands and knees, faces bloating like drowned corpses. They thrashed and the benches turned over, wine splattered the floor. Their screams broke into squeals. I am certain it hurt.

         I kept the leader for last, so he could watch. He shrank, pressed against the wall. Please. Spare me, spare me, spare me.

         No, I would say. Oh, no.

         When it was over it remained only to drive them out to the pen. I raised my staff of ash wood and they ran. The gate closed after them and they pressed back against the posts, their piggy eyes still wet with the last of their human tears.

         My nymphs said not a word, though I suspected they watched sometimes through the crack of the door.

         “Mistress Circe, another ship. Shall we go back to our room?”

         “Please. And pull out the wine for me before you go.”

         From one task to another I went, weaving, working, slopping my pigs, crossing and recrossing the isle. I moved straight-backed, as if a great brimming bowl rested in my hands. The dark liquid rippled as I walked, always at the point of overflow, yet never flowing. Only if I stopped, if I lay down, did I feel it begin to bleed.

         Brides, nymphs were called, but that is not really how the world saw us. We were an endless feast laid out upon a table, beautiful and renewing. And so very bad at getting away.

         The rails of my sty cracked with age and use. From time to time the wood buckled and a pig escaped. Most often, he would throw himself from the cliffs. The seabirds were grateful; they seemed to come from half the world away to feast on the plump bones. I would stand watching as they stripped the fat and sinew. The small pink scrap of tail-skin dangled from one of their beaks like a worm. If it were a man, I wondered if I would pity him. But it was not a man.

         When I passed back by the pen, his friends would stare at me with pleading faces. They moaned and squealed, and pressed their snouts to the earth. We are sorry, we are sorry.

         Sorry you were caught, I said. Sorry that you thought I was weak, but you were wrong.

         On my bed, the lions rested their chins on my stomach. I pushed them off. I rose and walked again.

         
              

         

         He asked me once, why pigs. We were seated before my hearth, in our usual chairs. He liked the one draped in cowhide, with silver inlaid in its carvings. Sometimes he would rub the scrolling absently beneath his thumb.

         “Why not?” I said.

         He gave me a bare smile. “I mean it, I would like to know.”

         I knew he meant it. He was not a pious man, but the seeking out of things hidden, this was his highest worship.

         There were answers in me. I felt them, buried deep as last year’s bulbs, growing fat. Their roots tangled with those moments I had spent against the wall, when my lions were gone, and my spells shut up inside me, and my pigs screamed in the yard.

         After I changed a crew, I would watch them scrabbling and crying in the sty, falling over each other, stupid with their horror. They hated it all, their newly voluptuous flesh, their delicate split trotters, their swollen bellies dragging in the earth’s muck. It was a humiliation, a debasement. They were sick with longing for their hands, those appendages men use to mitigate the world.

         Come, I would say to them, it’s not that bad. You should appreciate a pig’s advantages. Mud-slick and swift, they are hard to catch. Low to the ground, they cannot easily be knocked over. They are not like dogs, they do not need your love. They can thrive anywhere, on anything, scraps and trash. They look witless and dull, which lulls their enemies, but they are clever. They will remember your face.

         They never listened. The truth is, men make terrible pigs.

         In my chair by the hearth, I lifted my cup. “Sometimes,” I told him, “you must be content with ignorance.”

         He did not like that answer, yet that was the perversity of him: in a way he liked it best of all. I had seen how he could shuck truths from men like oyster shells, how he could pry into a breast with a glance and a well-timed word. So little of the world did not yield to his sounding. In the end, I think the fact that I did not was his favorite thing about me.

         But I am ahead of myself now.

         
              

         

         A ship, the nymphs said. Very patched, with eyes upon the hull.

         That caught my attention. Common pirates did not have the gold to waste on paint. But I did not go look. The anticipation was part of the pleasure. The moment when the knock came, and I would rise from my herbs, swing wide the door. There were no pious men anymore, there had not been for a long time. The spell was polished in my mouth as a river stone.

         I added a handful of roots to the draught I was making. There was moly in it, and the liquid gleamed.

         The afternoon passed, and the sailors did not appear. My nymphs reported they were camped on the beach with fires burning. Another day went by, and at last on the third day came the knock.

         That painted ship of theirs was the finest thing about them. Their faces had lines like grandfathers. Their eyes were bloodshot and dead. They flinched from my animals.

         “Let me guess,” I said. “You are lost? You are hungry and tired and sad?”

         They ate well. They drank more. Their bodies were lumpish here and there with fat, though the muscles beneath were hard as trees. Their scars were long, ridged and slashing. They had had a good season, then met someone who did not like their thieving. They were plunderers, of that I had no doubt. Their eyes never stopped counting up my treasures, and they grinned at the tally they came to.

         I did not wait anymore for them to stand and come at me. I raised my staff, I spoke the word. They went crying to their pen like all the rest.

         The nymphs were helping me set right the toppled benches and scrub away the wine stains when one of them glanced at the window. “Mistress, another on the path.”

         I had thought the crew too small to man a full ship. Some of them must have waited on the beach, and now one had been sent to scout after his fellows. The nymphs set out new wine and slipped away.

         I opened the door at the man’s knock. The late sun fell on him, picking out the red in his neat beard, the faint silver in his hair. He wore a bronze sword at his waist. He was not so tall as some, but strong, I saw, his joints well seasoned.

         “Lady,” he said, “my crew has taken shelter with you. I hope I may as well?”

         I put all my father’s brightness into my smile. “You are as welcome as your friends.”

         I watched him while I filled the cups. Another thief, I thought. But his eyes only grazed my rich trappings. They lingered instead on a stool, still upended on the floor. He bent down and set it upright.

         “Thank you,” I said. “My cats. They are always tumbling something.”

         “Of course,” he said.

         I brought him food and wine, and led him to my hearth. He took the goblet and sat in the silver chair I indicated. I saw him wince a little as he bent, as if at the pull of recent wounds. A jagged scar ran up his muscled calf from heel to thigh, but it was old and faded. He gestured with his cup.

         “I have never seen a loom like that,” he said. “Is it an Eastern design?”

         A thousand of his kind had passed through this room. They had catalogued every inch of gold and silver, but not one had ever noticed the loom.

         I hesitated for the briefest moment.

         “Egyptian.”

         “Ah. They make the best things, don’t they? Clever to use a second beam instead of loom weights. So much more efficient to draw the weft down. I would love to have a sketch.” His voice was resonant, warm, with a pull to it that reminded me of ocean tides. “My wife would be thrilled. Those weights used to drive her mad. She kept saying someone ought to invent something better. Alas, I have not found time to apply myself to it. One of my many husbandly failings.”

         My wife. The words jarred me. If any of the men in all those crews had had a wife, they never mentioned her. He smiled at me, his dark eyes on mine. His goblet was lifted loosely in his hand, as if any moment he would drink.

         “Though the truth is, her favorite thing about weaving is that while she works, everyone around her thinks she can’t hear what they’re saying. She gathers all the best news that way. She can tell you who’s getting married, who’s pregnant, and who’s about to start a feud.”

         “Your wife sounds like a clever woman.”

         “She is. I cannot account for the fact that she married me, but since it is to my benefit, I try not to bring it to her attention.”

         It surprised me to a huff of laughter. What man spoke so? None that I had ever met. Yet at the same time there was something in him that felt nearly familiar.

         “Where is your wife now? On your ship?”

         “At home, thank the gods. I would not make her sail with such a ragged bunch. She runs the house better than any regent.”

         My attention was sharp on him now. Common sailors did not talk of regents, nor look so at home next to silver inlay. He was leaning on the carved arm of the chair as if it were his bed.

         “You call your crew ragged?” I said. “They seem no different from other men to me.”

         “You are kind to say so, but half the time I’m afraid they behave like beasts.” He sighed. “It’s my fault. As their captain, I should keep them in better line. But we have been at war, and you know how that can tarnish even the best men. And these, though I love them well, will never be called best.”

         He spoke confidingly, as if I understood. But all I knew of war came from my father’s stories of the Titans. I sipped my wine.

         “War has always seemed to me a foolish choice for men. Whatever they win from it, they will have only a handful of years to enjoy before they die. More likely they will perish trying.”

         “Well, there is the matter of glory. But I wish you could’ve spoken to our general. You might have saved us all a lot of trouble.”

         “What was the fight over?”

         “Let me see if I can remember the list.” He ticked his fingers. “Vengeance. Lust. Hubris. Greed. Power. What have I forgotten? Ah yes, vanity, and pique.”

         “Sounds like a usual day among the gods,” I said.

         He laughed and held up his hand. “It is your divine privilege to say so, my lady. I will only give thanks that many of those gods fought on our side.”

         Divine privilege. He knew I was a goddess then. But he showed no awe. I might be his neighbor, whose fence he leaned over to discuss the fig harvest.

         “Gods fought among mortals? Who?”

         “Hera, Poseidon, Aphrodite. Athena, of course.”

         I frowned. I had heard nothing of this. But then, I had no way to hear anymore. Hermes was long gone, my nymphs did not care for worldly news, and the men who sat at my tables thought only of their appetites. My days had narrowed to the ambit of my eyes and my fingers’ ends.

         “Fear not,” he said, “I will not tax your ear with the whole long tale, but that is why my men are so scraggled. We were ten years fighting on Troy’s shores, and now they are desperate to get back to home and hearth.”

         “Ten years? Troy must be a fortress.”

         “Oh, she was stout enough, but it was our weakness that drew the war out, not her strength.”

         This too surprised me. Not that it was true, but that he would admit it. It was disarming, that wry deprecation.

         “It is a long time to be away from home.”

         “And now it is longer still. We sailed from Troy two years ago. Our journey back has been somewhat more difficult than I would have wished.”

         “So there is no need to worry about the loom,” I said. “By now your wife will have given up on you and invented a better one herself.”

         His expression remained pleasant, but I saw something shift in it. “Most likely you are right. She will have doubled our lands too, I would not be surprised.”

         “And where are these lands of yours?”

         “Near Argos. Cows and barley, you know.”

         “My father keeps cows himself,” I said. “He favors a pure-white hide.”

         “They are hard to breed true. He must husband them well.”

         “Oh, he does,” I said. “He cares for nothing else.”

         I was watching him. His hands were wide and calloused. He gestured with his cup now here, now there, sloshing his wine a little, but never spilling it. And never once touching it to his lips.

         “I am sorry,” I said, “that my vintage is not to your liking.”

         He looked down as if surprised to see the cup still in his hand. “My apologies. I’ve been so much enjoying the hospitality, I forgot.” He rapped his knuckles on his temple. “My men say I would forget my head if it weren’t on my neck. Where did you say they’ve gone again?”

         I wanted to laugh. I felt giddy, but I kept my voice as even as his. “They’re in the back garden. There’s an excellent bit of shade to rest in.”

         “I confess I’m in awe,” he said, “they’re never so quiet for me. You must have had quite an effect on them.”

         I heard a humming, like before a spell is cast. His gaze was a honed blade. All this had been prologue. As if we were in a play, we stood.

         “You have not drunk,” I said. “That is clever. But I am still a witch, and you are in my house.”

         “I hope we may settle this with reason.” He had put the goblet down. He did not draw his sword, but his hand rested on the hilt.

         “Weapons do not frighten me, nor the sight of my own blood.”

         “You are braver than most gods then. I once saw Aphrodite leave her son to die on the field over a scratch.”

         “Witches are not so delicate,” I said.

         His sword hilt was hacked from ten years of battles, his scarred body braced and ready. His legs were short but stiff with muscles. My skin prickled. He was handsome, I realized.

         “Tell me,” I said, “what is in that bag you keep so close at your waist?”

         “An herb I found.”

         “Black roots,” I said. “White flowers.”

         “Just so.”

         “Mortals cannot pick moly.”

         “No,” he said simply. “They cannot.”

         “Who was it? No, never mind, I know.” I thought of all the times Hermes had watched me harvest, pressed me about my spells. “If you had the moly, why did you not drink? He must have told you that no spell I cast could touch you.”

         “He did tell me,” he said. “But I have a quirk of prudence in me that’s hard to break. The Trickster Lord, for all I am grateful to him, is not known for his reliability. Helping you turn me into a swine would be just his sort of jest.”

         “Are you always so suspicious?”

         “What can I say?” He held out his palms. “The world is an ugly place. We must live in it.”

         “I think you are Odysseus,” I said. “Born from that same Trickster’s blood.”

         He did not start at the uncanny knowledge. He was a man used to gods. “And you are the goddess Circe, daughter of the sun.”

         My name in his mouth. It sparked a feeling in me, sharp and eager. He was like ocean tides indeed, I thought. You could look up, and the shore would be gone.

         “Most men do not know me for what I am.”

         “Most men, in my experience, are fools,” he said. “I confess you nearly made me give the game away. Your father, the cowherd?”

         He was smiling, inviting me to laugh, as if we were two mischievous children.

         “Are you a king? A lord?”

         “A prince.”

         “Then, Prince Odysseus, we are at an impasse. For you have the moly, and I have your men. I cannot harm you, but if you strike at me, they will never be themselves again.”

         “I feared as much,” he said. “And, of course, your father Helios is zealous in his vengeances. I imagine I would not like to see his anger.”

         Helios would never defend me, but I would not tell Odysseus that. “You should understand your men would have robbed me blind.”

         “I am sorry for that. They are fools, and young, and I have been too lenient with them.”

         It was not the first time he had made that apology. I let my eyes rest on him, take him in. He reminded me a little of Daedalus, his evenness and wit. But beneath his ease I could feel a roil that Daedalus never had. I wanted to see it revealed.

         “Perhaps we might find a different way.”

         His hand was still on his hilt, but he spoke as if we were only deciding dinner. “What do you propose?”

         “Do you know,” I said, “Hermes told me a prophecy about you once.”

         “Oh? And what was it?”

         “That you were fated to come to my halls.”

         “And?”

         “That was all.”

         He lifted an eyebrow. “I’m afraid that is the dullest prophecy I’ve ever heard.”

         I laughed. I felt poised as a hawk on a crag. My talons still held the rock, but my mind was in the air.

         “I propose a truce,” I said. “A test of sorts.”

         “What sort of test?” He leaned forward a little. It was a gesture I would come to know. Even he could not hide everything. Any challenge, he would run to meet it. His skin smelled of labor and the sea. He knew ten years of stories. I felt keen and hungry as a bear in spring.

         “I have heard,” I said, “that many find their trust in love.”

         It surprised him, and oh, I liked the flash of that, before he covered it over.

         “My lady, only a fool would say no to such an honor. But in truth, I think also only a fool would say yes. I am a mortal. The moment I set down the moly to join you in your bed, you may cast your spell.” He paused. “Unless, of course, you were to swear an oath you will not hurt me, upon the river of the dead.”

         An oath by the River Styx would hold even Zeus himself. “You are careful,” I said.

         “It seems we share that.”

         No, I thought. I was not careful. I was reckless, headlong. He was another knife, I could feel it. A different sort, but a knife still. I did not care. I thought: give me the blade. Some things are worth spilling blood for.

         “I will swear that oath,” I said.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         

         LATER, YEARS LATER, I would hear a song made of our meeting. The boy who sang it was unskilled, missing notes more often than he hit, yet the sweet music of the verses shone through his mangling. I was not surprised by the portrait of myself: the proud witch undone before the hero’s sword, kneeling and begging for mercy. Humbling women seems to me a chief pastime of poets. As if there can be no story unless we crawl and weep.

         We lay together in my wide, gold bed. I had wanted to see him loosened with pleasure, passionate, laid bare. He was never laid bare, but the rest I saw. We did find some trust between us.

         “I am not really from Argos,” he said. The firelight flickered over us, casting long shadows across the sheets. “My island is Ithaca. It’s too stony for cows. We run to goats and olive groves.”

         “And the war? A fiction also?”

         “The war was real.”

         There was no rest in him. He looked as though he could have parried a spear-thrust out of the shadows. Yet the weariness had begun to show through, like rocks when the tide recedes. By the law of guests I should not question him before he had fed and refreshed himself, but we were past such observances.

         “You said your journey was difficult.”

         “I sailed from Troy with twelve ships.” His face in the yellow light was like an old shield, battered and lined. “We are all that is left.”

         In spite of myself I was shocked. Eleven ships was more than five hundred men lost. “How did such disaster strike you?”

         He recited the story as if he were giving a recipe for meat. The storms that had blown them half across the world. The lands filled with cannibals and vengeful savages, with sybarites who drugged their wills. They had been ambushed by the cyclops Polyphemus, a savage one-eyed giant who was a son of Poseidon. He had eaten half a dozen men and sucked their bones. Odysseus had had to blind him to escape, and now Poseidon hunted them across the waves in vengeance.

         No wonder he limped, no wonder he was gray. This is a man who has faced monsters.

         “And now Athena, who was ever my guide, has turned her back.”

         I was not surprised to hear her name. The clever daughter of Zeus honored wiles and invention above all. He was just the sort of man she would cherish.

         “What offended her?”

         I was not sure he would answer, but he drew in a long breath. “War breeds many sins, and I was not last in committing them. When I asked her pardon, she always gave it. Then the sack of the city came. Temples were razed, blood spilled on altars.”

         It was the greatest sacrilege, gore upon the holy objects of the gods.

         “I was a part of such things with the rest, but when others stayed to offer her prayers, I did not stay with them. I was…impatient.”

         “Ten years you had fought,” I said. “It is understandable.”

         “You are kind, but I think we both know it is not. As soon as I was on board, the seas around me lifted wrathful heads. The sky darkened to iron. I tried to turn the fleet around, but it was too late. Her storm spun us far off from Troy.” He rubbed his knuckles as if they ached. “Now when I speak to her, she does not answer.”

         Disaster upon disaster. Yet he had walked into a witch’s house, even weary as he was, and raw with grief. He had sat at my hearth showing no hint of anything but charm and smiles. What resolve that must have taken, what vigilant will. But no man is infinite. Exhaustion stained his face. His voice was hoarse. A knife I had named him, but I saw that he was sliced down to the bone. I felt an answering ache in my chest. When I had taken him to my bed, it had been a kind of dare, but the feeling that flickered in me now was much older. There he was, his flesh open before me. This is something torn that I can mend.

         I held the thought in my hand. When that first crew had come, I had been a desperate thing, ready to fawn on anyone who smiled at me. Now I was a fell witch, proving my power with sty after sty. It reminded me suddenly of those old tests Hermes used to set me. Would I be skimmed milk or a harpy? A foolish gull or a villainous monster?

         Those could not still be the only choices.

         I reached for his hands and drew him up. “Odysseus, son of Laertes, you have been hard-pressed. You are dry as leaves in winter. But there is harbor here.”

         The relief in his eyes ran warm over my skin. I led him to my hall and commanded my nymphs to see to his comforts: to fill a silver bath for him and wash his sweated limbs, bring him fresh clothes. After, he stood shining and clean before the tables we had heaped with food. But he did not move to take his seat. “Forgive me,” he said, his eyes on mine. “I cannot eat.”

         I knew what he wanted. He did not storm or beg, only waited for my decision.

         The air felt limned in gold around me. “Come,” I said. I strode down the hall and out to the sty. Its gate swung wide at my touch. The pigs squealed, but when they saw him behind me their terror eased. I brushed each snout with oil and spoke a charm. Their bristles fell away and they rose to their feet as men. They ran to him, weeping and pressing their hands to his. He wept as well, not loudly but in great streams, until his beard was wet and dark. They looked like a father and his wayward sons. How old had they been when he’d left for Troy? Scarcely more than boys, most of them. I stood a little distant, like a shepherd watching a flock. “Be welcome,” I said, when their tears had slowed. “Draw your ship up on the beach and bring your fellows. All of you are welcome.”

         
              

         

         They ate well that night, laughing, toasting. They looked younger, new-made in their relief. Odysseus’ weariness too was gone. I watched him from my loom, interested to see another facet: the commander with his men. He was as good at that as all the rest, amused at their antics, gently reproving, reassuringly untroubled. They circled him like bees their hive.

         When the platters were empty and the men drooped on their benches, I gave them blankets and told them to find beds wherever they were comfortable. A few stretched out in empty rooms, but most went outside to sleep beneath the summer stars.

         Only Odysseus remained. I led him to the silver chair at the hearth and poured wine. His face was pleasant, and he leaned forward again, as if eager for whatever I might offer.

         “The loom you admired,” I said. “It was made by the craftsman Daedalus. You know the name?”

         I was gratified to see genuine surprise and pleasure. “No wonder it is such a marvel. May I?”

         I inclined my head, and he went to it at once. With a hand he ran its beams, base to top. His touch was reverent, like a priest at an altar. “How did you come to have it?”

         “A gift.”

         There was speculation in his eyes, bright curiosity, but he did not press further. Instead, he said, “When I was a boy and everyone played at wrestling monsters like Heracles, I dreamed of being Daedalus instead. It seemed the greater genius to look at raw wood and iron, and imagine marvels. I was disappointed to find out I did not have the talent for it. I was always cutting my fingers open.”

         I thought of the white scars on Daedalus’ hands. But I held back.

         His hand rested on the side-beam as if upon the head of a beloved dog. “May I watch you weave with it?”

         I was not used to having anyone so close while I worked. The yarn seemed to thicken and tangle in my fingers. His eyes followed every motion. He asked me questions about what each piece did, and how it differed from other looms. I answered him as best I could, though at last I had to confess that I had no comparison. “This is the only loom I have ever used.”

         “Imagine such a happiness. Like drinking wine your whole life, instead of water. Like having Achilles to run your errands.”

         I did not know the name.

         His voice rolled like a bard’s: Achilles, prince of Phthia, swiftest of all the Greeks, best of the Achaian warriors at Troy. Beautiful, brilliant, born from the dread nereid Thetis, graceful and deadly as the sea itself. The Trojans had fallen before him like grass before the scythe, and the mighty Prince Hector himself perished at his ash-spear’s end.

         “You did not like him,” I said.

         Some inward amusement touched his face. “I appreciated him, in his way. But he made a terrible soldier, however many men he could bleed. He had a number of inconvenient ideas about loyalty and honor. Every day was a new struggle to yoke him to our purpose, keep him straight in his furrow. Then the best part of him died, and he was even more difficult after that. But as I said, his mother was a goddess, and prophecies hung on him like ocean-weed. He wrestled with matters larger than I will ever understand.”

         It was not a lie, but it was not truth either. He had named Athena as his patron. He had walked with those who could crack the world like eggs.

         “What was his best part?”

         “His lover, Patroclus. He didn’t like me much, but then the good ones never do. Achilles went mad when he died; nearly mad, anyway.”

         I had turned from the loom by then. I wanted to watch his face as he talked. Through the windows the dark sky was ebbing to gray. A wolf sighed on her paws. I saw him hesitate at last. “Lady Circe,” he said. “Golden witch of Aiaia. You gave us mercy, and we needed it. Our ship is splintered. The men are close to breaking. I am ashamed to ask for more, but I think I must. In my dearest hopes we stay a month. Is it too long?”

         A burst of joy, like honey in my throat. I kept my face steady though.

         “I do not think a month should be too long.”

         
              

         

         He spent his days working on the ship. In the evenings, we would sit before the hearth while the men ate their suppers, and at night he came to my bed. His shoulders were thick, carved from his warrior hours. I ran my hands across his ragged scars. There were pleasures there, but in truth the greater pleasure was after, when we lay together in the darkness and he told me stories of Troy, conjuring the war for me spear by spear. Proud Agamemnon, leader of the host, brittle as badly tempered iron. Menelaus, his brother, whose wife Helen’s abduction had begun the war. Brave, dull-brained Ajax, built like a mountainside. Diomedes, Odysseus’ ruthless right hand. And then the Trojans: handsome Paris, laughing thief of Helen’s heart. His father, white-bearded Priam, king of Troy, beloved by the gods for his gentleness. Hecuba, his queen with a warrior’s spirit, whose womb had borne so many noble fruits. Hector, her eldest, noble heir and bulwark to his great walled city.

         And Odysseus, I thought. The spiral shell. Always another curve out of sight.

         I began to see what he’d meant when he had talked of his army’s weakness. It was not their sinews that had wavered, but their discipline. There had never been a parade of prouder men, more fractious and unyielding, each certain the war would fail without them.

         “Do you know who truly wins wars?” he asked me one night.

         We lay on the rugs at the foot of my bed. Moment by moment, his vitality had returned. His eyes were bright now, storm-lit. When he talked, he was lawyer and bard and crossroads charlatan at once, arguing his case, entertaining, pulling back the veil to show you the secrets of the world. It was not just his words, though they were clever enough. It was everything together: his face, his gestures, the sliding tones of his voice. I would say it was like a spell he cast, but there was no spell I knew that could equal it. The gift was his alone.

         “The generals take the credit, of course, and indeed they provide the gold. But they are always calling you into their tent and asking for reports of what you’re doing instead of letting you go do it. The songs say it is heroes. They are another piece. When Achilles puts on his helmet and cleaves his red path through the field, the hearts of common men swell in their chests. They think of the stories that will be told, and they long to be in them. I fought beside Achilles. I stood shield to shield with Ajax. I felt the wind and fan of their great spears. Those soldiers, of course, are yet another piece, for though they are weak and unsteady, when they are harnessed together they will carry you to victory. But there is a hand that must gather all those pieces and make them whole. A mind to guide the purpose, and not flinch from war’s necessities.”

         “And that is your part,” I said. “Which means you are like Daedalus after all. Only instead of wood, you work in men.”

         The look he gave me. Like purest, unmixed wine. “After Achilles died, Agamemnon named me Best of the Greeks. Other men fought bravely, but they flinched from war’s true nature. Only I had the stomach to see what must be done.”

         His chest was bare and hatched with scars. I tapped it lightly, as if sounding what lay within. “Such as?”

         “You promise mercy to spies so they will spill their story, then you kill them after. You beat men who mutiny. You coax heroes from their sulks. You keep spirits high at any cost. When the great hero Philoctetes was crippled with a festering wound, the men lost their courage over it. So I left him behind on an island and claimed he had asked to be left. Ajax and Agamemnon would have battered at Troy’s locked gates until they died, but it was I who thought of the trick of the giant horse, and I spun the story that convinced the Trojans to pull it inside. I crouched in the wooden belly with my picked men, and if any shook with terror and strain, I put my knife to his throat. When the Trojans finally slept, we tore through them like foxes among soft-feathered chicks.”

         These were no songs to sing before a court, no tales from the great golden age. Yet somehow in his mouth they did not seem dishonorable, but just and inspired and wisely pragmatic.

         “Why did you go to war in the first place, if you knew what the other kings were like?”

         He rubbed at his cheek. “Oh, because of a foolish oath I swore. I tried to get out of it. My son was a year old, and I still felt new-married. There would be other glories, I thought, and when Agamemnon’s man came to collect me I pretended to be mad. I went out naked and began plowing a winter field. He put my infant son in the blade’s path. I stopped, of course, and so I was collected with the rest.”

         A bitter paradox, I thought: to keep his son he had to lose him.

         “You must have been angry.”

         He lifted his hands, let them drop. “The world is an unjust place. Look what happened to that counselor of Agamemnon’s. Palamedes, his name was. He served the army well, but fell in a pit while on a night watch. Someone had set sharpened stakes in the bottom. Terrible loss.”

         His eyes glittered. If good Patroclus had been there he might have said, Sir, you are no true hero, no Heracles, no Jason. You speak no honest speeches from pure heart. You do no noble deeds in the gleaming sunlight.

         But I had met Jason. And I knew what sort of deeds could be done in the sun’s sight. I said nothing.

         
              

         

         The days passed, and the nights with them. My house was crowded with some four dozen men, and for the first time in my life, I found myself steeped in mortal flesh. Those frail bodies of theirs took relentless attention, food and drink, sleep and rest, the cleaning of limbs and fluxes. Such patience mortals must have, I thought, to drag themselves through it hour after hour. The fifth day, Odysseus’ awl slipped and punctured the pad of his thumb. I gave him salves and worked my charms to drive off infection, but it still took half a moon to heal. I watched the pain passing over his face. Now it hurt, and now still it hurt, and now, and now. And that was only one among his discomforts, stiff neck and acid stomach and the ache of old wounds. I ran my hands over his ribbed scars, easing him as I could. The scars themselves I offered to wipe away. He shook his head. “How would I know myself?”

         I was secretly glad. They suited him. Enduring Odysseus, he was, and the name was stitched into his skin. Whoever saw him must salute and say: There is a man who has seen the world. There is a captain with stories to tell.

         I might have told him, in those hours, stories of my own. Scylla and Glaucos, Aeëtes, the Minotaur. The stone wall cutting into my back. The floor of my hall wet with blood, reflecting the moon. The bodies I had dragged one by one down the hill, and burned with their ship. The sound flesh makes when it tears and re-forms and how, when you change a man, you may stop the transformation partway through, and then that monstrous, half-beast thing will die.

         His face would be intent as he listened, his relentless mind examining, weighing and cataloguing. However I pretended I could conceal my thoughts as well as he, I knew it was not true. He would see down to my bones. He would gather my weaknesses up and set them with the rest of his collection, alongside Achilles’ and Ajax’s. He kept them on his person as other men keep their knives.

         I looked down at my body, bare in the fire’s light, and tried to imagine it written over with its history: my palm with its lightning streak, my hand missing its fingers, the thousand cuts from my witch-work, the gristled furrows of my father’s fire, the skin of my face like some half-melted taper. And those were only the things that had left marks.

         There would be no salutes. What had Aeëtes called an ugly nymph? A stain upon the face of the world.

         My smooth belly glowed beneath my hand, the color of honey shining in the sun. I drew him down to me. I was a golden witch, who had no past at all.

         
              

         

         I began to know his men a little, those unsteady hearts that he had spoken of, those leaky vessels. Polites was better-mannered than the rest, Eurylochos stubborn and sulky. Thin-faced Elpenor had a laugh like a screechy owl. They reminded me of wolf pups, their griefs gone when their bellies were full. They looked down when I passed, as if to be sure their hands were still their own.

         Every day they spent at games. They held races through the hills and on the beach. They were always running up to Odysseus, panting. Will you judge our archery contest? Our discus throw? Our spears?

         Sometimes he would go off smiling with them, but sometimes he would shout, or strike them. He was not so easy and even as he pretended. Living with him was like standing beside the sea. Each day a different color, a different foam-capped height, but always the same restless intensity pulling towards the horizon. When the rail broke on his ship he kicked it out in fury and threw the pieces into the sea. The next day he went grimly to the forest with his axe, and when Eurylochos offered to help him, he bared his teeth. He could still marshal himself, show the face he must have worn each day to harness Achilles, but it cost him, and after he was prone to moods and tempers. The men would slink away, and I saw the confusion on their faces. Daedalus had said to me once: Even the best iron grows brittle with too much beating.

         I was smooth as oil, calm as windless water. I drew him out, asked him for stories of his travels among foreign lands and men. He told me of the armies of Memnon, son of the Dawn, king of Aethiopia, and the Amazon horsewomen with their crescent shields. He had heard that in Egypt some of their pharaohs were women dressed in men’s clothes. In India, he’d heard, there were ants the size of foxes who dig up gold among the dunes. And to the far north were a people who did not believe that Oceanos’ river circled the earth, but instead it was a great girdling serpent, thick around as a boat and always hungry. It could never be still, for its appetite drove it ever onwards, devouring everything bite by bite, and one day when it had eaten all the world, it would devour itself.

         But however far afield he traveled, always he came back to Ithaca. His olive groves and his goats, his loyal servants and the excellent hunting dogs he’d raised by hand. His noble parents and his old nurse and his first boar hunt, which had given him the long scar I had seen on his leg. His son, Telemachus, would be bringing the herds down from the mountains by now. He will be good with them, I always was. Every prince needs to know his lands, and there’s no better way to learn than by grazing the goats. He never said, What if I go home, and all of it is ash? But I saw the thought in him, living like a second body, and feeding in the dark.

         
              

         

         It was autumn by then, the light thinning, the grass crackling underfoot. The month was nearly gone. We were lying in my bed. “I think we must leave very soon, or else stay the winter.”

         The window was open; the breeze passed over us. It was a trick of his, to set a sentence out like a plate on a table and see what you would put on it. But he surprised me by continuing. “I would stay,” he said. “If you would have me. It will only be until spring. I will go as soon as the seas are passable. It will be scarcely any delay.”

         That last was not said to me, but to some person he argued with silently. His men perhaps, his wife, I did not care. I kept my face turned away so he would not see my pleasure.

         “I will have you,” I said.

         
              

         

         Something shifted in him after that, the releasing of a tension I had not realized he held. The next day he went humming down to the shore with his crew. They dragged the ship into a sheltered cave. They staked it, rolled the sail, stowed all the gear to keep it safely through the winter storms till spring.

         Sometimes, I would see him watching me. An intentness would come over his face, and he would begin to ask me his casual, sideways questions. About the island, about my father, the loom, my history, witchcraft. I had come to know that look well: it was the same he wore when he spotted a crab with a triple claw, or wondered over the trick tides of Aiaia’s east bay. The world was made of mysteries, and I was only another riddle among the millions. I did not answer him, and though he pretended frustration, I began to see that it pleased him in some strange way. A door that did not open at his knock was a novelty in its own right, and a kind of relief as well. All the world confessed to him. He confessed to me.

         Some stories he told me by daylight. Others came only when the fire was burnt out, and there was no one to know his face but the shadows.

         “It was after the cyclops,” he said. “We had a bit of luck at last. We landed on the Island of the Winds. You know it?”

         “King Aeolus,” I said. One of Zeus’ pets, whose job it was to keep track of the gusts that spin ships across the world.

         “I pleased him, and he sped us on our way. He gave me besides a great bag holding all of the contrary winds, so they could not trouble us. For nine days and nine nights we skimmed across the waves. I did not sleep, not even an hour, for I was guarding the bag. I had told my men what it was, of course, but—” He shook his head. “They decided it was treasure I did not wish to share. The portions they had received from Troy had been long lost in the waves. They did not want to come home empty-handed. Well.” He drew a deep breath. “You may imagine what happened.”

         I did imagine it. His men were unrulier than ever now, giddy with the prospect of a whole winter’s idleness. At night they liked to play a game of throwing wine dregs. They picked some trencher as the target, but their aim was terrible, for by then they had drunk down bowl after bowl. The table grew stained as if with slaughter, and they looked to my nymphs to clear it up. When I told them they would do it themselves, they eyed each other, and if I had been anyone else, they would have defied me. But they still remembered their snouts.

         “At last when I could fight it no longer,” Odysseus said, “I fell asleep. I did not feel them take the bag from my hand. It was the howling of the winds that woke me. They whirled out of the bag and blew us back as if we had never left. Every league undone. They think I grieve for their dead comrades, and I do. But sometimes it is all I can do not to kill them myself. They have wrinkles, but no wisdom. I took them to war before they could do any of those things that steady a man. They were unmarried when they left. They had no children. They had no years of lean harvest, when they must scrape the bottom of their stores, and no good years either, that they might learn to save. They have not seen their parents grow old and begin to fail. They have not seen them die. I fear I have robbed them not only of their youth but their age as well.”

         He rubbed at his knuckles. He had been a bowman when he was young, and the strength it takes to string and nock and shoot taxes hands like nothing else. He had left his bow behind when he went to war, but the pain had followed him. He’d told me once that if he had brought the bow, he would have been the best archer in both armies.

         “Then why leave it?”

         Politics, he had explained. The bow was Paris’ weapon. Paris, the pretty wife-stealer. “Among heroes, he was seen as cowardly. No bowman would ever have been made Best of the Greeks, no matter how skilled he was.”

         “Heroes are fools,” I had said.

         He had laughed. “We are agreed.”

         His eyes were closed. He was silent so long I thought he slept. Then he said: “If you could have seen how close we were to Ithaca. I could smell the fishing fires from the beach.”

         
              

         

         I began to ask him for small favors. Would he kill a buck for dinner? Would he catch a few fish? My sty was falling to pieces, might he mend some of the posts? It gave me a sharp pleasure to see him come in the door with full nets, with baskets of fruit from my orchards. He joined me in the garden, staking vines. We spoke of what winds were blowing, how Elpenor had taken to sleeping on the roof, and whether we should forbid it.

         “That idiot,” he said. “He will break his neck.”

         “I will tell him he only has permission when he’s sober.”

         He snorted. “That will be never.”

         I knew I was a fool. Even if he stayed past that spring to the next, such a man could never be happy closed up on my narrow shores. And even if somehow I found a way to keep him contented, yet still there were limits, for he was mortal, and not young. Give thanks, I told myself. A winter is more than you had with Daedalus.

         I did not give thanks. I learned his favorite foods and smiled to see his pleasure in them. At night we sat together at the hearth and talked over the day. “What do you think,” I asked him, “about the great oak, struck by lightning? Do you think there is rot within?”

         “I will look,” he said. “If there is, it will not be hard to take down. I will do it before dinner tomorrow.”

         He cut it down, then hacked the rest of the day at my brambles. “They were overrun. What you really need is some goats. A flock of four would have them flat in a month. And they’d keep it flat.”

         “And where will I find goats?”

         That word between us, Ithaca, like the breaking of a spell.

         “Never mind,” I said. “I will transform a few of the sheep, that will fix it.”

         
              

         

         At dinner, my nymphs had begun to linger near the men, to lead the ones they liked to their beds. This pleased me too. My household mingling with his. I had once told Daedalus that I would never marry, because my hands were dirty, and I liked my work too much. But this was a man with his own dirty hands.

         And where, Circe, do you think he learned all these domestic niceties?

         My wife, he always said, when he talked of her. My wife, my wife. Those words, carried before him like a shield. Like country folk who will not say the god of death’s name, for fear he will come and take their dearest heart.

         Penelope, she was called. While he slept, I would sometimes speak those syllables to the black air. It was a dare, or maybe a proof. See? She does not come. She does not have the powers you believe.

         I held off as long as I could, but in the end she was the scab that I must pick. I waited for the sound of his breath that meant he was awake enough to talk.

         “What is she like?”

         He told me of her gentle manner, how her mild direction made men jump faster than any shout. She was an excellent swimmer. Her favorite flower was the crocus, and she wore the first bloom of the season in her hair for luck. He had a trick of speaking of her as if she were only in the next room, as if they were not twelve years and distant seas apart.

         She was Helen’s cousin, he said. A thousand times cleverer and wiser, though Helen was clever in her way, but of course fickle. I had heard his stories of Helen by then, the queen of Sparta, mortal daughter of Zeus, most beautiful woman in the world. Paris, prince of Troy, had spirited her away from her husband, Menelaus, and so started the war.

         “Did she leave with Paris by choice, or was she forced?” I asked.

         “Who can say? For ten years we were camped outside her gates, and she never tried to run that I heard. But the moment Menelaus stormed the city she threw herself upon him naked, swearing it had been a torment, and all she wanted was her husband back. You will never get the whole truth from her. She has as many coils as a snake, and an eye always to her advantage.”

         Not unlike you, I thought.

         “My wife, though,” he said. “She is constant. Constant in all things. Even wise men go astray sometimes, but never her. She is a fixed star, a true-made bow.” A silence, in which I felt him moving deep among his memories. “Nothing she says has a single meaning, nor a single intention, yet she is steady. She knows herself.”

         The words slid into me, smooth as a polished knife. I had known he loved her from the moment he’d spoken of her weaving. Yet he had stayed, month after month, and I had let myself be lulled. Now I saw more clearly: all those nights in my bed had been only his traveler’s wisdom. When you are in Egypt, you worship Isis; when in Anatolia, you kill a lamb for Cybele. It does not trespass on your Athena still at home.

         But even as I thought that, I knew it was not the whole answer. I remembered all the hours he had spent at war, managing the fine glass tempers of kings, the sulks of princes, balancing each proud warrior against his fellow. It was a feat equal to taming Aeëtes’ fire-breathing bulls, with only his own wiles for aid. But back home in Ithaca, there would be no such fractious heroes, no councils, no midnight raids, no desperate stratagems that he must devise or men would die. And how would such a man go home again, to his fireside and his olives? His domestic harmony with me was closer to a sort of rehearsal, I realized. When he sat by the hearth, when he worked in my garden, he was trying to remember the trick of it. How an axe might feel in wood instead of flesh. How he might fit himself to Penelope again, smooth as one of Daedalus’ joints.

         He slept beside me. Every now and then his breath caught in the back of his throat. Tick.

         Pasiphaë would have counseled me to make a love draught and bind him to me. Aeëtes would say I should steal away his wits. I imagined his face empty of all thoughts but what I put into it. He would sit at my knee, gazing up, fatuous and adoring and empty.

         
              

         

         The winter rains began, and the whole island smelled of earth. I loved the season, the cold sands, the white hellebore blooming. Odysseus had put on flesh and did not wince so often when he moved. The worst of his tempers had ebbed. I tried to find satisfaction in it. Like seeing a garden well tended, I told myself. Like watching new lambs struggle to their feet.

         The men stayed close to the house, drinking themselves warm. For entertainment, Odysseus told them heroic stories of Achilles, Ajax, Diomedes, making them live again in the twilight air and perform their glorious deeds. The men were rapt, their faces struck with wonder. Remember, they whispered with awe. We walked among them. We stood against Hector. Our sons will tell the tale.

         He smiled over them like an indulgent father, but that night he scoffed: “They could no more stand against Hector than fly. Anyone with a brain ran when they saw him.”

         “Including you?”

         “Of course. Ajax could barely hold against him, and only Achilles could have beaten him. I am a fair enough warrior, but I know where I end.”

         He did, I thought. So many closed their eyes and spun fantasies of their wished-for strength. But he was mapped and surveyed, each stone and hummock noted with clear-eyed precision. He measured his gifts to the scruple.

         “I met Hector once,” he said. “It was the early days of the war, when we still pretended there might be a truce. He sat beside his father, Priam, on a rickety stool and made it look like a throne. He did not gleam like gold. He was not polished and perfect. But he was the same all the way through, like a block of marble cut whole from a quarry. His wife, Andromache, poured our wine. Later, we heard she bore him a son. Astyanax, Commander of the city. But Hector called him Scamandrios, after the river that ran past Troy.”

         Something in his voice.

         “What happened to him?”

         “The same that happens to all sons in war. Achilles killed Hector, and after, when Achilles’ son, Pyrrhus, stormed the palace, he took the child Astyanax and smashed open his head. It was a horror, like everything Pyrrhus did. But it was necessary. The child would have grown up with a blade in his heart. It is a son’s highest duty to avenge his father. If he had lived, he would have rallied men to his side and come after us.”

         The moon had slivered down to a shard outside the window. He was silent, turning through his thoughts.

         “It is strange how comforting the idea is to me. That if I am killed, my son will take to the seas. He will hunt down those men who laid me low. He will stand before them and say, ‘You dared to spill the blood of Odysseus, and now yours is spilled in turn.’”

         The room was still. It was late, the owls long gone to their trees.

         “What was he like? Your son?”

         He rubbed at the base of his thumb, where the awl-puncture had been. “We named him Telemachus after my skill with the bow.” Distant fighter, it meant. “But the joke was that he screamed his whole first day as if he were living in the battlefield’s heart. The women tried every trick they knew, rocking, walking, swaddling his arms, a thumb wetted with wine to suck. The midwife said she had never seen such passion. Even my old nurse was covering her ears. My wife had gone gray, for she feared there was something wrong with him. Give him to me, I said. I held him up before me and looked into his screaming face. ‘Sweet son,’ I said, ‘you are right, this world is a wild and terrible place, and worth shouting at. But you are safe now, and all of us need to sleep. Will you let us have a little peace?’ And he calmed. Just went quiet in my hands. After that, you could not find an easier child. He was always smiling, laughing for anyone who’d stop to speak to him. The maids would invent excuses to come and pinch his fat cheeks. ‘What a king he will be one day!’ they would say. ‘Mild as the west wind, oh!’”

         He went on with his memories. Telemachus’ first bite of bread, his first word, how he loved goats and hiding beneath chairs, giggling to be found. He had more stories of his son from a single year, I thought, than my father had of me in all eternity.

         “I know his mother will keep me in his mind, but I was leading the hunts by his age. I had killed a boar myself. I only hope there will still be something to teach him when I return. I want to leave some mark upon him.”

         I said something vague and soothing, I am sure. You will leave a mark. Every boy wants a father, he will wait for you. But I was thinking again of the relentlessness of mortal lives. Even as we spoke, the moments were passing. The sweet baby was vanished. His son was aging, growing, sharpening into a man. Thirteen years Odysseus had lost of him already. How many more?

         My thoughts returned often to that quiet-eyed, watchful boy. I wondered if he knew what his father expected, if he felt the weight of those hopes. I imagined him out on the cliffs every day, praying for a ship. I imagined his weariness, his soft, inward grief before he went to sleep each night, curling on his bed as he had once been cradled in his father’s hands.

         I cupped my own hands in the dark. I did not have a thousand wiles, and I was no fixed star, yet for the first time I felt something in that space. A hope, a living breath, that might yet grow between.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         

         THE TREES WERE JUST beginning to bud. The sea was still foam-capped, but soon its waves would calm, and it would be spring and time for Odysseus to sail. He would race across the sea, tacking between storms and Poseidon’s great hand, his eye fixed on home. And my island would fall silent again.

         I lay beside him in the moonlight each night. Just one more season, I imagined saying to him. Just till summer’s end, that is when the best winds come. It would surprise him. I would catch the faintest flicker of disappointment in his eyes. Golden witches are not supposed to beg. I let the island plead for me instead, speaking with its eloquent beauty. Every day the stones shed more of their icy chill, and the blossoms swelled. We ate picnics on the green grass. We walked on the sun-warm sand and swam in the bright bay. I took him to the shade of an apple tree, so that the scent would waft over him while he slept. I unrolled all Aiaia’s wonders like a rug before him, and I saw him begin to waver.

         His men saw too. Thirteen years they had lived beside him, and though his twisting thoughts were mostly beyond their ken, they sensed a change, as hounds scent the moods of their master. Day by day, they grew more restless. Ithaca, they said, loudly, every chance they got. Queen Penelope. Telemachus. Eurylochos stalked about my halls, glaring. I saw him whispering in corners with the others. When I passed by, they fell silent, gazes down. In ones and twos, they made their creeping way to Odysseus. I waited for him to send them away, but he only stared over their shoulders into the dusty sunset air. I should have left them pigs, I thought.

         
              

         

         Death’s Brother is the name that poets give to sleep. For most men those dark hours are a reminder of the stillness that waits at the end of days. But Odysseus’ slumber was like his life, tossed and restless, heavy with murmurs that made my wolves prick up their ears. I watched him in the pearl-gray light of dawn: the tremors of his face, the striving tension in his shoulders. He twisted the sheets as if they were opponents he tried to throw in a wrestling match. A year of peaceful days he had stayed with me, and still every night he went to war.

         The shutters were open. It must have rained in the night, I thought. The air that drifted in felt washed and very clear. Each sound—bird trills, fluttering leaves, the hush of waves—hung in the air like a chime. I dressed and followed that glory outside. His men still slept. Elpenor was up on the roof, wrapped in one of my best blankets. The wind rippled past me like lyre notes, and my own breath seemed to pipe in harmony. A dewdrop fell from a branch. It struck the earth like the ringing of a bell.

         I felt my mouth go dry.

         He stepped out from my stand of laurels. Every line of his body was beautiful, perfect with grace. His dark, loose hair was crowned with a wreath. From his shoulder hung a shining, silver-tipped bow carved from olive wood.

         “Circe,” Apollo said, and it was the greatest chime of all. Every melody in the world belonged to him.

         He held up an elegant hand. “My brother warned me about your voice. I think it will be better if you speak as little as possible.”

         His words carried no malice. Though perhaps that was what malice sounded like in those perfect tones.

         “I will not be silenced on my own island.”

         He winced. “Hermes said that you were difficult. I come with a prophecy for Odysseus.”

         I felt myself tense. Olympian riddles were always double-edged. “He is inside.”

         “Yes,” he said, “I know.”

         The wind struck me across the face. I had no time to cry out. It rushed into my throat, battering its way to my belly as if all the sky were being funneled through me. I gagged, but its swelling force poured on and on, choking off my breath, drowning me in its alien power. Apollo watched, his face pleasant.

         The island clearing was swept away. Odysseus stood on a shore with cliffs rising around him. In the distance were goats and olive groves. I saw a wide-halled house, its courtyard set with stones, its walls gleaming with ancestral weapons. Ithaca.

         Then Odysseus stood upon a different shore. Dark sand and a sky that never saw my father’s light. Shadowed poplars loomed and willows trailed their leaves in black water. No birds sang, no beast moved. I knew the place at once, though I had never been there. A great cave gaped, and in its mouth stood an old man with unseeing eyes. I heard his name in my mind: Teiresias.

         I threw myself down into the dirt of my garden bed. Scrabbling, tugging up the moly roots, I stuffed a few into my mouth, brown earth still clinging. At once the wind ceased, dying as quickly as it had come. I coughed, my whole body shaking. My tongue tasted of slime and ash. I fought to my knees.

         “You dare,” I said. “You dare to misuse me on my own island? I am Titan blood. This will bring war. My father—”

         “It was your father who suggested it. My vessels must have prophecy in their blood. You should be honored,” he said. “You have borne a vision of Apollo.”

         His voice was a hymn. His beautiful face showed only the faintest puzzlement. I wanted to tear him with my nails. The gods and their incomprehensible rules. Always there was a reason you must kneel.

         “I will not tell Odysseus.”

         “That is beneath my concern,” he said. “The prophecy is delivered.”

         He was gone. I pressed my forehead to the wrinkled bole of an olive. My chest was heaving. I shook with rage and humiliation. How many times would I have to learn? Every moment of my peace was a lie, for it came only at the gods’ pleasure. No matter what I did, how long I lived, at a whim they would be able to reach down and do with me what they wished.

         The sky was not yet fully blue. Inside, Odysseus still slept. I woke him and led him to the hall. I did not tell him the prophecy. I watched him eat and fingered my rage as if it were a knife’s point. I wanted to keep it sharp as long as I could, for I knew what would come after. In the vision, he had been back again on Ithaca. The last of my little hopes were gone.

         I set out my best dishes, broached my oldest wine. But there was no savor in it. His face was abstracted. All day he kept turning to look out the window as if someone would come. We spoke politely, but I felt him waiting for the men to eat, to go to bed. When the last of their voices had died into sleep, he knelt.

         “Goddess,” he said.

         He never called me that, and so I knew. I truly knew. Perhaps some divinity had come to him as well. Perhaps he had dreamed of Penelope. Our idyll was finished. I looked down at his hair, woven with gray. His shoulders were set, his eyes on the ground. I felt a dull anger. At least he might look me in the face.

         “What is it, mortal?” My voice was loud. My lions stirred.

         “I must go,” he said. “I have stayed too long. My men are impatient.”

         “Then go. I am a host, not a jailer.”

         He did look at me then. “I know it, lady. I am grateful to you beyond measure.”

         His eyes were brown and warm as summer earth. His words were simple. They had no art to them, which of course was also art. He always knew how to show himself to best advantage. It felt a kind of vengeance to say:

         “I have a message for you from the gods.”

         “A message.” His face grew wary.

         “You will reach home, they say. But first they command you to speak with the prophet Teiresias in the house of death.”

         No sane man could hear such a thing without quailing. He had gone rigid and pale as stone. “Why?”

         “The gods have their own reasons, which they have not seen fit to share.”

         “Will there never be an end to it?”

         His voice was raw. His face was like a wound that had opened again. My anger drained away. He was not my adversary. His road would be hard enough without the hurt we might do each other.

         I touched his chest where his great captain’s heart beat. “Come,” I said. “I do not desert you.” I led him to my room and spoke there the knowledge that had been rising in me all day, quick and unceasing, like bubbles from a stream.

         “The winds will carry you past lands and seas to the living world’s edge. There is a strand there, with a black poplar grove, and still, dark waters hung with willows. The entrance to the underworld. Dig a pit, as big as I will show you. Fill it with the blood of a black ewe and ram, and pour libations all around. The hungry shadows will come swarming. They will be desperate for that steaming life after so long in the dark.”

         His eyes were closed. Imagining, perhaps, the souls spilling from their gray halls. He would know some of them. Achilles and Patroclus, Ajax, Hector. All the Trojans he had killed, and all the Greeks too, and his crew that had been eaten, still crying out for justice. But this would not be the worst. There would be as well souls there he could not predict: the ones from home who had died in his absence. Perhaps his parents or Telemachus. Perhaps Penelope herself.

         “You must hold them off from the blood until Teiresias comes. He will drink his fill and give you his wisdom. Then you will return here, for a single day, as there may be more help I can give you.”

         He nodded. His lids were gray. I touched his cheek. “Sleep,” I said. “You will need it.”

         “I cannot,” he said.

         I understood. He was bracing himself, summoning up his strength to do battle once more. We lay beside each other in silent vigil through the long hours of the night. When it was dawn, I helped him dress with my own hands. I pinned his cloak around his shoulders. I settled his belt and gave him his sword. When we opened the front door, we found Elpenor sprawled upon the flagstones. He had fallen from my roof at last. We gazed down at his bluing lips, the ugly angle of his neck.

         “Already it comes.” Odysseus’ voice was grim with resignation. I knew what he meant. The Fates had him in their yoke again.

         “I will keep him for you. You have no time for a funeral now.”

         We carried the body to one of my beds, wrapped it in a sheet. I brought out stores for their journey, and the sheep he needed for the rite. The ship was already prepared, his men had rigged it days ago. Now they loaded it, and pushed it into the waves. The seas were churning and cold, the air misted with spray. They would have to fight for every league, and by night their shoulders would be knots. I should have given them salves for it, I thought. But it was too late.

         I watched the ship struggle over the horizon, then I went back and drew the sheet from Elpenor’s body. The only corpses I had ever seen were those that had lain broken on my floor, unrecognizable as men. I touched his chest. It was hard and cool. I had heard that in death faces looked younger than they were, but Elpenor had laughed often, and without the spark of life his face was slack with lines. I washed him and rubbed oils into his skin, as carefully as if he could still feel my fingers. I sang as I worked, a melody to keep his soul company while he waited to cross the great river to the underworld. I wrapped him again in his shroud, spoke a charm to keep away the rot, and closed the door behind me.

         In my garden, the green leaves were so new they shone like blades. I ran my fingers through the soil. Humid summer was gathering, and soon I must start staking out the vines. Last year Odysseus had helped me. I touched the thought like a bruise, testing its ache. When he was gone, would I be like Achilles, wailing over his lost lover Patroclus? I tried to picture myself running up and down the beaches, tearing at my hair, cradling some scrap of old tunic he had left behind. Crying out for the loss of half my soul.

         I could not see it. That knowledge brought its own sort of pain. But perhaps that is how it was meant to be. In the stories, gods and mortals never joined for long.

         That night, I stayed in my kitchen stripping aconite. Already Odysseus would be facing his dead. As he’d left, I had pressed a phial into his hand and asked him to bring me blood from the pit he would make. The shades would infuse it with their chill presence, and I had wanted to feel that power, ashen and unearthly. Now I was sorry I had asked. It was something Perses or Aeëtes might do, someone with only witchcraft in their veins and no warmth.

         I moved carefully through my work, my fingers precise, aware of every sensation. From their shelves my herbs watched me. Row upon row of simples whose powers I had harvested with my own hands. I liked to see them there, in their bowls and bottles: sage and rose, horehound, chicory, wild laurel, the moly in its stoppered glass. And last of all, still in its cedar box: silphium ground with wormwood, the draught I had taken each moon since the first time I lay with Hermes. Each moon except the last.

         
              

         

         My nymphs and I waited on the sand, watching the ship row in. The men waded to the shore in silence. Their bodies sagged as if borne down by stones, sickly and aged. I searched Odysseus’ face. It was ghastly, I could not read it. Even their clothes were faded, the fabric leached and gray. They looked like fish, caught beneath a winter’s skim of ice.

         I stepped forward, shining my eyes over them. “Welcome!” I cried. “Welcome back, you hearts of gold. You men of oak! You are heroes for the legends. You have done one of Heracles’ labors: seen the house of death and lived. Come, there are blankets here, laid for you upon the soft grass. There is wine and food. Rest and be well!”

         They moved slowly, like old men, but they sat. The roast platters stood by, and the wine, deep and red. We served and poured until their cheeks took color. The sun beat down, burning off the cold mist of death.

         I drew Odysseus aside to a green thicket. “Tell me,” I said.

         “They live,” he said. “That is the best news I have. My son and wife live. My father too.”

         Not his mother. I waited.

         He stared across his scarred knees. “Agamemnon was there. His wife had taken a lover, and when he returned, she slaughtered him in the bath like an ox. I saw Achilles and Patroclus, and Ajax bearing the wound he gave himself. They envied me my life, but at least their battles are done.”

         “Yours will be done. You will reach Ithaca. I have seen it.”

         “I will reach it, but Teiresias said that when I do I will find men besieging my home. Eating my stores and usurping my place. I must find a way to kill them. But then I will die of the sea, while I still walk on land. The gods love their riddles.”

         His voice was more bitter than I had ever heard it.

         “You cannot think of it,” I said. “It will only torment you. Think instead of the path before you, which carries you home to your wife and son.”

         “My path,” he said, darkly. “Teiresias laid it before me. I must pass Thrinakia.”

         The word was an arrow striking home. How many years had it been since I had heard that island’s name? The memory rose before me: my shining sisters, and Darling and Pretty and all the rest, swaying like lilies in the gilded dusk.

         “If I do not disturb the cattle, then I will reach home with my men. But if any are harmed, your father will loose his wrath. It will be years before I see Ithaca again, and all my men will die.”

         “Then you will not stop,” I said. “You will not even land on the shore.”

         “I will not stop.”

         But it was not so simple, and we knew it. The Fates lured and tricked. They set obstacles to drive you into their toils. Anything might serve them: the winds, the waves, the weak hearts of men.

         “If you run aground,” I said, “keep to the beach. Do not go look at the herds. You cannot know how they will tempt your hunger. They are to cows what gods are to mortals.”

         “I will hold.”

         It was not his will I feared. But what good would it do to say so, to sit over his door like a death-owl? He knew what his men were. And a new thought was rising in me. I was remembering the sea-routes Hermes had drawn for me so long ago. I traced them in my mind. If he went by Thrinakia, then…

         I closed my eyes. Another punishment from the gods. For him, and me as well.

         “What is it?”

         I opened my eyes. “Listen to me,” I said. “There are things you must know.” I drew the journey for him. One by one, I laid out the dangers he must avoid, the shoals, the barbarous islands, the Sirens, those birds with women’s heads who lure men to their death with song. At last I could delay no more. “Your path takes you past Scylla as well. You know her?”

         He knew. I watched the blow fall. Six men, or twelve.

         “There must be some way to prevent her,” he said. “Some weapon I might use.”

         It was one of my favorite things about him: how he always fought for his chance. I turned away, so I would not have to see his face when I said, “No. There is nothing. Not even for such a mortal as you. I faced her once, long ago, and escaped only through magic and godhead. But the Sirens, there you may use your tricks. Fill your men’s ears with wax, and leave your own free. If you tie yourself to the mast, you may be the first man to ever hear their song and tell the tale. Would that not make a good story for your wife and son?”

         “It would.” But his voice was dull as a ruined blade. There was nothing I could do. He was passing from my hands.

         We carried Elpenor to his pyre. We did the rites for him, sang his deeds of war, set his name in the record of men who lived. My nymphs wailed, and the men wept, but he and I stood dry and silent. After, we loaded his ship with all the stores of mine that it could hold. His men stood at the ropes and oars. They were eager now, darting glances at each other, scuffling at the deck with their feet. I felt hollowed, gouged like a beach beneath a keel.

         Odysseus, son of Laertes, the great traveler, prince of wiles and tricks and a thousand ways. He showed me his scars, and in return he let me pretend that I had none.

         He stepped onto his ship, and when he turned back to look for me, I was gone.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         

         HOW WOULD THE SONGS frame the scene? The goddess on her lonely promontory, her lover dwindling in the distance. Her eyes wet but inscrutable, cast inward to private thoughts. Beasts gather at her hem. The lindens bloom. And at the last, just before he disappears over the horizon, she lifts one hand and touches it to her belly.

         My guts began to boil the moment his anchor was up. I, who had never been sick in my life, now was sick every moment. I heaved until my throat was torn, my stomach rattling like an old nut, my mouth cracked at its corners. As if my body would cast up everything it had eaten for a hundred years.

         My nymphs wrung their hands and clutched each other. They had never seen such a thing. In pregnancy, our kind glowed and swelled like buds. They thought I was poisoned, or else cursed with some unholy transformation, my body turning itself inside out. When they tried to help me, I pushed them away. The child I carried would be called demigod, but that word was deceiving. From my blood he would have a few special graces, beauty or speed, strength or charm. But all the rest would come from his father, for mortality always bred truer than godhead. His flesh would be subject to the same thousand pricks and fatalities that threaten every man. I trusted such frailty to no god, no family of mine, to none but myself alone.

         “Leave now,” I said to them in my new, ragged voice. “I do not care how you do it—send to your fathers and go. This is for me.”

         What they thought of such words, I never knew. I was seized again, my eyes blind and watering. By the time I found my way back to the house, they were gone. I suppose their fathers obliged because they feared pregnancy by a mortal might be catching. The house felt strange without them, but I had no time to think of it, and no time to mourn for Odysseus either. The sickness did not cease. Every hour it rode me. I could not understand why it took me so hard. I wondered if it was the mortal blood fighting with mine, or if I was cursed indeed, if some stray hex of Aeëtes’ had circled all this while and found me at last. But the affliction yielded to no counterspell, not even moly. It is no mystery, I said to myself. Have you not always insisted on being difficult in everything you do?

         I could not defend myself from sailors in such shape and I knew it. I crawled to my herb-pots and cast the spell I had thought of so long ago: an illusion to make the island look like hostile, wrecking rocks to any ship that passed. I lay on the ground after, breathing with effort. I would be left in peace.

         Peace. I would have laughed if I were not so ill. The sour tang of cheese in the kitchen, the salt-stink of seaweed on the breeze, the wormy earth after rain, the sickly roses browning on the bush. All of them brought the bile stinging to my throat. Headaches followed, like urchin spines driven into my eyes. This is how Zeus must have felt before Athena leapt from his skull, I thought. I crawled to my room and lay in the shuttered dark, dreaming of how sweet it would be to cut through my neck and make an end.

         Yet, as strange as it sounds, even in such extremities of misery I was not wholly miserable. I was used to unhappiness, formless and opaque, stretching out to every horizon. But this had shores, depths, a purpose and a shape. There was hope in it, for it would end, and bring me my child. My son. For whether by witchcraft or prophetic blood, that is what I knew he was.

         He grew, and his fragility grew with him. I had never been so glad of my immortal flesh, layered like armor around him. I was giddy feeling his first kicks and I spoke to him every moment, as I crushed my herbs, as I cut clothes for his body, wove his cradle out of rushes. I imagined him walking beside me, the child and boy and man that he would be. I would show him all the wonders I had gathered for him, this island and its sky, the fruits and sheep, the waves and lions. The perfect solitude that would never be loneliness again.

         I touched my hand to my belly. Your father said once that he wanted more children, but that is not why you live. You are for me.

         
              

         

         Odysseus had told me that Penelope’s pains began so faintly, she thought them a stomachache from too many pears. Mine dropped from the sky like a thunderbolt. I remember crawling to the house from the garden, hunched against the tearing contraction. I had the willow draught ready, and I drank some, then all, and by the end I was licking the bottle’s neck.

         I knew so little of childbirth, its stages and progression. The shadows changed, but it was all one endless moment, the pain like stones grinding me to meal. I screamed and pushed against it for hours, and still the baby did not come. Midwives had tricks to help the child move, but I did not know them. One thing I did understand: if it took too long, my son would die.

         On it went. In my agonies, I overturned a table. After, I would find the room torn apart as if by bears, tapestries ripped from the walls, stools shattered, platters broken. I do not remember it. My mind was lurching through a thousand terrors. Was the baby dead already? Or was I like my sister, growing some monster within me? The unremitting pain only seemed a confirmation. If the baby were whole and natural, wouldn’t he come?

         I closed my eyes. Putting a hand inside myself, I felt for the smooth curve of the child’s head. It had no horns, no other horrors I could tell. It was only stuck against the inner opening, squeezed between my muscles and my bones.

         I prayed to Eileithyia, goddess of childbirth. She had the power to loosen the womb’s hold and bring the child into the world. She was said to watch over the birth of every god and demigod. Help me, I cried out. But she did not come. The animals whined in their corners, and I began to remember the whispers of my cousins in Oceanos’ halls so long ago. If a god did not wish your child to be born, they might hold Eileithyia back.

         The thought seized my careering mind. Someone was keeping her from me. Someone dared to try to harm my son. It gave me the strength I needed. I bared my teeth at the dark and crawled to the kitchen. I seized a knife and dragged a great bronze mirror to face me, for there was no Daedalus now to help. I leaned against the marble wall, amid the broken table legs. The coolness of the stone calmed me. This child was no Minotaur, but a mortal. I must not cut too deep.

         I had been afraid the pain would undo me, but I scarcely felt it. There was a rasping sound, like stone upon stone, that I realized was my own breath. The layers of flesh parted, and I saw him at last: limbs curled like a snail in its shell. I stared, afraid to move him. What if he was dead already? What if he was not, and I killed him with my touch? But I drew him forth, and his skin met the air, and he began to wail. I wailed with him, for I had never heard a sweeter sound. I laid him on my chest. The stones beneath us felt like feathers. He was shuddering and shuddering, pressing my skin with his wet, living face. I cut the cord, holding him all the while.

         See? I told him. We do not need anyone. In answer, he made a froggy croak and closed his eyes. My son, Telegonus.

         
              

         

         I did not go easy to motherhood. I faced it as soldiers face their enemies, girded and braced, sword up against the coming blows. Yet all my preparations were not enough. In those months I had spent with Odysseus, I had thought I’d learned some tricks of mortal living. Three meals a day, the fluxes, the washing and cleaning. Twenty diaper cloths I had cut, and believed myself wise. But what did I know of mortal babies? Aeëtes was in arms less than a month. Twenty cloths got me only through the first day.

         Thank the gods I did not have to sleep. Every minute I must wash and boil and clean and scrub and put to soak. Yet how could I do that, when every minute he also needed something, food and change and sleep? That last I had always thought the most natural thing for mortals, easy as breathing, yet he could not seem to do it. However I wrapped him, however I rocked and sang, he screamed, gasping and shaking until the lions fled, until I feared he would do himself harm. I made a sling to carry him, so he might lie against my heart. I gave him soothing herbs, I burned incenses, I called birds to sing at our windows. The only thing that helped was if I walked—walked the halls, walked the hills, walked the shore. Then at last he would wear himself out, close his eyes, and sleep. But if I stopped, if I tried to put him down, he would wake at once. Even when I walked without ceasing, he was soon up, screaming again. Within him was an ocean’s worth of grief, which could only be stoppered a moment, never emptied. How often in those days did I think of Odysseus’ smiling child? I tried his trick, along with all the rest. Held my son’s floppy body up into the air, promised him he was safe. He only screamed louder. Whatever made the prince Telemachus so sweet, I thought, it must have come from Penelope. This was the child I deserved.

         We did find some moments of peace. When he finally slept, when he nursed at my breast, when he smiled at a flight of birds scattering from a tree. I would look at him and feel a love so sharp it seemed my flesh lay open. I made a list of all the things I would do for him. Scald off my skin. Tear out my eyes. Walk my feet to bones, if only he would be happy and well.

         He was not happy. A moment, I thought, I only need one moment without his damp rage in my arms. But there was none. He hated sun. He hated wind. He hated baths. He hated to be clothed, to be naked, to lie on his belly, and his back. He hated this great world and everything in it, and me, so it seemed, most of all.

         I thought of all those hours I had spent working my spells, singing, weaving. I felt their loss like a limb torn away. I told myself I even missed turning men to pigs, for at least that I had been good at. I wanted to hurl him from me, but instead I marched on in that darkness with him, back and forth before the waves, and at every step I yearned for my old life. I spoke sourly to the night air as he wailed: “At least I do not worry he is dead.”

         I clapped a hand to my mouth, for the god of the underworld comes at much less invitation. I held his fierce little face against me. The tears were standing in his eyes, his hair disordered, a small scratch on his cheek. How had he gotten it? What villain dared to hurt him? Everything that I had heard of mortal babies flooded back: how they died for no reason, for any reason, because they grew too cold, too hungry, because they lay one way, or another. I felt each breath in his thin chest, how improbable it was, how unlikely that this frail creature, who could not even lift his head, could survive in the harsh world. But he would survive. He would, if I must wrestle the veiled god myself.

         I stared into the darkness. I listened like wolves do, pricked for any danger. I wove again those illusions that made my island look like savage rocks. But still I feared. Sometimes men were reckless in their desperation. If they landed on the rocks anyway, they would hear his screams and come. What if I had forgotten my tricks and could not make them drink? I remembered the stories Odysseus had told me of what soldiers did to children. Astyanax and all the sons of Troy, smashed and spitted, torn to pieces, trampled by horses, killed and killed so they would not live and grow to strength and one day come looking for their vengeance.

         My whole life, I had waited for tragedy to find me. I never doubted that it would, for I had desires and defiance and powers more than others thought I deserved, all the things that draw the thunderstroke. A dozen times grief had scorched, but its fire had never burned through my skin. My madness in those days rose from a new certainty: that at last, I had met the thing the gods could use against me.

         
              

         

         I fought on and he grew. That is all I can say. He calmed, and that calmed me, or maybe it was the opposite. I did not stare so much, think so often of scalding myself. He smiled for the first time and began to sleep in his cradle. He went a whole morning without screaming, and I could work in my garden. Clever child, I said. You were testing me, weren’t you? He looked up from the grass at the sound of my voice and smiled again.

         His mortality was always with me, constant as a second beating heart. Now that he could sit up, reach and grasp, all the ordinary objects of my house showed their hidden teeth. The boiling pots on the fire seemed to leap for his fingers. The blades slipped from the table a hairsbreadth from his head. If I set him down, a wasp would come droning, a scorpion scuttle from some hidden crevice and raise its tail. The sparks from the fire always seemed to pop in arcs towards his tender flesh. Each danger I turned aside in time, for I was never more than a step from him, but it only made me more afraid to close my eyes, to leave him for an instant. The woodpile would topple on him. A wolf who had been gentle her whole life would snap. I would wake to see a viper reared over his crib, jaws wide.

         It is a sign, I think, of how addled I was with love and fear and no sleep, that it took me so long to realize: that stinging insects should not come in battalions, and ten falling pots in a morning was beyond even my tired clumsiness. To remember how, in the long agony of my labor, Eileithyia had been kept from me. To wonder if, thwarted, the god that had done it might try again.

         
              

         

         I slung Telegonus against me and walked to the pool that lay halfway up the peak. There were frogs in it, silver minnows and water-skimmers. The weeds were thickly tangled. I could not say why it was water that I wanted at that moment. Perhaps some relic of my naiad blood.

         I touched my finger to the pool’s surface. “Does a god seek to harm my son?”

         The pool shivered, and an image of Telegonus formed. He lay wrapped in a wool shroud, gray and lifeless. I started back, gasping, and the vision broke to pieces. For a moment I could do nothing but breathe and press my cheek to Telegonus’ head. His faint wisps of hair were worn away at the back with endless fidgeting in his cot.

         I put my trembling hand to the water again. “Who is it?”

         The water showed only the sky overhead. “Please,” I begged. But no answer came, and I felt the panic climbing my throat. I had assumed it was some nymph or river-god who threatened us. Tricks of insects and fire and animals were just at the limits of a lesser divinity’s natural power. I had even wondered if it was my mother, in a fit of jealousy that I might bear new children when she could not. But this god had the strength to escape my vision. There were only a handful of such deities in all the world. My father. My grandfather, perhaps. Zeus and a few of the greater Olympians.

         I clutched Telegonus against me. Moly could ward off a spell, but not a trident, not a lightning bolt. I would fall to those powers like a stalk of wheat.

         I closed my eyes and fought back the strangling fear. I must be clear and clever. I must remember all the tricks that lesser gods have used against greater since the beginning of time. Had not Odysseus once told me a story about Achilles’ sea-nymph mother, who had found a way to bargain with Zeus? But he had not said what that way was. And in the end, her son had died.

         My breath felt like sawblades in my chest. I must learn who it is, I told myself. That is first. I cannot guard against shadows. Give me something to face and fight.

         
              

         

         Back at the house, I made a small fire in the hearth, though we did not need it. The night was warm, summer waxing to autumn, but I wanted the smell of cedar in the air, and the tang of my herbs which I had sprinkled over the flames. I was aware of a tingling on my skin. Any other time I would have taken it for a change in the weather, but now it seemed curdled with malice. My neck bristled. I paced the stone floor, cradling Telegonus against me until at last, exhausted from his wailing, he slept. It was what I had waited for. I laid him in his crib, then drew it close to the fire and set my lions and wolves around it. They could not stop a god, but most divinities are cowards. Claws and teeth might buy me a little time.

         I stood before the hearth, my staff in my hand. The air was thick with a listening silence.

         “You who would try to kill my child, come forth. Come forth, and speak to my face. Or do you only do your murdering from the shadows?”

         The room was utterly still. I heard nothing but Telegonus’ breaths and the blood in my veins.

         “I need no shadows.” The voice sliced the air. “And it is not for such as you to question my purposes.”

         She struck the room, tall and straight and sudden-white, a talon of lightning in the midnight sky. Her horse-hair helmet brushed the ceiling. Her mirror armor threw off sparks. The spear in her hand was long and thin, its keen edge limned in firelight. She was burning certainty, and before her all the shuffling and stained dross of the world must shrink away. Zeus’ bright and favorite child, Athena.

         “What I desire will come to pass. There is no mitigation.” That voice again, like shearing metal. I had stood in the presence of great gods before: my father and grandfather, Hermes, Apollo. Yet her gaze pierced me as theirs had not. Odysseus had said once she was like a blade honed to a hair’s fineness, so delicate you would not even know you had been cut, while beat by beat your blood was emptying on the floor.

         She extended one immaculate hand. “Give me the child.”

         All the warmth in the room had fled. Even the fire popping beside me seemed only a painting on the wall.

         “No.”

         Her eyes were braided silver and stone gray. “You would stand against me?”

         The air had thickened. I felt as though I gasped for breath. On her chest shone her famous aigis, leather armor fringed with golden threads. It was said to be made from the skin of a Titan that she had flayed and tanned herself. Her flashing eyes promised: just so will I wear you, if you do not submit and beg for mercy. My tongue withered, and I felt myself trembling. But if there was one thing I knew in all the world, it was that there was no mercy among gods. I twisted my skin between my fingers. The sharp pain steadied me.

         “I would,” I said. “Though it hardly seems a fair battle, you against an unarmed nymph.”

         “Give him to me willingly, and there need not be a battle. I will make sure it is quick. He will not suffer.”

         Do not listen to your enemy, Odysseus had once told me. Look at them. It will tell you everything.

         I looked. Armed and armored, she was, from head to foot, helmet, spear, aigis, greaves. A terrifying vision: the goddess of war, ready for battle. But why had she assembled such a panoply against me, who knew nothing of combat? Unless there was something else she feared, something that made her feel somehow stripped and weak.

         Instinct carried me forward, the thousand hours I had spent in my father’s halls, and with Odysseus polymetis, man of so many wiles.

         “Great goddess, all my life I have heard the stories of your power. So I must wonder. You have wanted my child dead for some time, and yet he lives. How can that be?”

         She had begun swelling like a snake, but I pressed on.

         “I can only think, then, that you are not permitted. That something prevents you. The Fates, for their purposes, do not allow you to kill him outright.”

         At that word, Fates, her eyes flashed. She was a goddess of argument, born from the bright, relentless mind of Zeus. If she was forbidden something, even by the three gray goddesses themselves, she would not simply submit. She would set about parsing the constraint down to its atoms, and try to eke a way through.

         “So that is why you have worked as you have. With wasps and falling pots.” I regarded her. “How such low means must have galled your warrior spirit.”

         Her hand glowed white on her spear-shaft. “Nothing is changed. The child must die.”

         “And so he will, when he is a hundred.”

         “Tell me, how long do you think your witcheries will stand against me?”

         “As long as they need to.”

         “You are too quick.” She took a step towards me. The horse-hair plume hissed against my ceiling. “You have forgotten your place, nymph. I am a daughter of Zeus. Perhaps I cannot strike directly at your son, but the Fates say nothing about what I can do to you.”

         She set the words in the room precisely as stones in a mosaic. Even among gods, Athena was known for her wrath. Those who defied her were turned to stones and spiders, driven mad, snatched up by whirlwinds, hounded and cursed to the ends of the world. And if I were gone, then Telegonus…

         “Yes,” she said. Her smile was flat and cold. “You begin to understand your situation.”

         She lifted her spear from the floor. It did not shine now. It flowed like liquid darkness in her hand. I stepped back against the woven side of the crib, my mind scrambling.

         “It is true, you might harm me,” I said. “But I have a father too, and a family. They do not take lightly the careless chastising of our blood. They would be angry. They might even be stirred to action.”

         The spear still hovered off the floor, but she did not heft it. “If there is war, Titan, Olympus will win it.”

         “If Zeus wanted war, he would have sent his thunderbolt against us long ago. Yet he holds off. What will he think of you destroying his hard-won peace?”

         I saw in her eyes the click of counters, stones tallied on this side and that. “Your threats are crude. I had hoped we might discuss this reasonably.”

         “There can be no reason as long as you seek to murder my child. You are angry with Odysseus, but he does not even know the boy exists. Killing Telegonus will not punish him.”

         “You presume, witch.”

         If it were not my son’s life at stake, I might have laughed at what I saw in her eyes. For all her cleverness, she had no skill at concealing her emotions. Why would she? Who would dare harm the great Athena for her thoughts? Odysseus had said she was angry with him, but he did not understand the true nature of gods. She was not angry. Her absence was only that old trick Hermes had spoken of: turn your back on a favorite and drive him to despair. Then return in glory, and revel in the groveling you will get.

         “If not to hurt Odysseus, why seek my son’s death?”

         “That knowledge is not for you. I have seen what will come and I tell you that this infant cannot live. If he does, you will be sorry for it all the rest of your days. You are tender to the child and I do not blame you for it. But do not let a mother’s doting cloud your sense. Think, daughter of Helios. Is it not wiser to give him to me now, when he is barely set into the world, when his flesh and your affections are still half formed?” Her voice softened. “Imagine how much worse it will be for you in a year, or two, or ten, when your love is full-grown. Better to send him easy to the house of souls now. Better to bear another child and begin to forget with new joys. No mother should have to see her child’s death. And yet, if such must come, if there is no other way, still there may be recompense.”

         “Recompense.”

         “Of course.” Her face shone bright upon me as the forge’s heart. “You do not think I ask for sacrifice without offering reward? You will have the favor of Pallas Athena. My goodwill, through eternity. I will set a monument for him upon this isle. In time, I will send another good man to you, to father another son. I will bless the birth, protect the child from all ills. He will be a leader among mortals, feared in battle, wise in counsel, honored by all. He will leave heirs behind him and fulfill your every maternal hope. I will ensure it.”

         It was the richest prize in all the world, rare as the golden apples of the Hesperides: the sworn friendship of an Olympian. You would have every comfort, every pleasure. You would never fear again.

         I looked into that shining gray gaze, her eyes like two hanging jewels, twisting to catch the light. She was smiling, her hand open towards me, as if ready to receive mine. When she had spoken of children, she had nearly crooned, as if to lull her own babe. But Athena had no babe, and she never would. Her only love was reason. And that has never been the same as wisdom.

         Children are not sacks of grain, to be substituted one for the other.

         “I will pass over the fact that you think me a mare to be bred at your whim. The true mystery is why my son’s death is worth so much to you. What will he do that the mighty Athena would pay so dearly to avoid?”

         All her softness was gone in an instant. Her hand withdrew, like a door slamming shut. “You set yourself against me then. You with your weeds and your little divinity.”

         Her power bore down on me, but I had Telegonus, and I would not give him up, not for anything.

         “I do,” I said.

         Her lips curled back, showing the white teeth within. “You cannot watch him all the time. I will take him in the end.”

         She was gone. But I said it anyway, to that great empty room and my son’s dreaming ears: “You do not know what I can do.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         

         ALL THE REST OF that night I paced, running through Athena’s words. My son would grow up to do something she feared, something that touched her deeply. But what? Something that I would be sorry for as well, she had said. I paced, turning it over and over, but I could find no answer. At last I forced myself to set it aside. There was no profit in chasing riddles of the Fates. The point was: she would come and come.

         I had boasted that Athena did not know what I could do, but the truth was I did not know either. I could not kill her, and I could not change her. We could not outpace her, and we could not hide. No illusion I cast would cover us from her piercing gaze. Soon Telegonus would walk and run, and how could I keep him safe then? Black terror was rising in my brain. If I did not think of something, the vision in the pool would come to pass, his body ashen and cold in its shroud.

         I remember those days only in pieces. My teeth clenched in concentration as I scoured the island, digging up flowers and grinding leaves, searching out every feather and stone and root in the hopes that one of them might help me. They teetered in piles around the house, and the air of the kitchen grew grainy with dust. I chopped and boiled, my eyes wide and staring like an over-ridden horse. I kept Telegonus bound against me while I worked, for I was afraid to put him down. He hated such constraint and screamed, his puffy fists shoving at my chest.

         Wherever I walked, I smelled the iron-scorch of Athena’s skin. I could not tell if she was taunting me, or if my panic made me imagine it, but it drove me onwards like a goad. In desperation, I tried to remember every story of Olympians brought low that my uncles had told. I thought of calling on my grandmother, the sea-nymphs, my father, throwing myself at their feet. But even if they were disposed to help me, they would not dare to stand against Athena in her wrath. Aeëtes might have dared, but he hated me now. And Pasiphaë? It was not even worth asking.

         I do not know what season it was, what time of day. I saw only my hands working ceaselessly before me, my smeared knives, the herbs mashed and crushed on the table, the moly I boiled and boiled again. Telegonus had fallen asleep, head tipped back, the flush of rage still on his cheeks. I paused to breathe and steady myself. My eyelids scratched when I blinked. The walls no longer seemed stone, but soft as cloth, sagging inwards. I had rooted up an idea at last, but I needed something: a token from the house of Hades. The dead have passed where most gods cannot go, and therefore can hold our kind as the quick do not. But there was no way to get such a token. No gods, save those who govern souls, may set foot in the underworld. I spent hours pacing in profitless conjecture: how I might try to suborn an infernal deity to pluck a handful of gray asphodels or scoop some of Styx’s waves, or else how I might build a raft and sail it to the underworld’s edge, then use Odysseus’ trick to lure the ghosts out and catch a bit of their smoke. The thought made me remember the phial Odysseus had filled for me, with blood from his pit. Shades had touched their greedy lips to it, and it might still stink of their breath. I lifted it from its box and held it to the light. The dark liquid swam in its glass. One drop I poured off, and all day I worked with it, distilling, drawing out that weak scent. I added moly to strengthen it, shape it. My heart beat in alternating hope and despair: it will work, it will not.

         I waited until Telegonus slept again, for I could not summon the focus I needed while he was fighting against me. Two spells I made that night. One carried the drop of blood and moly; the other had fragments of every part of the island, from its cliffs to its salt flats. I worked in a great frenzy, and when the sun rose I held two stoppered flasks before me.

         My chest was heaving with exhaustion, but I would not wait, not another moment. With Telegonus still bound against me, I climbed to the highest peak, a bare strip of rock beneath the hanging sky. I set my feet upon the stone. “Athena would kill my child, and so I defend him,” I cried. “Be witness now to the power of Circe, witch of Aiaia.”

         I poured the blood-draught on the rock. It hissed like molten bronze in water. White smoke billowed into the air, rising, spreading. It massed, forming a great arc over the island, closing us in. A layer of living death. If Athena came, she would be forced to turn aside, like a shark meeting fresh water.

         The second spell I cast beneath it. It was an enchantment woven into the island itself, every bird and beast and grain of sand, every leaf and rock and drop of water. I marked them, and all the generations in their bellies, with Telegonus’ name. If ever she did break through that smoke, the island would rise up in his defense, the beasts and birds, the branches and rocks, the roots in the earth. Then we would make our stand together.

         I stood beneath the sun, waiting for an answer: a sizzling thunderbolt. Athena’s gray spear, pinning my heart to the rock. I could hear myself panting a little. The weight of those spells was dragging at my neck like a yoke. They were too great to stand by themselves, and hour after hour I would have to carry them with me, brace them up with my will, and renew them in full each month. Three days it would take me. One to regather all those pieces of the island, beach and grove and meadow, scale and feather and fur. Another day to mix them. A third of utmost concentration to draw out the stink of death from the drops of blood I hoarded. And all the while Telegonus would twist and wail against me, and the spells would grind down upon my shoulders. None of that mattered. I had said I would do anything for him, and now I would prove it and hold up the sky.

         I waited all morning, tensed, but no answer came. It was done, I finally realized. We were free. Not just from Athena, but from all of them. The spells hung on me, yet I felt weightless. For the first time, Aiaia was ours alone. Giddily, I knelt and unwrapped my fighting son. I set him down upon the earth, free. “You are safe. We may be happy at last.”

         What a fool I was. All those days of my fear and his constraint were like a debt that must be paid. He careered across the island, refusing to sit, or even stop for a moment. Athena had been barred, yet there still remained all the ordinary dangers of the island, rocks and cliffs and stinging creatures that I had to pry from his hands. Whenever I tried to reach for him, he would run, darting and defiant, towards some precipice. He seemed angry at the world. The stone he could not throw far enough, his own legs, which did not run fast enough. He wanted to scale the trees like the lions did, in a great leap, and when he could not he would beat at their trunks with his fists.

         I would try to take him in my arms, telling him, Have patience, your strength will come in time. But he arched away from me screaming, and nothing could console him, for he was not one of those children whom you may wave something shiny at and they will forget. I gave him soothing herbs and possets, even sleeping draughts, but they did nothing. The only thing that calmed him was the sea. The wind that was as restless as he was, the waves filled with their motion. He would stand in the surf, his small hand in mine, and point. The horizon, I named. The open sky. The waves and tides and currents. He would whisper the sounds to himself all the rest of the day, and if I tried to pull him away, show him something else, fruits or flowers, some small spell, he would leap from me, twisting up his face. No!

         The worst were the days when I had to shape those two spells again. He ran from me whenever I wanted him, but the moment I took up my work, he would drum at the floor with his heels, crying for my attention. Tomorrow I will take you to the sea, I promised. But that was nothing to him, and he would tear apart the house to draw my eye. He was older by then, too big to be slung to my chest, and the disasters he could cause had grown with him. He toppled over a table filled with plates; he climbed up the shelves and smashed my phials. I would set the wolves to watch him, but he was too much for them, and they fled to the garden. I could feel my panic rising. The spell would run out before I could cast it. Athena would arrive in her rage.

         I know what I was in those days: unsteady, inconstant, a badly made bow. Every fault in me his raising laid bare. Every selfishness, every weakness. One day, when the spells were due, he picked up a great glass bowl and broke it in shards on his bare feet. I came running to pluck him away, to sweep and scrub, but he battered at me as if I had taken his dearest friend. At last I had to put him in a bedroom and shut the door between us. He screamed and screamed, and there came a pounding like his head against the wall. I finished my cleaning and tried to work, but my own head was beating at itself by then. I kept thinking that if I let him rage long enough, he must at last wear himself out and sleep. But he only went on, wilder and wilder as the shadows lengthened. The day was passing and the spell not done. It would be easy to say that my hands moved on their own, but that is not how it was. I was angry, burning hot.

         I had always sworn to myself that I would not use magic on him. It seemed like something Aeëtes would do, setting my will over his. But in that moment I seized the poppy, sleep-drugs, all the rest, brewed them till they sizzled. I went to the room. He was kicking the pieces of shutter that he had torn from the windows. Come, I said. Drink this.

         He drank and went back to his tearing. I did not mind now. It was almost a pleasure to watch. He would learn his lesson. He would understand who his mother was. I spoke the word.

         He fell like a toppled stone. His head hit the floor so loudly I gasped. I ran to him. I had thought it would be like sleep, his eyes gently closed. But his whole body was rigid, frozen mid-movement, his fingers curled into claws, his mouth open. His skin was cold beneath my fingers. Medea had said she did not know if those slaves in her father’s halls could perceive what happened to them. I knew. Behind his blank eyes, I could feel his confusion and terror.

         I cried out in horror, and the spell broke. His body sagged, then he scrambled away, staring wildly back at me like a cornered beast. I wept. My shame was hot as blood. I’m sorry, I told him, again and again. He let me come to him, take him in my arms. Gently, I touched the lump that had risen where he had struck his head. I spoke a word to ease it.

         The room was dark by then. Outside, the sun was gone. I held him in my lap as long as I dared, murmuring to him, singing. Then I carried him to the kitchen and gave him dinner. He ate it, clinging to me, and revived. He slid down and began to run again, slamming doors, pulling everything from the shelves that he could reach. I felt a weariness in me so great I thought I would sink into the earth. And every moment that passed, the spell against Athena went undone.

         He kept looking at me over his shoulder. As if he were daring me to come at him, to witch him, to hit him, I did not know. Instead I reached up to the highest shelf for the great clay honey jar he was always yearning for. Here, I said. Take it.

         He ran to it, rolling it in circles until it broke to pieces. Then he wallowed in the sticky puddles, and raced off, trailing threads for the wolves to lick. And so I finished the spells. It took a long time to bathe him and carry him to bed, but at last he lay beneath the quilts. He held my hand, his small warm fingers curled around mine. Guilt and shame sawed at me. He should hate me, I thought. He should flee. But I was all he had. His breath began to drag, and his limbs slackened. “Why can you not be more peaceful?” I whispered. “Why must it be so hard?”

         As if in answer, a vision of my father’s halls drifted up: the sterile earth floor, the black gleam of obsidian. The sound of the game pieces moving on their board, and my father’s golden legs beside me. I had lain quiet and still, but I remembered the ravening hunger that was in me always: to climb into my father’s lap, to rise and run and shout, snatch the draughts from the board and batter them against the walls. To stare at the logs until they burst into flame, to shake him for every secret, as fruits are shaken from a tree. But if I had done even one of those things there would have been no mercy. He would have burnt me down to ash.

         The moon lay on my son’s forehead. I saw the smudges that water and cloth had not quite scrubbed away. Why should he be peaceful? I never was, nor his father either, when I knew him. The difference was that he was not afraid to be burnt.

         
              

         

         In the long days that followed I clutched that thought like a spar that would save me from the waves. And it did help a little. For when he stared at me, furious and defiant, his whole spirit drawn up against me, I could think of it and take one more breath.

         A thousand years I had lived, but they did not feel so long as Telegonus’ childhood. I had prayed that he would speak early, but then I was sorry for it, since it only gave voice to his storms. No, no, no, he cried, wrenching away from me. And then, a moment later, he would climb over my lap, shouting Mother until my ears ached. I am here, I told him, right here. Yet it was not close enough. I might walk with him all day, play every game he asked for, but if my attention strayed for even a moment, he would rage and wail, clinging to me. I yearned for my nymphs then, for anyone that I might seize by the arm and say, What is wrong with him? But then in the next moment, I was glad no one could see what I had done to him, letting all those early months of my terror batter at his head. No wonder he stormed.

         Come, I coaxed. Let’s do something fun. I will show you magic. Shall I change this berry for you? But he flung it away and ran off to the sea again. Every night when he slept, I stood over his bed and told myself: tomorrow I will do better. Sometimes it was even true. Sometimes, we would run laughing down to the beach and he would sit snug in my lap as we watched the waves. His feet still kicked, his hands pulled restlessly at the skin of my arms. Yet his cheek lay on my chest, and I felt the swell and fall of his breath. My patience overflowed. Scream and scream, I thought. I can bear it.

         Will it was, every hour, will. Like a spell after all, but one that I had to cast upon myself. He was a great river in flood, and I must have channels ready every moment to safely draw his torrent. I began to tell him stories, easy things of a rabbit who looks for food and finds it, of a baby waiting, whose mother comes. He clamored for more, so I went on. I hoped such gentle tales would soothe his fighting soul, and maybe they did. One day I realized that the moon had come and gone since he had thrown himself to the earth. Another moon passed, and somewhere in those months was the last time he ever screamed. I wish I could remember when it was. No, I wish rather I could have told myself when it would come, so all those hopeless days I could have looked to its horizon.

         His mind put forth leaves, thoughts and words that seemed to spring out of the air. Six years old, he was. His brow had cleared, and he would watch me working in the garden, hacking at some root. “Mother,” he said, putting his hand to my shoulder, “try cutting here.” He took out a little knife he had begun to carry, and the root gave way to him. “See?” he said, gravely. “It is easy.”

         He still loved the sea. He knew every shell and fish. He made rafts out of logs and floated in the bay. He blew bubbles into the tidal pools and watched the crabs skitter. “Look at this one,” he would say, towing me by the hand. “I have never seen a larger, I have never seen a smaller. This is the brightest, this is the blackest. This crab has lost one claw, and here its other is growing larger to take its place. Is that not clever?”

         Once again, I wished that someone else were there on the island. Not to commiserate now, but to cherish him with me. I would say, Look, can you believe it? We have come through the rocks and winds. I failed him, yet he is a sweet wonder of this world.

         He made a face, for he saw that my eyes were wet. “Mother,” he said, “the crab will be fine. I told you, the claw is already growing back. Now come here and look at this one. It has spots like eyes. Can it see from them, do you think?”

         At night, he no longer wanted my stories, he made up his own. I think it is where his wildness went, for every tale was filled with outlandish creatures: griffins and leviathans and chimeras who came to feed from his hands, whom he led on adventures or else bested with clever stratagems. Perhaps any child with only his mother for company would have been so imaginative. I cannot say, but his face was rapt as he conjured those visions. He seemed to age with every day, eight and ten and twelve. His gaze grew serious, his limbs tall and strong. He had a habit of tapping one finger on the table as he gave out morals like an old man. He liked best the stories of courage and virtue rewarded. And that is why you must never, you must always, that is why one should be sure to…

         I loved his certainty, his world that was an easy place of right action divided sharply from wrong, of mistake and consequence, of monsters defeated. It was no world I knew, but I would live in it as long as he would let me.

         It was one of those nights, summer, the pigs truffling softly below our window. He was thirteen. I laughed and said, “You have more tales in you than your father.”

         I saw him hesitate, as if I were a rare bird he feared to put to flight. He had asked about his father before, but I had always said, Not yet.

         “Go on,” I said, and smiled at him. “I will answer you. It is time.”

         “Who was he?”

         “A prince who came to this island. He had a thousand and one tricks in him.”

         “What did he look like?”

         I had thought my memories of Odysseus would taste of salt. But there was a pleasure in conjuring him up. “Dark-haired, dark-eyed, with red in his beard. His hands were large, and his legs short and strong. He was always faster than you expected him to be.”

         “Why did he leave?”

         The question was like an oak seedling, I thought. A simple, green shoot above, but underneath the taproot burrowed, spreading deep. I took a breath.

         “When he left, he did not know I carried you. He had a wife at home, and a son as well. But it was more than that. Gods and mortals do not last together happily. He was right to leave when he did.”

         His face, drawn together in thought. “How old was he?”

         “Not far over forty.”

         I saw him counting. “So not even sixty yet. He still lives?”

         It was strange to think of: Odysseus walking on Ithaca’s shore, breathing the air. I had had so little time for dreaming since Telegonus was born. But the image felt solid, wholesome, before me. “I believe he does. He was very strong. In spirit, I mean.”

         Now that the gates were open he sought all I could remember of Odysseus, his lineage, his kingdom, his wife, his son, his childhood occupations, his honors in the war. The stories were still in me, vivid as when Odysseus had first told them, those thousand wily conspiracies and trials. Yet a strange thing happened when I began to recite them back to Telegonus. I found myself hesitating, omitting, altering. With my son’s face before me, their brutalities shone through as they never had before. What I had thought of as adventure now seemed blood-soaked and ugly. Even Odysseus himself seemed changed, callous instead of unflinching. The few times I did leave a story as it was, my son would frown. You did not tell it correctly, he said. My father would never have done such a thing.

         You are right, I would say. Your father let that Trojan spy with his weasel-skin cap go, and he returned safely home to his family. Your father always kept his word.

         Telegonus would beam. “I knew he was an honorable man. Tell me more of his noble deeds.” And so I would spin another lie. Would Odysseus have reproached me for it? I did not know, and I did not care. I would have done worse, much worse, to make my son happy.

         From time to time, in those days, I wondered what I would tell Telegonus if he ever asked me for my own stories. How I might polish Aeëtes, Pasiphaë, Scylla, the pigs. In the end, I did not have to try. He never asked.

         He began spending long hours away upon the island. When he came back, he would be flushed and spilling over with talk. His limbs were stretching, and I heard the crack in his voice. Tell me more about my father, he said. Where is Ithaca? What is it like? How far from here? And what dangers on the way?

         
              

         

         It was autumn, and I was boiling the fruits in syrup for winter. I could have made the trees bloom fresh at any time, but this was something I had come to enjoy, the bubbling sugars, the translucent jewel colors, the storing up of a good season in my jars.

         “Mother!” He came shouting into the house. “There is a ship which needs us. They are off our shore, half foundered—they will sink if they do not land!”

         It was not the first time he had spotted sailors. They passed often by our isle. But it was the first time he had wanted to help them. I let him pull me out to the cliff. It was true, the ship was tilted over and the hull taking in water.

         “See? Just this once, will you drop the spell? I am sure they will be very grateful.”

         How would you know? I wanted to say. Often those men in most need hate most to be grateful, and will strike at you just to feel whole again.

         “Please,” he said. “What if it is someone like my father?”

         “There is no one like your father.”

         “They will sink, Mother. They will drown! We cannot just stand here and watch, we must do something!”

         His face was stricken. His eyes were sheened with tears.

         “Please, Mother! I cannot bear to watch them die.”

         “This once,” I said. “Once only.”

         We could hear their shouts carried on the wind. Shore, a shore! They turned their boat, lurching towards us. I made him promise to stay hidden while they climbed the trail up to the house. He was to remain in his room until the wine was drunk, and to leave again at my slightest signal. He agreed to all of it, he would have agreed to anything. I went to the kitchen and brewed my old potion. I felt as if I stood in two rooms at once. Here I was mixing the herbs I had mixed a hundred times, my fingers finding their old shapes. And here was my son, leaping and wild. Where are they from, can you tell? What rocks do you think they staved on? Can we help them fix the hull?

         I do not know how I answered. My blood had gone solid in my veins. I was trying to remember that trick of command I used to have. Come in, of course I will help you. Will you not have more wine?

         Though I expected it, I started when the knock came. I opened the door and there they were: ragged, hungry, desperate as always. The captain, did he look like a coiled snake? I could not tell. I felt a sudden, gagging nausea. I wanted to slam the door shut on them, but it was too late for that. They had seen me now, and my son was pressed to the wall, listening to everything. I had warned him that I might need to use magic on them. He had nodded. Of course, Mother, I understand. But he had no idea. He had never heard the crack of ribs remaking themselves, the wet tearing of flesh from its shape.

         They sat at my benches. They ate, and the wine went down their throats. Still, I watched the captain. His eyes were keen. They lingered on the room, on me. He rose. “Lady,” he said. “Your name? Whom should we honor for our meal?”

         I would have done it then, ripped them from themselves. But Telegonus was already stepping out into the hall. He wore a cape and a sword at his waist. He stood tall and straight as a man. He was fifteen.

         “You are in the house of the goddess Circe, daughter of Helios, and her son, called Telegonus. We saw your ship founder and allowed you to come to our island, though usually it is closed to mortals. We will be glad to help you all we can while you are here.”

         His voice was crackless, firm as seasoned planks. His eyes were dark as his father’s, but there were flecks of yellow that shone in them. The men stared. I stared. I thought of Odysseus, separated from Telemachus for years, the shock it must have been to see him suddenly grown.

         The captain knelt. “Goddess, great lord. The blessed Fates themselves must have brought us here.”

         Telegonus gestured for the man to rise. He took the head of the table and served out food from the platters. The men scarcely ate. They were growing towards him like vines to sun, their faces awestruck, competing to tell him their stories. I watched, wondering at where such a gift had hidden in him all this while. But then I had done no magic till I had plants to work upon.

         I let him go down to the shore with them, help them with their repairs. I did not worry, or at least, not much. My spell over the island’s beasts would protect him, but more than that his own spell would, for those men were like creatures enchanted. He was younger than all of them, but they nodded at every word from his lips. He showed them where the best groves were, what trees they could chop down. He showed them the streams and shade. Three days they stayed while they patched the hole in their ship and fed themselves upon our stores. In all that time, he left them only when they slept. Lord, they called him, when they spoke of him, and solicited his opinion earnestly, as if he were some master carpenter of ninety instead of a boy seeing his first hull. Lord Telegonus, sir, what do you think, will this do?

         He examined the patch. “Nicely, I think. Well constructed.”

         They beamed, and when they sailed, they hung off the side, shouting their thanks and prayers. His face stayed bright as long as he could see the ship. Then his joy bled away.

         For many years, I confess, I had hoped he might be a witch. I had tried to teach him about my herbs, their names and properties. I used to do small spells in his presence, hoping one might catch his eye. But he never showed even the faintest interest. Now I saw why. Witchcraft transforms the world. He wanted only to join it.

         I tried to say something, I do not know what. But he was already turning from me, heading for the woods.

         
              

         

         He kept outside all that winter, and all that spring and summer too. From the sun’s first light in the sky until its setting, I did not see him. A few times I asked him where he went, and he waved his hand vaguely at the beach. I did not press. He was preoccupied, always running somewhere breathlessly, coming home flushed with burrs all over his tunic. I saw the strength rising in his shoulders, his jaw widening. “That cave down by the beach,” he said. “The one where my father kept his ship. Can I have it?”

         “Everything here is yours,” I said.

         “But can it be mine alone? You promise not to go in?”

         I remembered how much my young privacies had meant to me. “I promise,” I said.

         I have wondered since if he used those same charms on me that he had worked on the sailors. For I was like a well-fed cow in those days, placid, unquestioning. Let him go, I told myself. He is happy, he is growing. What harm can find him here?

         “Mother,” he said. It was just after dawn, the pale light warming the leaves. I was kneeling in the garden, weeding. He was not usually up so early, but it was his birthday. Sixteen, he was.

         “I made you honeyed pears,” I said.

         He held up his hand, showing a half-eaten fruit, shining with juice. “I found them, thank you.” He paused. “I have something to show you.”

         I wiped off the dirt and followed him down the forest path to the cave. Inside was a small boat, near the size Glaucos’ had been.

         “Whose is this?” I demanded. “Where are they?”

         He shook his head. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes bright. “No, Mother, it is mine. I had the idea before the men came but seeing them made it go much faster. They gave me some of their tools and showed me how to make the others. What do you think?”

         Now that I looked I could see that its sail was stitched from my sheets, its boards roughly planed, still full of splinters. I was angry, but a wondering pride glowed in me as well. My son had built it alone, with nothing but crude tools and his will.

         “It is very trim,” I said.

         He grinned. “It is, isn’t it? He said I should not say anything. But I did not want to keep it from you. I thought—”

         He stopped at the look on my face.

         “Who said?”

         “It is all right, Mother, he means me no harm. He has been helping me. He said he used to visit often. That you are old friends.”

         Old friends. How had I not seen this danger? I remembered now Telegonus’ giddiness when he would come home at night. My nymphs used to come back with that same face. Athena could not cross my spell, no, she had no powers in the underworld. But he walked everywhere. When he was not rolling his dice, he led the spirits to the doors of Hades himself. God of meddling, god of change.

         “Hermes is no friend of mine. Tell me everything he said to you. At once.”

         His face was mottled with embarrassment. “He said he could help me, and he did. He said that it must be sudden. If a scab is to come off, he said, the best way is quickly. It will not even take me half a month, and I will be back by spring. We have tried it in the bay, and it is sound.”

         His words tumbled out so fast I struggled to parse them. “What do you mean? What will not take you half a month?”

         “The journey,” he said. “To Ithaca. Hermes says he can lead me around the monsters, so you do not have to fear about that. If I sail at the noon tide, I will make the next island before dark.”

         I felt speechless, as if he had torn my tongue from my mouth.

         He put a hand to my arm. “You do not have to worry. I will be safe. Hermes is my ancestor through my father, he tells me. He would not betray me. Mother, do you hear?” He was peering at me anxiously from beneath his hair.

         My blood ran cold to see his greenness. Had I ever been so young?

         “He is a god of lies,” I said. “Only fools put their faith in him.”

         He flushed, but a defiance had come into his face. “I know what he is. I do not just rely on him. I have packed my bow. And he has been teaching me a little spear-work besides.” He gestured to a stick leaning in the corner, one of my old kitchen knives laced to its end. He must have seen my horror, for he added, “Not that I will have to use it. It is just a few days to Ithaca, and then I will be safe with my father.”

         He was leaning forward, earnestly. He thought he had answered all my objections. He was proud of himself, bright in his new-forged plans. How easily those words tumbled from him, safe, my father. I felt myself running with swift, clear rage.

         “What makes you think you will be welcome on Ithaca? All you know of your father is stories. And he already has a son. How do you think Telemachus will like his bastard brother appearing?”

         He flinched a little at bastard, but answered bravely. “I don’t think he would mind. I don’t come for his kingdom, or his inheritance, and so I will explain to him. I will stay the whole winter, and there will be time for us to know each other.”

         “So that is it. It is settled. You and Hermes have the plan, and now you think all that is needed is for me to wish you fair wind.”

         He looked at me, uncertain.

         “Tell me,” I said. “What does all-knowing Hermes say about his sister who wants you dead? About the fact that you will be killed the moment you step away from the island?”

         He nearly sighed. “Mother, it was so long ago. Surely she has forgotten.”

         “Forgotten?” My voice clawed the cave walls. “Are you an idiot? Athena does not forget. She will eat you in one gulp, like an owl takes a stupid mouse.”

         His face paled, but he pressed on like the valiant heart he was. “I will take my chances.”

         “You will not. I forbid it.”

         He stared at me. I had never forbidden him anything before. “But I must go to Ithaca. I have built the ship. I’m ready.”

         I stepped towards him. “Let me explain more clearly. If you leave, you will die. So you will not sail. And if you try, I will burn that boat of yours to cinders.”

         His face was blank with shock. I turned and walked away.

         
              

         

         He did not sail that day. I stalked back and forth in my kitchen, and he kept to his woods. It was dusk when he returned to the house. He banged through the trunks, loudly gathered up bedding. He had come only to show me that he would not stay beneath my roof.

         When he passed me I said, “You want me to treat you like a man, but you act like a child. You have been protected here your whole life. You do not understand the dangers that wait for you in the world. You cannot simply pretend that Athena does not exist.”

         He was ready for me, like tinder for the spark. “You are right. I don’t know the world. How could I? You don’t let me out of your sight.”

         “Athena stood upon that very hearth and demanded I give you to her so she could kill you.”

         “I know,” he said. “You’ve told me a hundred times. Yet she has not tried since, has she? I’m alive, aren’t I?”

         “Because of the spells I cast and carry!” I rose to face him. “Do you know what I have had to do to keep them strong, the hours I have spent fretting over them, testing them to be sure she cannot break through?”

         “You like doing that.”

         “Like it?” The laugh scraped from me. “I like doing my own work, which I have scarcely had time for since you were born!”

         “Then go do your spells! Go do them and let me leave! Be honest, you do not even know if Athena is still angry. Have you tried to speak with her? It has been sixteen years!”

         He said it as if it were sixteen centuries. He could not imagine the scope of gods, the mercilessness that comes of seeing generations rise and fall around you. He was mortal and young. A slow afternoon felt like a year to him.

         I could feel my face kindling, gathering heat. “You think all gods are like me. That you may ignore them as you please, treat them as your servants, that their wishes are only flies to be brushed aside. But they will crush you for pleasure, for spite.”

         “Fear and the gods, fear and the gods! That is all you talk about. It is all you have ever talked about. Yet a thousand thousand men and women walk this world and live to be old. Some of them are even happy, Mother. They do not just cling to safe harbors with desperate faces. I want to be one of them. I mean to be. Why can’t you understand that?”

         The air around me had begun to crackle. “You are the one who does not understand. I have said you will not leave, and that is the end of it.”

         “So that’s it then? I just stay here my whole life? Until I die? I never even try to leave?” 

         “If need be.”

         “No!” He slammed the table between us. “I will not do it! There is nothing for me here. Even if another ship comes and I beg you to let it land, what then? A few days’ respite, then they will leave, and I will still be trapped. If this is life, then I would rather die. I would rather Athena kills me, do you hear? At least then I will have seen one thing in my life that was not this island!”

         My vision went white.

         “I do not care what you would rather. If you are too stupid to save your own life, then I will do it for you. My spells will do it.”

         For the first time, he faltered. “What do you mean?”

         “I mean you would not even know what you missed. You would never think of leaving again.”

         He took a step backwards. “No. I will not drink your wine. I will not touch anything you give me.”

         I could taste the venom in my mouth. It was a pleasure to see him frightened at last. “You think that will stop me? You have never understood how strong I am.”

         His look I will remember all my life. A man who has seen the veil lifted and beholds the true face of the world.

         He wrenched open the door and fled into the dark.

         
              

         

         I stood there a long time, a bolt-struck tree scorched to its roots. Then I walked down to the shore. The air was cool but the sand still held the day’s heat. I thought of all the hours I had carried him there, his skin against mine. I had wanted him to walk freely in the world, unburnt and unafraid, and now I had gotten my wish. He could not conceive of a relentless goddess with her spear aimed at his heart.

         I had not told him of his infancy, how angry and difficult it was. I had not told him the stories of the gods’ cruelty, of his own father’s cruelty. I should have, I thought. For sixteen years, I had been holding up the sky, and he had not noticed. I should have forced him to go with me to pick those plants that saved his life. I should have made him stand over the stove while I spoke the words of power. He should understand all I had carried in silence, all that I had done for his safekeeping.

         But then what? He was somewhere in the trees, hiding from me. So easily those spells had risen in my mind, the ones that would let me cut his desires from him, like paring rot from fruit.

         I ground my jaw. I wanted to rage and tear myself and weep. I wanted to curse Hermes for his half-truths and temptations—but Hermes was nothing. I had seen Telegonus’ face when he used to look into the sea and whisper, horizon.

         I closed my eyes. I knew the shore so well, I did not have to see to walk. When he was a child I used to make lists of all the things I would do to keep him safe. It was not much of a game, because the answer was always the same. Anything.

         Odysseus had told me a story once about a king who had a wound that could not be healed, not by any doctor, not by any amount of time. He went to an oracle and heard its answer: only the man who had given the wound could fix it, with the same spear he had used to make it. So the king had limped across the world until he found his enemy, who mended him.

         I wished Odysseus were there so I could ask him: but how did the king get that man to help him, the one who had struck him so deep?

         The answer that came to me was from a different tale. Long ago, in my wide bed, I had asked Odysseus: “What did you do? When you could not make Achilles and Agamemnon listen?”

         He’d smiled in the firelight. “That is easy. You make a plan in which they do not.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         

         I FOUND HIM IN the olive grove. The blankets were tangled around him, as if he had fought on against me in his dreams.

         “My son,” I said. The words were loud in the still air. It was not dawn yet, but I felt it coming, the great rolling wheels of my father’s chariot. “Telegonus.”

         His eyes opened, and his hands flew up, to ward me off. The pain was like a dagger’s point.

         “I come to say that you may go, and I will help you. But there must be conditions.”

         Did he know how much those words cost me? I do not think he could. It is youth’s gift not to feel its debts. The joy was already washing over him. He threw himself upon me, pressed his face to my neck. I closed my eyes. He smelled like green leaves and running sap. We had breathed only each other for sixteen years.

         “Two days’ delay,” I said. “And three things within them.”

         He nodded eagerly. “Anything.” Now that I had lost, he was pliant. At least he was gracious in victory. I led him to the house and filled his arms with herbs and bottles. Together we carried them clinking down to his ship. There upon his deck I began chopping, grinding, mixing my pastes. He surprised me by watching. Usually he drifted away when I did spells.

         “What will it do?”

         “It is a protection.”

         “Against what?”

         “Whatever I can think of. Whatever Athena can summon—storms, leviathans, a split hull.”

         “Leviathans?”

         I was glad to see him pale a little.

         “This will keep it at bay. If Athena wants to strike at you by sea, she will have to do it herself, directly, and I think she cannot, for she is bound by the Fates. You must keep to the boat, and as soon as you land on Ithaca, go to your father, and ask him to intercede with Athena for you. She is his patron and may listen. Swear to me.”

         “I will.” His face was solemn in the shadows.

         I poured those draughts over each rough board, every inch of sail, speaking my charms.

         “May I try?” he said.

         I gave him what was left of a draught. He drenched a bit of the deck, spoke the words he had heard me say.

         He poked at the wood. “Did it work?”

         “No,” I said.

         “How do you know what words to use?”

         “I speak what has meaning for me.”

         His face worked with effort, as if he pushed a boulder up a hill. He stared at the boards and spoke different words, then different words still. The deck was unchanged. He looked at me, accusing. “It is hard.”

         In spite of everything, I laughed. “Did you not think it was? Listen. When you set out to build this ship, you didn’t lift an axe once and expect it to be finished. It was work, day after day of it. Witchcraft is the same. I have labored for centuries and still I have not mastered it.”

         “But it is more than that,” he said. “It is also that I am not a witch like you.”

         It was my father I thought of. All those years ago when he had turned the log in our hearth to ash, and said, And that is the least of my powers.

         “It is likely you are not a witch,” I said. “But you are something else. Something you have not found yet. And that is why you go.”

         His smile reminded me of Ariadne’s, warm as summer grass. “Yes,” he said.

         
              

         

         I led him to a shaded part of the beach. While he ate the last of the pears, I marked out his route with stones, tracing the stops and dangers. He would not go past Scylla. There were other ways to Ithaca. That Odysseus had not been able to take them had been a piece of Poseidon’s vengeance.

         “If Hermes helps you, that is well, but you must never depend on him. Anything he says is written on the wind. And always, you must be careful of Athena. She may come to you in other forms. A beautiful maiden, perhaps. You must not be taken in, not by any temptations she would offer.”

         “Mother.” His face was red. “I’m looking for my father. That’s all I think of.”

         I said no more. We were gentler with each other in those days than we had been, even before our fight. In the evenings, we sat together at the hearth. He had a foot stuck under one of the lions. It was only autumn, but the nights were cool already. I served his favorite meal, fish stuffed with roasted herbs and cheeses. He ate and let me lecture him. “Penelope,” I said. “Show her every honor. Kneel before her, offer her praises and gifts—I will give you suitable ones. She is reasonable, but no woman is happy with her husband’s by-blow at her feet.

         “And Telemachus. Be wary of him above all. He is the one with the most to lose from you. Many bastards have become kings in their day, and he will know it. Do not trust him. Do not turn your back on him. He will be clever and quick, trained by your father himself.”

         “I am good with a bow.”

         “Against oak boles and pheasants. You are not a warrior.”

         He took a breath. “Anyway, whatever he tries, your powers will guard me.”

         I stared at him in horror. “Do not be a fool. I have no powers that can serve you away from this place. To rely on that is death.”

         He touched my arm. “Mother, I only mean that he is a mortal. I am half your blood and have the tricks that come with that.”

         What tricks? I wanted to shake him. A little glamour? A way of charming mortals? His face, so full of its bold hopes, made me feel old. His youth had swelled in him, ripening. The dark curls hung into his eyes, and his voice had deepened. Girls and boys would sigh over him, but all I saw were the thousand soft places of his body where his life might be ended. The bareness of his neck looked obscene in the firelight.

         He leaned his head against mine. “I will be fine, I promise you.”

         You cannot make that promise, I wanted to shout. You know nothing. But whose fault was that? I had kept the face of the world veiled from him. I had painted his history in bright, bold colors, and he had fallen in love with my art. And now it was too late to go back and change it. If I was so old, I should be wise. I should know better than to howl when the bird was already flown.

         
              

         

         Three things, I had told him we must do. But the last was for me alone. He did not question me about it. Some spell, he thought. Some herb she wants to grub up. I waited until he went to bed, then I walked by starlight to the ocean’s edge.

         The waves slid across my feet, twisted at the hem of my dress. I was near the cave where Telegonus’ boat waited. In a few hours he would board it, heave up the square rock anchor, unfurl the sail with its ragged stitches. He was a sweet boy and would wave to me as long as he knew I could see. Then he would turn, straining his eyes for the small, rocky island that lay at the end of his hopes.

         I was remembering my grandfather’s halls, the black currents of Oceanos, that great river that girdles all the earth. If a god had naiad blood, they could slip inside its waves and be borne onwards through tunnels of rock, through a thousand tributaries until they were brought to the place where its stream ran beneath the very bottom of the sea itself.

         We used to go there, Aeëtes and I. Where the two waters met they did not mingle, but made a sort of membrane, viscous as a jellyfish. Through it, you could watch the glimmers of phosphorescence in the ocean’s dark, and if you pressed your hand to it, you could feel the deep water on the other side, shockingly cold. Our fingers would come back tingling and tasting of salt.

         “Behold,” Aeëtes had said.

         He pointed to something moving in that endless murk. A pale gray shadow gliding forward, huge as a ship. It bore down on us, ghostly wings silent in the black. The only sound was the scrape of its spine tail, dragging on the sand floor.

         Trygon, my brother named it. The greatest of its kind, a god itself. Father Ouranos, maker of the world, was said to have placed it there for safety, for the poison in the creature’s tail was the most potent in the universe. A single touch would kill a mortal instantly, condemn a great god to an eternity of torment. And a lesser god? What would it do to us?

         We stared at its eerie, alien face, its flat slashing mouth. We watched its white-gilled stomach pass over us. Aeëtes’ eyes had been wide and bright. “Think of the weapon it would make.”

         
              

         

         I was about to break my exile, I knew it. It was why I had waited for night and the drifting clouds across my aunt’s eyes. If I succeeded, I would return by morning, before my absence was noticed. And if I did not, well. I would likely be past punishments.

         I stepped into the waves. They rose over my legs, my belly. They rose over my face. I did not have to weight myself with rocks as a mortal would have, fighting against my own buoyancy. I walked steadily down the ocean’s shelves. Above me the tides kept up their relentless motion, but I was too deep to feel them. My eyes lit the way. The sand stirred around me, and a flounder darted from my feet. No other creatures came near. They could smell my naiad blood, or perhaps the lingering poisons on my hands from so many years of witcheries. I wondered if I should have tried to speak to the sea-nymphs, seek their aid. But I did not think they would like what I had come to do.

         Deeper I went, falling into the fathoms of blackness. That water was not my element and it knew it. The chill dug at my bones, the salt scoured my face. The ocean’s weight piled like mountains on my shoulders. But endurance had always been my virtue and I kept on. In the distance, I glimpsed the floating hulks of whales and giant squids. I gripped my knife, its edge sharp as the bronze could hold, but they too stayed away.

         At last, I landed upon the sea’s lowest floor. The sand was so cold it burned my feet. All was silent there, the water utterly still. The only light came from drifting strands of luminescence. He was wise, this god. To make his visitors travel to such a hostile place, where nothing lived but him.

         I cried out: “Great lord of the deep, I am come from the world to challenge you.”

         I heard no sound. Around me stretched the blind expanse of salt. Then the darkness parted, and he came. Huge he was, white and gray, burned onto the depths like an afterimage of the sun. His silent wings rippled, rills of current flowing off their tips. His eyes were thin and slitted like a cat’s, his mouth a bloodless slash. I stared. When I had stepped into the water, I had told myself that this would be only another Minotaur to wrestle, another Olympian I might outwit. But now, with his ghastly immensity before me, I quailed. This creature was older than all the lands of the world, old as the first drop of salt. Even my father would be like a child before him. You could no more stand against such a thing than stem the sea. Cold terror sluiced through me. My whole life I had feared a great horror was coming for me. I did not have to wait anymore. It was here.

         For what purpose do you challenge me?

         All the great gods have the power to speak in thoughts, but hearing that creature in my mind turned my belly to water.

         “I come to win your poison tail.”

         And why would you desire such strength?

         “Athena, daughter of Zeus, seeks my son’s life. My power cannot protect him, but yours can.”

         His unblinking eyes rested on mine. I know who you are, daughter of the sun. All that the sea touches comes to me at last in the depths. I have tasted you. I have tasted all your family. Your brother came once also seeking my power. He went away empty-handed, like all the rest. I am not such a one as you may fight.

         The despair rolled through me, for I knew he spoke truth. All the monsters of the depths were covered in scars from battles with their brother leviathans. Not him. He was smooth all over, for none dared to cross his ancient power. Even Aeëtes had recognized his limit.

         “Still,” I said, “I must try. For my son.”

         It is impossible.

         The words were flat as the rest of him. Moment by moment, I could feel my will leaching from me, bled away by the relentless chill of those waves and his unblinking gaze. I forced myself to speak.

         “I cannot accept that,” I said. “My son must live.”

         There is no must to the life of a mortal, except death.

         “If I cannot challenge you, perhaps I can give you something in exchange. Some gift. Perform a task.”

         The slit of his mouth opened in silent laughter. What could you have that I want?

         Nothing, I knew it. He regarded me with his pale cat eyes.

         My law is as it has ever been. If you would take my tail you must first submit to its poison. That is the price. Eternal pain in exchange for a few more mortal years for your son. Is it worth the cost?

         I thought of childbirth, which had nearly ended me. I thought of it going on and on with no cure, no salve, no relief.

         “You offered the same to my brother?”

         The offer stands for all. He refused. They always do.

         It gave me a sort of strength to know it. “What other conditions?”

         When you have no more need of its power, cast it into the waves, so it may return to me.

         “That is all? You swear it?”

         You would seek to bind me, child?

         “I would know you will honor your bargain.”

         I will honor it.

         The currents moved around us. If I did this thing, Telegonus would live. That was all that mattered. “I am ready,” I said. “Strike.”

         No. You must put your hand to the venom yourself.

         The water sucked at me. The darkness shriveled my courage. The sand was not smooth but jumbled with pieces of bone. All that died in the sea came to rest there at last. My skin rose, prickling and prickling, as if it would tear away and leave me. There was no mercy among the gods, I had known it all my life. I made myself walk forward. Something caught at my foot. A rib cage. I pulled free. If I stopped, I would never move again.

         I came to the seam where his tail joined gray skin. The flesh above looked unwholesomely soft, like something rotted. The spine rasped faintly against the ocean floor. Up close I could see its sawtooth edge, and I smelled its power, thick and gagging-sweet. Would I be able to climb out of the deep again, once the venom was in me? Or would I only lie there, clutching the tail, while my son died in the world above?

         Do not draw it out, I told myself. But I could not move another inch. My body, with its simple good sense, balked at self-destruction. My legs tensed to flee, to scramble back to the safety of the dry world. Just as Aeëtes had before me, and all the others who had come for Trygon’s power.

         Around me was murk and dark currents. I set Telegonus’ bright face before me. I reached.

         My hand passed through empty water, touching nothing. The creature was floating in front of me again, its flat gaze on mine.

         It is finished.

         My mind was black as that water. It was as if time had skipped. “I do not understand.”

         You would have touched the poison. That is enough.

         I felt as though I were mad. “How can this be?”

         I am old as the world, and make the conditions that please me. You are the first to meet them.

         He rose from the sand. The beat of his wing brushed my hair, and when he stopped, the seam where his tail met his body was before me again.

         Cut. Begin in the flesh above, else the venom will leak.

         His voice was calm, as if he told me to slice a fruit. I felt dizzied, still reeling. I looked at that skin, unmarked and delicate as the inside of a wrist. I could no more imagine cutting it than an infant’s throat.

         “You cannot allow this,” I said. “It must be a trick. I could blight the world with such power. I could threaten Zeus.”

         The world you speak of is nothing to me. You have won, now take the prize. Cut.

         His voice was neither harsh nor gentle, yet I felt it like a lash. The water pressed upon me, vast depths stretching out into their endless night. His soft flesh waited before me, smooth and gray. And still I did not move.

         You were ready to fight me to have it. Not if I am willing?

         My stomach churned against itself. “Please. Do not make me do this.”

         Make you? Child, you have come to me.

         I could not feel the knife handle in my hand. I could not feel anything. My son seemed distant as the sky. I lifted the blade, touched its tip to the creature’s skin. It tore as flowers tear, ragged and easy. The golden ichor welled up, drifting over my hands. I remember what I thought: surely, I am condemned for this. I can craft all the spells I want, all the magic spears. Yet I will spend the rest of my days watching this creature bleed.

         The last shred of skin parted. The tail came free in my hand. It was nearly weightless, and up close there was a quality to it almost like iridescence. “Thank you,” I said, but my voice was air.

         I felt the currents move. The grains of sand whispered against each other. His wings were lifting. The darkness around us shimmered with clouds of his gilded blood. Beneath my feet were the bones of a thousand years. I thought: I cannot bear this world a moment longer.

         Then, child, make another.

         He glided off into the dark, trailing a ribbon of gold behind him.

         
              

         

         It was a long way back up with that death in my hand. I saw no creature, not even in the distance. They had disliked me before; now they fled. When I emerged onto the beach it was nearly dawn and there was no time to rest. I went to the cave and found the old stick Telegonus had been using as a spear. Still trembling a little, my hands unwound the cord that bound the knife to its end. I stood a moment looking at its crooked length, wondering if I should find a new haft. But this was what he had practiced with, and I thought it safer to keep it as he was used to, crooks and all.

         I held the spine gently by its base. It had filmed over with a clear fluid. I bound it to the stick’s end with twine and magic, then fitted over it a sheath of leather, enchanted with moly, to keep the poison at bay.

         He was sleeping, his face smooth, his cheeks faintly flushed. I stood watching him until he woke. He started up, then squinted. “What is that?”

         “Protection. Do not touch anything but the shaft. A scratch is death to men and torment to gods. Always keep it sheathed. It is only for Athena, or utmost danger. It must return to me after.”

         He was fearless, he had always been. Without hesitation, he reached and took the haft against his palm. “This is lighter than bronze. What is it?”

         “The tail of Trygon.”

         The stories of monsters had always been his favorite. He stared at me. “Trygon?” His voice was filled with wonder. “You took his tail from him?”

         “No,” I said. “He gave it to me, for a price.” I thought of that gold blood, staining the ocean depths. “Carry it now, and live.”

         He knelt before me, his eyes on the ground. “Mother,” he began. “Goddess—”

         I put my fingers to his mouth. “No.” I drew him up. He was as tall as I was. “Do not start now. It does not suit you, nor me either.”

         He smiled at me. We sat together at the table, eating the breakfast I had made, then we readied the ship, loading it with stores and guest-gifts, dragging it to the water’s edge. His face grew brighter by the minute, his feet skimmed the earth. He let me embrace him a last time.

         “I will give Odysseus your greetings,” he said. “I will bring you back so many stories, Mother, you will not believe them all. I will get you so many presents, you won’t be able to see the deck.”

         I nodded. I touched my fingers to his face, and he sailed away, waving indeed, until he vanished from my sight.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-one

         

         THE WINTER STORMS CAME early that year. It rained in stinging drops that scarcely seemed to wet the ground. A stripping wind followed, tearing the leaves from the trees in a day.

         I had not been alone on my island in…I could not count. A century? Two? I had told myself that when he was away I would do all the things I had set aside for sixteen years. I would work at my spells from dawn until dusk, dig up roots and forget to eat, harvest the withy stems and weave baskets till they piled to the ceiling. It would be peaceful, the days drifting by. A time of rest.

         Instead, I paced the shore, gazing out, as if I could make my eyes stretch all the way to Ithaca. I counted the moments, measuring each one against his journey. He would be stopping for fresh water now. Now he would be sighting the island. He would have made his way to the palace and knelt. Odysseus would—what? I had not told him I was pregnant before he left. I had told him so little. What would he make of a child come from us?

         It will be well, I assured myself. He is a boy to be proud of. Odysseus would see his qualities clearly, just as he had picked out Daedalus’ loom. He would take him into his confidence and teach him all those arts of mortal men, swordplay, archery, hunting, speaking in council. Telegonus would sit at feasts and charm the Ithacans while his father looked on proudly. Even Penelope would be won over, and Telemachus. Perhaps he might find a place in their court, going back and forth between us, and so make a good life.

         And what else, Circe? Will they ride griffins and all become immortal?

         The air smelled of frost, and one or two flakes trickled from the sky. A thousand thousand times, I had crossed Aiaia’s slopes. The poplars, black and white, lacing their bare arms. The cornels and apple trees with fallen fruits still shriveling on the ground. The fennel tall as my waist, the sea rocks white with drying salt. Overhead, the skimming cormorants called to the waves. Mortals like to name such natural wonders changeless, eternal, but the island was always changing, that was the truth, flowing endlessly through its generations. Three hundred years and more had passed since I had come. The oak that creaked over my head I had known as a sapling. The beach ebbed and flowed, its curves changing with every winter season. Even the cliffs were different, carved by the rain and wind, by the claws of countless scrabbling lizards, by the seeds that stuck and sprouted in their cracks. Everything was united by the steady rise and fall of nature’s breath. Everything except for me.

         For sixteen years, I had pushed the thought aside. Telegonus made it easy, his wild babyhood filled with Athena’s threats, then the tantrums, his blooming youth and all the messy details of life that he trailed behind him every day: the tunics that must be washed, the meals served, the sheets changed. But now that he was gone, I could feel the truth lifting its head. Even if Telegonus survived Athena, even if he made it all the way to Ithaca and back, still I would lose him. To shipwreck or to sickness, to raids or wars. The best that I could hope for would be to watch his body fail, limb by limb. To see his shoulders droop, his legs tremble, his belly sink into itself. And at the last, I would have to stand over his white-haired corpse and watch it fed to the flames. The hills and trees before me, the worms and lions, stones and tender buds, Daedalus’ loom, all wavered as if they were a fraying dream. Beneath them was the place I truly dwelt, a cold eternity of endless grief.

         
              

         

         One of my wolves had begun howling. “Quiet,” I said. But she kept it up, her voice rattling off the walls, grating at my ears. I had fallen asleep before the fire, my head on the hearthstones. I sat up, bleary, skin printed with the weave of my blanket. Through the windows streamed winter light, harsh and pale. It darted into my eyes and left shadows knee-deep on the ground. I wanted to sleep again. But she whined and howled, and at last I made myself get up. I went to the door and yanked it open. There!

         The wolf shoved past me and went racing across the clearing. I watched her go. Arcturos, we called her. Most of the animals did not have names, but she had been Telegonus’ favorite. She angled upwards, to the cliff that overlooked the shore. I left the door hanging and went after. I had not put on a cloak, and the rising storm-winds buffeted me as I climbed the peak to where Arcturos stood. The seas were at their winter worst, dragging and gusting, white-topped, savage. Only utmost necessity would take a sailor out. I stared, sure that I was wrong. But there it was: a ship. Telegonus’.

         I ran back down through the trees and the bare thorn thickets. Terror and joy jostled together in my throat. He is back. He is back too soon. There must have been some disaster. He is dead. He is changed.

         He collided with me among the laurels. I seized him, pulled him into my arms, pressing my face to his shoulder. He smelled of salt and felt broader than before. I clung to him, nerveless in my relief.

         “You are back already.”

         He did not answer. I lifted my head and took in his face. It was haggard, bruised and unslept. Thick with misery. I felt alarm flash through me. “What is it? What is the matter?”

         “Mother. I have to tell you.”

         He sounded as if he were choking. Arcturos pressed to his knee, but he did not touch her. All his body was cold and stiff. Mine had gone cold with it.

         “Tell me,” I said.

         But he was at a loss. He had spun so many stories in his life, but this one stuck in him, like ore to its rock. I took his hand. “Whatever it is, I will help.”

         “No!” He jerked away from me. “Do not say that! You must let me speak.”

         His face was gray, as if he had swallowed poison. The winds still blew, twisting at our clothes. I felt nothing but those bare inches between us.

         “He was gone when I arrived. My father.” He swallowed. “I went to the palace and they said it was some hunting trip. I did not stay there. I stayed on the boat as you told me to.”

         I nodded. I was afraid he would break if I said a word.

         “In the evenings I would walk the beach a little. I took the spear always. I did not like to leave it in the boat. I did not want—”

         A spasm passed over his face.

         “It was sunset when the boat came driving in. A small craft, like mine, but piled with treasures. They flashed as the boat rocked in the waves. Armor, I think, and some weapons, bowls. Its captain threw down the anchor and jumped from the prow.”

         He met my eyes.

         “I knew. Even from that distance. He was shorter than I had thought he would be. His shoulders were broad as a bear’s. His hair was all gray. He could have been any sailor. I cannot say how I knew. It was as if…as if all this while, my eyes had been waiting for just that shape.”

         I knew the feeling. It is how I had felt first looking down at him in my arms.

         “I called out to him, but he was already moving towards me. I knelt. I thought…”

         His fist was pressing against his chest, as if he could press it through the skin. He mastered himself.

         “I thought he knew me too. But he was shouting. He said I could not steal from him and raid his lands. He would teach me a lesson.”

         I could imagine Telegonus’ shock. He who had never been accused of anything in his life.

         “He was running towards me. I said that he misunderstood. I had the permission of his son, the prince. It only made him angrier. I am ruler here, he said.”

         The winds were scouring us, and his skin was rough with gooseflesh. I tried to put my arms around him, but I might as well have embraced an oak.

         “He stood over me. His face was lined and salt-stained. There was a bandage on his arm, with the blood soaking through. He wore a knife at his belt.”

         His eyes were distant, as if he knelt on that beach again. I remembered those scarred arms of Odysseus’, marked from a hundred such shallow cuts. He liked fighting at close quarters. Taking blows on your arms, he said, was better than taking them in your guts. His smile in the dark of my room. Those heroes. You should see the look on their faces when I run straight for them.

         “He told me to put down my spear. I told him I could not, but he just kept shouting that I must set it down, set it down. Then he grabbed for me.”

         The scene bloomed in my mind: Odysseus with his bear shoulders, his corded legs, lunging at my son whose beard was not yet grown. All those stories I had hidden from him leapt into my mind. Of Odysseus beating the mutinous Thersites into unconsciousness. Of all the times contrary Eurylochos bore black eyes and a lumpen nose. Odysseus had endless patience for Agamemnon’s caprice, but with those beneath him he could be harsh as winter storms. It made him weary, all the ignorance in the world. So many stubborn wills that must be harnessed again and again to his purpose, so many foolish hearts that had to be led daily away from their hopes to his. No mouth could carry all that persuasion. There must be shortcuts, and so he found them. It might even have been a pleasure of sorts, to squash some little complaining soul who dared to stand in the way of the Best of the Greeks.

         And what would the Best of the Greeks have seen, looking at my son? A sweet temper, without fear. A young man who had never bent to another’s will in his life.

         I felt like an overdrawn rope, unbearably tight. “What happened?”

         “I ran. For the palace. They could tell him I meant no harm. But he was so fast, Mother.”

         Odysseus’ short legs were deceptive. His speed was second only to Achilles’. At Troy, he had won all the footraces. At wrestling once he had tripped up Ajax.

         “He grabbed the spear and yanked me back. The leather sheath flew off. I was afraid to let go. I was afraid that…”

         Telegonus stood before me living, but I felt the belated wash of panic. How close it had been. If the spear had twisted in his grip, had grazed him…

         And then I knew. I knew then. His face like a burnt-out field. His voice, cracked with grief.

         “I shouted that he must be careful. I told him, Mother. I said, don’t let it touch you. But he wrenched it away from me. It was just the barest scratch. The tip against his cheek.”

         Trygon’s tail. The death I had put into his hand.

         “His face just…stopped. He fell. I tried to wipe the poison away, but there was not even a wound. I will take you to my mother, I said, and she will help. His lips were white. I held him. I am your son, Telegonus, born from the goddess Circe. He heard. I think he heard. He looked at me before…he was gone.”

         My mouth was empty. All was coming clear at last. Athena’s armored desperation, her stiff face saying we would be sorry if Telegonus lived. She feared he would hurt someone that she loved. And who did Athena love most?

         I pressed my hand to my mouth. “Odysseus.”

         He shrank from the word like a curse. “I tried to warn him. I tried—” He choked off.

         The man I had lain with so many nights, dead from the weapon I had sent, dead in my son’s arms. The Fates were laughing at me, at Athena, at all of us. It was their favorite bitter joke: those who fight against prophecy only draw it more tightly around their throats. The shining snare had closed, and my poor son, who had never harmed any man, was caught. He had sailed home all those empty hours with this crushing guilt on his heart.

         My hands were numb, but I made them move. I took him by the shoulders. “Listen,” I said. “Listen to me. You cannot blame yourself. It was fated long ago, fated a hundred different ways. Odysseus told me once he was destined to be killed by the sea. I thought it meant shipwreck, I did not even consider anything else. I was blind.”

         “You should have let Athena kill me.” His shoulders were fallen, his voice dull.

         “No!” I shook him, as if I could throw off that evil thought. “I never would have. Never. Even if I knew then. Are you listening to me?” The desperation scraped in my voice. “You know the stories. Oedipus, Paris. Their parents tried to murder them, yet still they lived to bear their fates. This was always the path you walked. You must take comfort in that.”

         “Comfort?” He looked up. “He is dead, Mother. My father is dead.”

         My old mistake, running so quickly to help him that I did not stop to think. “Oh, son,” I said. “It is agony. I feel it too.”

         He wept. My shoulder grew wet against his face. Beneath the bare branches we grieved together, for the man I had known, and the man he had not. Odysseus’ wide, plowman’s hands. His dry voice, drawing with precision the follies of gods and mortals. His eyes which saw everything and gave away so little. All perished. We had not been easy, but we had been good to each other. He had trusted me, and I him, when there was no one else. He was half of my son.

         After a little time, he drew back. His tears had slowed, though I knew they would come again.

         “I had hoped…” He trailed off, but the rest was clear. What do children always hope? To make their parents shine with pride. I knew how painful the death of that hope could be.

         I put my hand to his cheek. “The shades in the underworld learn the deeds of the living. He will not hold a grudge. He will hear of you. He will be proud.”

         Around us, the trees shook. The wind had changed directions. My uncle Boreas, breathing his chill over the world.

         “The underworld,” he said. “I did not think of that. He will be there. When I die, I will be able to see him. I will be able to beg forgiveness then. We will have all the rest of time together. Will we not?”

         His voice was vivid with hope. I saw the picture of it in his eyes: the great captain walking to him across the fields of asphodel. He would kneel on smoky knees, and Odysseus would gesture him up. They would dwell side by side in the house of the dead. Side by side, where I could never go.

         The grief of it was climbing my throat, threatening to swallow me. But I would have touched crippling poison for him. Could I not say those simple words, to give him a crumb of comfort?

         “So you will,” I said.

         His chest heaved, but he was calming. He rubbed the stains from his cheeks. “You understand why I had to bring them. I could not leave them, after what I did. Not when they asked to come. They are so weary, and mourning too.”

         I was weary myself, overwatched, buffeted by wave upon wave. “Who?”

         “The queen,” he said. “And Telemachus. They are waiting in the boat.”

         The branches tilted around me. “You brought them here?”

         He blinked at the sharpness of my voice. “Of course. They asked me to. There was nothing left for them on Ithaca.”

         “Nothing left? Telemachus is king now, and Penelope dowager queen. Why would they leave?”

         He was frowning. “That is what they said. They said they needed help. How could I question them?”

         “How could you not?” My pulse was beating in my throat. I heard Odysseus as if he stood beside me. My son will hunt down those men who laid me low. He will say, “You dared to spill the blood of Odysseus, and now yours is spilled in turn.”

         “Telemachus is sworn to kill you!”

         He stared at me. All the stories he had heard of avenging sons, and it was still a surprise to him. “No,” he said, slowly. “If he wanted to, he could have done it on the way.”

         “That is proof of nothing,” I said. My voice was jagged. “His father had a thousand wiles, and the first of them was to pretend friendship. Perhaps he means to try to harm us both. Perhaps he wants me to watch you fall.”

         A moment ago we had held each other. But now he stepped back.

         “That is my brother you speak of,” he said.

         That word, brother, on his lips. I thought of Ariadne reaching out her hands to the Minotaur, and the scar on her neck.

         “I have brothers too,” I said. “Do you know what they would do if I were in their power?”

         We stood on his father’s tomb, yet still we fought that same old fight. Gods and fear, gods and fear.

         “He is the only blood of my father’s left in the world. I will not turn him away.” His breaths were harsh upon the air. “I cannot undo what I have done, but at least I can do this. If you will not have us, I will go. I will take them somewhere else.”

         He would do it, I had no doubt. Take them far away. I felt that old rage rising in me, the one that swore it would burn down the world before I let any harm come to him. With it, I had faced Athena and held up the sky. I had walked into the lightless deeps. There was a pleasure to it, that great hot rush through me. My mind leapt with images of destruction: the earth sent spiraling into darkness, islands drowned in the sea, my enemies transformed and crawling at my feet. But now when I sought those fantasies, my son’s face would not let them take root. If I burned down the world, he would burn with it.

         I breathed, letting the salt air fill me. I did not need such powers, not yet. Penelope and Telemachus might be clever, but they were not Athena, and I had held her off for sixteen years. They overreached if they thought to harm him here. The spells were still in place that protected him on the island. His wolf never left his side. My lions watched from their rocks. And here I stood, his witch mother.

         “Come then,” I said. “Let us show them Aiaia.”

         
              

         

         They waited on the deck. Behind them, the pale circle of sun glowed against the cold sky, casting their faces in shadow. I wondered if they had planned that. Odysseus had told me once that half of a duel is maneuvering around the sun, trying to get the light to stab at your enemy’s eyes. But I was the blood of Helios, and no light could blind me. I saw them clear. Penelope and Telemachus. What would they do, I wondered, half-giddy. Kneel? What is the proper greeting for the goddess who bore a child with your husband? And if that child then brings about his death?

         Penelope inclined her head. “You honor us, goddess. We thank you for your shelter.” Her voice was smooth as cream, her face calm as still water. Very well, I thought. That is how we will do it. I know the tune.

         “You are my honored guest,” I said. “Be welcome here.”

         Telemachus wore a knife at his waist. It was the kind men used for gutting animals. I felt my pulse leap. Clever. A sword, a spear, these are articles of war. But an old hunting blade, with its grip unraveling, passes without suspicion.

         “And you, Telemachus,” I said.

         His head jerked a little at his name. I thought he would have looked like my son, brimming with youth and flashing grace. But he was narrow, his face serious. Thirty years, he would have been. He looked older.

         He said, “Has your son told you of my father’s death?”

         My father. The words hung in the air like a challenge. His boldness surprised me. I had not expected it from such a look.

         “He has,” I said. “I grieve for it. Your father was a man about whom songs are made.”

         A stiffening across Telemachus’ face. Anger, I thought, that I would dare to speak his father’s epitaph. Good. I wanted him angry. He would make mistakes that way.

         “Come,” I said.

         
              

         

         The wolves flowed, silent and gray, around us. I strode ahead. A breathing space, I wanted, before they occupied my house and hearth. A moment to plan. Telegonus was carrying the bags, he had insisted. They had not brought much, scarcely the wardrobe of a royal family, but then, Ithaca was not Knossos. I could hear Telegonus behind me, pointing out the treacherous places, the slippery roots and rocks. His guilt was thick in the air as winter mists. At least their presence seemed to distract him, pull him out of despair. He had touched my arm at the beach, whispering, She is very weak, I think she has not been eating. You see how thin she is? You should keep the animals back. And simple food. Can you make broth?

         I felt as if I were untethered from the earth. Odysseus was gone, and Penelope was here, and I must make her broth. After all those times I had spoken her name, at last she was summoned. Vengeance, I thought. It must be. What other purpose would bring them?

         They reached my door. Our words were cream still, come in, thank you, will you eat, you are too kind. I served the meal: broth indeed, platters of cheese and bread, wine. Telegonus heaped their plates, kept an eye on their cups. His face was still taut with that guilty attendance. My boy who had presided so skillfully over a boatload of sailors now hovered, watching like a dog, hoping for any morsel of forgiveness. It was dark by then, the tapers lit. The flames shook with our breaths. “Lady Penelope,” he said, “do you see that loom I told you of? I am sorry you had to leave yours behind, but you may use this one any time you like. If my mother agrees.”

         Under other circumstances, I would have laughed. It was an old saying: weaving at another woman’s loom is like lying with her husband. I watched to see if Penelope would flinch.

         “I am glad to see such a wonder. Odysseus told me of it often.”

         Odysseus. The name naked in the room. I would not quail if she did not.

         “Then perhaps,” I said, “Odysseus told you also that Daedalus himself made it? I have never been a weaver worthy of such a gift, but you are famed for your skill. I hope you will try it.”

         “You are too kind,” she said. “I’m afraid whatever you have heard is much exaggerated.”

         And so it went. There were no tears, no recriminations, and Telemachus did not lunge across the table. I watched his knife, but he wore it like he did not know it was there. He did not speak, and his mother spoke only rarely. My son labored on, filling up the silence, but with every moment, I saw his grief rising. He grew dull-eyed. A faint convulsive tremor had begun passing over him.

         “You are overtaxed,” I said. “I will take you to your beds.”

         It was not a question. They rose, Telegonus swaying a little. I showed Penelope and Telemachus their rooms, brought them water to wash with and saw their doors shut. I followed my son and sat beside him on the bed.

         “I can give you a draught to sleep,” I said.

         He shook his head. “I will sleep.”

         In his despair and fatigue, he was pliant. He let me hold his hand and draw his head down onto my shoulder. I could not help finding a little pleasure in it, he so rarely allowed me such closeness. I stroked his hair, a shade lighter than his father’s. I felt the shiver run through him again. “Sleep,” I murmured, but he already did. I lowered him gently onto the pillow, pulling up the blanket and spinning a spell over the room to dull noise, to douse light. Arcturos panted at the bed’s end.

         “Where are the rest of your fellows?” I said to her. “I would have them here too.”

         She looked at me with pale eyes. I am enough.

         I closed the door behind me and walked through the night shadows of my house. I had not sent my lions away after all. It was always instructive to see how people would take them. Penelope and Telemachus had not faltered. My son had warned them, perhaps. Or was it something Odysseus had mentioned? The thought sent an eerie chill through me. I listened, as if I might hear an answer from their rooms. The house was still. They slept, or else kept to their thoughts in silence.

         When I stepped into my dining hall, Telemachus was there. He stood in the room’s center, poised as an arrow nocked to its string. The knife gleamed at his waist.

         So, I thought. It comes. Well, it would be on my terms. I walked past him to the hearth. I poured a cup of wine and took my chair. All the while, his eyes followed me. Good. My skin felt shot through with power, like the sky before a storm.

         “I know you plan to kill my son.”

         Nothing moved but the flames in the hearth. He said, “How do you know it?”

         “Because you are a prince, and the son of Odysseus. Because you respect the laws of gods and men. Because your father is dead, and my son the cause. Perhaps you think to try your hand at me as well. Or did you just want me to watch?”

         My eyes shone and made their own shadows.

         He said, “Lady, I bear neither you nor your son ill will.”

         “How kind,” I said. “I am completely reassured.”

         His muscles were not a warrior’s, bunched and hardened. He had no scars or calluses I could see. But he was a Mycenaean prince, honed and supple, trained to combat from his cradle. Penelope would have been scrupulous in his rearing.

         “How may I prove myself to you?” His voice was grave. He mocked me, I thought.

         “You cannot. I know a son is bound to avenge his father’s murder.”

         “I do not deny that.” His gaze did not waver. “But that only holds if he was murdered.”

         I lifted an eyebrow. “You say he was not? Yet you bring a blade into my house.”

         He looked down as if surprised to see it. “It is for carving,” he said.

         “Yes,” I said. “I imagine so.”

         He drew the knife from his belt and slid it down the table. It made a raw, juddering sound.

         “I was on the beach when my father died,” he said. “I had heard the shouts and feared a confrontation. Odysseus was not…welcoming in recent years. I came too late, but I saw the end. He had wrested away the spear. It was not by Telegonus’ hand that he died.”

         “Most men do not look for reasons to forgive their father’s death.”

         “I cannot speak for those men,” he said. “To insist upon your son’s fault would be unjust.”

         It was a strange word to hear on his lips. It had been one of his father’s favorites. That wry smile, his hands uplifted. What can I say? The world is an unjust place. I considered the man before me. In spite of my anger, there was something in him that compelled. He showed no courtly polish. His gestures were simple, even awkward. He had the grim purpose of a ship, battened against a storm.

         “You should understand,” I said, “that any attempt to harm my son would fail.”

         He cast an eye to the lions in their heaps. “I think I can understand that.”

         I had not expected it of him, that dryness, but I did not laugh. “You told my son there was nothing left for you on Ithaca. We both know a throne waits there. Why are you not in it?”

         “I am not welcome on Ithaca now.”

         “Why?”

         He did not hesitate. “Because I watched while my father fell. Because I did not kill your son where he stood. And after, when the pyre burned, I did not weep.”

         The words were calm but they had a heat to them like fresh coals. I remembered the look that had passed over his face when I’d spoken of honoring Odysseus.

         “You do not grieve for your father?”

         “I do. I grieve that I never met the father everyone told me I had.”

         I narrowed my eyes. “Explain.”

         “I am no storyteller.”

         “I am not asking for a story. You have come to my island. You owe me truth.”

         A moment passed, and then he nodded. “You will have it.”

         
              

         

         I had taken the wooden chair, so he took the silver. His father’s old seat. It had been one of the first things that had caught my eye about Odysseus, how he’d lounged there like it was a bed. Telemachus sat up straight like a pupil called to recitation. I offered him wine. He declined.

         When Odysseus had not come home after the war, he said, suitors had begun to arrive seeking Penelope’s hand. Scions of Ithaca’s most prosperous families and ambitious sons from the neighboring islands, looking for a wife, and a throne if they could get it. “She refused them, but they lingered in the palace year after year, eating up our stores, demanding my mother choose one of them. She asked them to leave again and again, but they would not.” The old anger still burned in his voice. “They saw we could do nothing to them, a young man and a woman alone. When I reproached them, they only laughed.”

         I had known such men myself. I had sent them to my sty.

         But then Odysseus had returned. Ten years after he sailed from Troy, seven after he left Aiaia.

         “He came in disguise as a beggar and revealed himself only to a few of us. We devised an opportunity: a test of the suitors’ mettle. Whoever could string the great Odysseus’ bow would win my mother’s hand. One by one the suitors tried and failed. At last my father stepped forward. In a single motion he strung the bow and put an arrow through the throat of the worst among them. I had been frightened of those men for so long, but they fell to him like grass before the scythe. He killed them all.”

         The man of war, honed by twenty years of strife. The Best of the Greeks after Achilles, wielding his bow once more. Of course they had not stood a chance. They were green boys, overfed and spoiled. It made a good tale: the suitors, lazy and cruel, besieging the faithful wife, threatening the loyal heir. They had earned their punishment by all the laws of gods and men, and Odysseus came like Death himself to deal it, the wronged hero making the world right. Even Telegonus would have approved of such a moral. Yet somehow, it was a queasy vision for me: Odysseus, wading heart-deep in the halls he had dreamed of so long.

         “The next day the suitors’ fathers came. They were all men of the island. Nicanor, who kept the largest herds of goats. Agathon, with his carved-pine staff. Eupeithes, who used to let me pick pears from his orchard. He was the one who spoke. He said: Our sons were guests in your home, and you killed them. We seek reparation.

         “‘Your sons were thieves and villains,’ my father said. He gestured, and my grandfather threw his spear. Eupeithes’ face burst open, scattering the dust with his brains. My father ordered us to kill the rest, but Athena descended.”

         So Athena had come back to him at last.

         “She declared the feud finished. The suitors had paid fair price and there would be no more bloodshed. But the next day, the fathers of his soldiers began to come. ‘Where are our sons?’ they wanted to know. ‘We have waited twenty years to welcome them home from Troy.’”

         I knew the stories Odysseus would have had to tell them. Your son was eaten by a cyclops. Your son was eaten by Scylla. Your son was torn to pieces by cannibals. Your son got drunk and fell from a roof. His ship was sunk by giants while I fled.

         “Your father still had crew when he sailed from my island. Did none of them survive?”

         He hesitated. “You do not know?”

         “Know what?” But as I spoke, my mouth went dry as Aiaia’s yellow sands. In the wildness of Telegonus’ childhood, I had had no time to fret for what was out of my hands. But I remembered now Teiresias’ prophecy as clearly as if Odysseus had just spoken it. “The cattle,” I said. “They ate the cattle.”

         He nodded. “Yes.”

         A year those eager, reckless men had lived with me. I had fed them, cared for their illnesses and scars, taken pleasure in watching them mend. And now they were wiped from the earth as if they had never lived.

         “Tell me how it happened.”

         “As their ship was passing Thrinakia, a storm blew in and forced them to land. My father kept watch for days but the storm went on and on, stranding them, and at last my father had to sleep.”

         That same old story.

         “While he slept, his men killed some of the cows. The two nymphs who guard the island witnessed them and went to…” He hesitated again. I saw him consider those words: your father. “Lord Helios. When my father set sail again, the ship was blasted to pieces. All the men were drowned.”

         I could imagine my half-sisters with their long golden hair and painted eyes, bent on pretty knees. Oh, Father, it was not our fault. Punish them. As if he had ever needed urging. Helios and his endless wrath.

         I felt Telemachus’ eyes on me. I made myself lift my cup and drink. “Go on. Their fathers came.”

         “Their fathers came, and when they learned their sons were dead, they began demanding their sons’ shares of the treasure won fighting at Troy. Odysseus said it was all at the bottom of the sea, but the men did not give up. They came again and again, and each time my father’s rage grew. He beat Nicanor about the shoulders with a stick. Kleitos he knocked down. ‘You want the true story of your son? He was a fool and a braggart. He was greedy and stupid and disobeyed the gods.’”

         It was a shock to hear such blunt words put into Odysseus’ mouth. There was a piece of me that wanted to object, say that it didn’t sound like him. But how many times had I heard him praise such tactics? The only difference was how plainly Telemachus told it. I could imagine Odysseus sighing and holding out his empty hands. Such is the commander’s lot. Such is the folly of humanity. Is it not our human tragedy that some men must be beaten like donkeys before they will see reason?

         “They stayed away after that, but still my father brooded. He was sure they were plotting against him. He wanted sentries posted all around the palace, day and night. He talked of training dogs and digging trenches to catch villains in the dark. He drew up plans for a great palisade to be built. As if we were some war camp. I should have said something then. But I…still hoped it would pass.”

         “And your mother? What did she think?”

         “I do not claim to know what my mother thinks.” His voice had stiffened. They had not spoken to each other all night, I remembered.

         “She brought you up herself. You must have some idea.”

         “There is no one who can guess what my mother is doing until it is done.” There was not just stiffness in his voice now, but bitterness. I waited. I had begun to see that silence prompted him better than words.

         “There was a time we shared every confidence,” he said. “We plotted each night’s strategy against the suitors together, if she should come down or not, speak haughtily or conciliate, if I should bring out the good wine, if we should stage for them some confrontation. When I was a child we were together every day. She would take me swimming, and afterwards we would sit beneath a tree and watch the people of Ithaca go about their business. Each man or woman who passed, she knew their history and would tell it to me, for she said that you must understand people if you would rule them.”

         Telemachus’ gaze was fixed upon the air. The firelight picked out a crook in his nose I had not noticed before. An old break.

         “Whenever I fretted for my father’s safety, she would shake her head. ‘Never fear for him. He is too clever to be killed, for he knows all the tricks of men’s hearts, and how to turn them to his advantage. He will survive the war and return home again.’ And I was comforted, for what my mother said always came to pass.”

         A true-made bow, Odysseus had called her. A fixed star. A woman who knew herself.

         “I asked her how she did it once, how she understood the world so clearly. She told me that it was a matter of keeping very still and showing no emotions, leaving room for others to reveal themselves. She tried to practice with me, but I made her laugh. ‘You are as secret as a bull hiding on a beach!’ she said.”

         It was true Telemachus was not secret. The pain was drawn clear and precise across his face. I pitied him, but if I were honest, I envied him as well. Telegonus and I had never had such closeness to lose.

         “Then my father came home and all of that was wiped away. He was like a summer storm, lightning bright across a pale sky. When he was there, everything else faded.”

         I knew that trick of Odysseus’. I had seen it each day for a year.

         “I went to her the day he beat Nicanor. ‘I fear he goes too far,’ I said. She would not even look away from her loom. All she would answer was that we must give him time.”

         “And did time help?”

         “No. When my grandfather died, my father blamed Nicanor, the gods know why. He shot him with his great bow and threw the body on the beach for the birds to eat. The only thing he talked of by then was conspiracy, how the men of the island were gathering arms against him, how the servants were colluding in treacheries. At night, he paced the hearth, and every word from his mouth was guards and spies, measures and countermeasures.”

         “Were there such treacheries?”

         “A revolt in Ithaca?” He shook his head. “We don’t have time for that. Rebellion is for prosperous islands, or else those so ground down they have no other choice. I was angry by then. I told him that there was no conspiracy, there never had been, and he would do better saying three kind words to our men than plotting how to kill them. He smiled at me. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘that Achilles went to war at seventeen? And he was not the youngest man at Troy. Boys of thirteen, fourteen, all did themselves proud in the field. I’ve found that courage is not a matter of age, but true-made spirits.’”

         He did not imitate his father, not exactly. Yet the rhythm of the speech caught Odysseus’ confidential, luring mildness.

         “He meant I was a disgrace, of course. A coward. I should have fought off the suitors single-handedly. Was I not fifteen when they first came? I should have been able to shoot his great bow, not just string it. At Troy I would not have lived a day.”

         I could see it: the smoky fire and the tang of old bronze, the must of pressed olives. And Odysseus, expertly wrapping his son with shame.

         “I told him we were on Ithaca now. The war was finished and everyone knew it but him. It enraged him. He dropped his smile. He said, ‘You are a traitor. You wish for me to die so you can take my throne. Perhaps you even think to speed me along?’”

         Telemachus’ voice was steady, nearly expressionless, but his knuckles showed white on the chair’s arm.

         “I told him that he was the one who shamed our house. He could boast all he liked of the war, but all he had brought home was death. His hands would never be clean again and mine would not be either, for I had followed him into his lake of blood and I would be sorry for it all my days. It was finished after that. I was shut from his councils. I was barred from the hall. I heard him shouting at my mother that she had nursed a viper.”

         The room was silent. I could feel the place where the fire’s warmth faded and died against the winter air.

         “The truth is, I think he would have preferred me as a traitor. At least then I would have been a son he could understand.”

         I had been watching him, as he talked, for his father’s mannerisms, those tricks that were as indivisible from Odysseus as tides from the ocean. The pauses and smiles, the dry voice and deprecating gestures, all wielded against the listener, to convince, to tease, and most of all, to mitigate. I had seen none. Telemachus took his blows straight on.

         “I went to my mother after that, but he had set guards to keep me out, and when I shouted past them she said I must be patient and not provoke him. The only person who would speak to me was my old nurse, Eurycleia, who had been his nurse as well. We sat by the fire, chewing our fish to paste. He was not always like this, she kept telling me. As if that changed anything. This man of rage was all the father I had. She died not long after, but my father did not stay to watch her pyre burn. He was tired of living among ashes, he said. He set out on a skiff and came back a month later with gold belts and cups and a new breastplate, and splashes of dried blood on his clothes. It was the happiest I had ever seen him. But it did not last. By the next morning he was railing about the smoky hall and the clumsiness of the servants.”

         I had seen him in such moods. Every petty defect of the world enraged him, all the waste and stupidity and slowness of men, and all the irritants of nature too, biting flies and warping wood and the briars that ripped his cloak. When he had lived with me, I’d smoothed all those things away, wrapping him in my magic and divinity. Perhaps it was why he had been so happy. An idyll, I had called our time. Illusion might have been a better word.

         “After that, he went on some raid every month. Reports came back, scarcely believable. He had taken a new wife, the queen of some inland kingdom. He ruled there happily among the cows and barley. He wore a golden circlet and feasted till dawn and ate boars whole and roared with laughter. He had fathered another son.”

         His eyes were Odysseus’. The shape and color, even the intensity. But the expression: Odysseus’ gaze was always reaching out, cajoling. Telemachus’ held fast to itself.

         “Was any of it true?”

         He lifted his shoulders, let them drop. “Who can say? Perhaps he started the rumors himself to wound us. I sent a message to my mother that the goats needed extra tending and went to live in an empty hut on the hillside. My father could plot and rage, but I did not have to see it. My mother could eat one piece of cheese all day and let her eyes turn gray on her loom, but I did not have to see that either.”

         In the fire, the logs had burnt down. Their remains glowed white, scaled with ash.

         “Into such miseries, your son came. Bright as a sunrise, sweet as ripe fruit. He carried that silly-looking spear, and gifts for us all, silver bowls and cloaks and gold. His face was handsome and his hopes crackled loud as a fire. I wanted to shake him. I thought: when my father returns, this boy will learn that life is not a bard’s song. And so he did.”

         The moon had lifted away from the window, and the room was draped in shadows. Telemachus’ hands rested on his knees.

         “You were trying to help him,” I said. “That is why you went down to the beach.”

         His eyes were on the fire’s ashes. “He did not need me, as it turned out.”

         I had used to imagine Telemachus so often. As a quiet boy keeping watch for Odysseus, as a burning youth bearing vengeance across land and sea. But now he was a man, and his voice was dull and drained. He was like those messengers who run great distances with news for kings. They gasp out their words, then fall to the ground and do not rise.

         Without thinking, I reached across and laid my hand on his arm. “You are not your blood. Do not let him take you with him.”

         He looked down at my fingers a moment, then up into my face. “You pity me. Do not. My father lied about many things, but he was right when he called me a coward. I let him be what he was for year after year, raging and beating the servants, shouting at my mother, and turning our house to ash. He told me to help him kill the suitors and I did it. Then he told me to kill all the men who had aided them, and I did that too. Then he commanded me to gather up all the slave girls who had ever lain with one of them and make them clean the blood-soaked floor, and when they were finished, I was to kill them as well.”

         The words jolted me. “The girls would have had no choice. Odysseus would have known it.”

         “Odysseus told me to carve them into joints like animals.” His eyes held mine. “Do you disbelieve it?”

         It was not one story that I thought of, but a dozen. He had always loved his vengeances. He had always hated those he thought betrayed him.

         “Did you do as he said?”

         “No,” he said. “I hanged them instead. I found twelve lengths of rope and tied twelve knots.” Each word was like a blade he thrust into himself. “I had never seen it done, but I remembered how in all the stories of my childhood the women were always hanging themselves. I had some thought that it must be more proper. I should have used the sword instead. I have never known such ugly, drawn-out deaths. I will see their feet twisting the rest of my days. Goodnight, Lady Circe.”

         He picked his knife up from my table and was gone.

         
              

         

         The storm had passed, and the night sky was clear again. I walked, wanting to feel the new-washed breeze on my skin, the earth crumbling softly beneath my feet, to shake off that ugly image of twitching bodies. Overhead, my aunt sailed, but I did not trouble with her anymore. She liked to watch lovers, and I had not been one of those for a long time. Perhaps I had never been.

         I could imagine Odysseus’ face as he killed those suitors, man by man by man. I had seen him chop wood. He did it in one swift motion, clean through. They would have died at his feet, their blood staining him to the knees. He would note it coolly, distantly, like the click of a counter: done.

         The heat would have come after. When he had stood over the motionless slaughter-yard, and felt his rage still brimming and unspent. So he would have fed more into it, like logs, to keep a fire going. The men who had aided the suitors, the slaves who had lain with them, the fathers who dared to speak against him. On and on he would have gone, if Athena had not intervened.

         And what of me? How long would I have gone on filling my sty, if Odysseus had not come? I remembered the night he had asked me about the pigs. “Tell me,” he had said, “how do you decide which man deserves punishment and which does not? How can you judge for certain, this heart is rotted and this one good? What if you make a mistake?”

         I had been warmed that night by wine and fire, lured by the flush of his regard. “Let us consider,” I said, “a boatload of sailors. Among them, some are undoubtedly worse than others. Some exult in rape and piracy, but others are newly come to it and scarcely have their beards. Some would never imagine robbery, except that their families are starving. Some feel shame after, some do it only because their captain commands it, and because they have the crowd of other men there, to hide among.”

         “And so,” he said, “which do you change, and which do you let go?”

         “I change them all,” I said. “They have come to my house. Why should I care what is in their hearts?”

         He had smiled and lifted his cup to me. “Lady, you and I are in accord.”

         An owl passed its wings over my head. I heard the sound of scuffling brush, the beak snap. A mouse had died for its carelessness. I was glad Telemachus would not know of those words between me and his father. At the time I had been boasting, showing off my ruthlessness. I had felt untouchable, filled with teeth and power. I scarcely remembered what that was like.

         Odysseus’ favorite pose had been to pretend that he was a man like other men, but there were none like him, and now that he was dead, there were none at all. All heroes are fools, he liked to say. What he meant was, all heroes but me. So who could correct him when he erred? He had stood on the beach looking at Telegonus and believing him a pirate. He had stood in his hall and accused Telemachus of conspiracy. Two children he had had, and he had not seen either clearly. But perhaps no parent can truly see their child. When we look we see only the mirror of our own faults.

         I was in the cypress grove by then. Their branches showed black in the darkness, and as I passed the needles brushed my face, and I felt the faint sticky catch of their sap. He had liked this place. I remember him running his hand along a trunk. It was one of my favorite things about him, how he admired the world like a jewel, turning its facets to catch the light. A well-made boat, a well-grown tree, a well-told story, these were all pleasures to him.

         There were none like him, yet there was one who had matched him and now she slept in my house. Telemachus was no danger, but what of her? Was she plotting to open my son’s throat even now, to carry out her vengeance? Whatever she tried, my spells would hold. Not even Odysseus could talk his way past witchcraft. He had talked his way past the witch instead.

         The dew was gathering on the grass. My feet were cool and silver with its touch. Telemachus would be in his bed, watching this same dark, seeing the faint tattering at its eastern edge. I thought of his face when he had spoken of hanging the slave girls, how he had held the memory to his skin like a burning brand. I should have said more to him, I thought. I could have told him that he was not the first man led to kill for Odysseus’ sake. There had once been a whole army who bent their spears to that task. I scarcely knew Telemachus, but I somehow did not think that would be a comfort. I could see the acid on his face. You will pardon me if I do not rejoice at being one in a long line of villains.

         Of all the sons in the world, he was not the one I would have guessed for Odysseus. He was stiff as a herald, blunt to the point of rudeness. He carried his wounds openly in his hands. When I’d reached for him, there had been an emotion on his face I could not quite name. Surprise, tinged with something like distaste. Well, he did not have to fear. I would not do it again.

         That was the thought that carried me home.

         
              

         

         I watched the sun rise at my loom. I set out bread and cheese and fruit, and when I heard my son stir, I went to his door. I was relieved to see his face was not so dull, but the grief was still there, the heavy knowledge: my father is dead.

         He would wake up with that thought for a long time, I knew.

         “I spoke with Telemachus,” I said. “You are right about him.”

         He lifted his eyebrows. Did he think me incapable of seeing what was before my eyes? Or only of admitting it?

         “I am glad you think so,” he said.

         “Come. I have put breakfast out. And I think Telemachus is waking. Will you leave him alone with the lions?”

         “You’re not coming?”

         “I have spells to cast.”

         I did not really. I went back to my room and listened to them talking about the boat, the food, the most recent storm. The tonic of ordinary things. Telegonus suggested they go out and drag the boat back to the cave. Telemachus agreed. Two sets of feet upon the stone, and the door swung closed. Yesterday I would have thought myself mad to send them off together. Today it seemed like a gift to my son. I felt a pang of embarrassment: Telemachus and Telegonus. I knew how it looked to have named my son that, like a dog who scratches outside a door when it cannot come in. I wanted to explain that I had never thought they would know each other, that his name had been intended for me alone. Born far away, it meant. From his father, yes, but also from mine. From my mother and Oceanos, from the Minotaur and Pasiphaë and Aeëtes. Born for me, on my island of Aiaia.

         I would make no excuses for it.

         I had retrieved the spear yesterday and now it leaned against the wall of my room. I lifted the leather sheath. The ray’s tail looked even stranger on land, spectral and ragged. I turned it, catching the light on the infinitesimal beads of venom that crowned each feathered tooth. I must return it, I thought. Not yet.

         From down the hall, another stirring. I thought of all those men and women over the years, spilling their secrets while Penelope carefully gathered them up. I pulled the leather sheath back over the spear and opened my shutters. Outside was a beautiful morning, and on the wind were the first hints of what would soon ripen into spring.

         The knock upon my door came, as I had guessed it would.

         “Open,” I said.

         She was framed in my doorway, wearing a pale cloak over a gray dress, as if she were wrapped in spider-silk.

         “I come to say I am ashamed. I did not speak of my gratitude yesterday as I should have. I do not mean only for your hospitality now. I mean also for your hospitality to my husband.”

         It was impossible to tell, in that mild voice of hers, if the comment was pointed. If it were, I supposed she was entitled.

         She said, “He told me how you helped him on his way. He would not have survived without your advice.”

         “You give me too much credit. He was wise.”

         “Sometimes,” she said. Her eyes were the color of mountain ash. “Do you know that after he left you, he landed with another nymph? Calypso. She fell in love with him and hoped to make him her immortal husband. Seven years, she stayed him on her isle, draping him in divine fabrics, feeding him delicacies.”

         “He did not thank her for it.”

         “No. He refused her and prayed to the gods to free him. At last they forced her to let him go.”

         I did not think I imagined the trace of satisfaction in her voice.

         “When your son came, I thought perhaps he was hers. But then I saw the weave of his cloak. I remembered Daedalus’ loom.”

         It was strange, how much she knew of me. But then, I knew about her too.

         “Calypso fawned over him, and you turned his men to pigs. Yet you were the one he preferred. Do you think that strange?”

         “No,” I said.

         It was nearly a smile. “Just so.”

         “He did not know about the child.”

         “I know,” she said. “He would never have kept that from me.” That was pointed.

         “I spoke with your son last night,” I said.

         “Did you?” I thought I heard a flicker of something in her voice.

         “He explained to me why you had to leave Ithaca. I was sorry to hear it.”

         “Your son was kind to bring us away.” Her eyes had found Trygon’s tail. “Is it like a bee’s venom, that stings only once? Or like a snake?”

         “It could poison a thousand times and more. There is no end to it. It was meant to stop a god.”

         “Telegonus told us that you faced the great lord of sting-rays himself.”

         “I did.”

         She nodded, a private gesture, as if in confirmation. “He told us that you took further precautions for him as well. That you have cast a spell over the island, and no god, not even Olympians, can pass.”

         “Gods of the dead may pass,” I said. “No others.”

         “You are fortunate,” she said, “to be able to summon such protections.” From the beach came faint shouts: our sons moving the boat.

         “I am embarrassed to ask this of you, but I did not bring a black cloak with me when we left. Do you have one I might wear? I would mourn for him.”

         I looked at her, as vivid in my doorway as the moon in the autumn sky. Her eyes held mine, gray and steady. It is a common saying that women are delicate creatures, flowers, eggs, anything that may be crushed in a moment’s carelessness. If I had ever believed it, I no longer did.

         “No,” I said. “But I have yarn, and a loom. Come.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-two

         

         HER FINGERS RAN LIGHTLY over the beams, stroked the threads of the weft like a stable master greeting a prize horse. She asked no questions; she seemed to absorb the loom’s workings by touch alone. The light from the window glowed on her hands, as if it wished to illuminate her work. Carefully, she took off my half-finished tapestry and strung the black yarn. Her motions were precise, nothing wasted. She was a swimmer, Odysseus had told me, long limbs cutting effortlessly to her destination.

         Outside the sky had turned. The clouds hung so low they seemed to graze the windows, and I could hear the first fat drops begin to fall. Telemachus and Telegonus gusted through the door, wet from hauling the boat. When Telegonus saw Penelope at the loom he hurried forward, already exclaiming over the fineness of her work. I watched Telemachus instead. His face went hard and he turned away abruptly to the window.

         I set out lunch, and we ate in near silence. The rain tapered off. I could not bear the thought of being shut up all afternoon and drew my son out for a walk along the shore. The sand was hard and wet, and our footprints looked as though they had been cut with a knife. I linked my arm through his and was surprised when he let it stay. His tremor from yesterday was gone, but I knew it would return.

         It was only a little after midday, yet something in the air felt dusky and obscuring, like a veil across my eyes. My conversation with Penelope was tugging at me. At the time, I had felt clever and swift, but now that I ran it back through my mind, I realized how little she had said. I had meant to question her, and instead I found myself showing her my loom.

         He had talked his way past the witch instead.

         “Whose idea was it to come here?” I said.

         He frowned at the suddenness of my question. “Does it matter?”

         “I am curious.”

         “I can’t remember.” But he did not meet my eyes.

         “Not yours.”

         He hesitated. “No. I suggested Sparta.”

         It was the natural thought. Penelope’s father lived in Sparta. Her cousin was a queen there. A widow would find welcome.

         “So you said nothing of Aiaia.”

         “No. I thought it would be…” He trailed off. Indelicate, of course.

         “So who first mentioned it?”

         “It may have been the queen. I remember she said that she would prefer not to go to Sparta. That she would have a little time.”

         He was choosing his words carefully. I felt a humming beneath my skin.

         “Time for what?”

         “She did not say.”

         Penelope the weaver, who could lead you over and under, into her design. We were passing through thickets, angling upwards beneath the dark, wet branches.

         “It is strange. Did she think her family would not have wanted her? Was there a rift with Helen? Did she speak of any enemies?”

         “I don’t know. No. Of course she did not speak of enemies.”

         “What did Telemachus say?”

         “He was not there.”

         “But when he learned you would come here, was he surprised?”

         “Mother.”

         “Just tell me her words. Say them exactly as you remember.”

         He had stopped on the path. “I thought you did not suspect them anymore.”

         “Not of vengeance. But there are other questions.”

         He took a deep breath. “I cannot remember exactly. Not her words, nor anything at all. It is gray like a fog. It is still gray.”

         The pain had risen in his face. I said no more, but as we walked my mind kept picking at the thought, like fingers at a knot. There was a secret beneath that spider-silk. She had not wanted to go to Sparta. Instead she had gone to her husband’s lover’s island. And she wanted time. For what?

         We had reached the house by then. Inside, she was working at the loom. Telemachus stood by the window. His hands were tight at his sides and the air was stark. Had they quarreled? I looked at her face, but it was bent to her threads and showed nothing. No one shouted, no one wept, but I thought I would have preferred it to this quiet strain.

         Telegonus cleared his throat. “I’m thirsty. Who else would like a cup?”

         I watched him broach the cask and pour. My son with his valiant heart. Even in grief, he sought to bear us all up, to carry us through one moment to the next. But there was only so much he could do. The afternoon wore on in silence. Dinner was the same. The moment the food was gone, Penelope rose. “I’m tired,” she said. Telegonus stayed a little later, but by moonrise he was yawning into his hands. I sent him off with Arcturos. I expected Telemachus to follow, but when I turned he was still at his place.

         “I think you have stories of my father,” he said. “I would like to hear them.”

         His boldness kept taking me by surprise. All day he had hung back, avoiding my gaze, diffident and nearly invisible. Then suddenly he planted himself before me as if he had grown there fifty years. It was a trick even Odysseus would have admired.

         “You likely know all I have to tell already,” I said.

         “No.” The word rang a little in the room. “He told my mother his stories, but whenever I asked, he said I should talk to a bard.”

         A cruel answer. I wondered at Odysseus’ reasoning. Had it been merely spite? If there was some other purpose, we would never know it. All the things he had done in life must stand now as they were.

         I brought my goblet to the hearth. Outside, the storm had returned. It blew in earnest, muffling the house in wind and wet. Penelope and Telegonus were only down the hall, but the shadows had gathered around us, and they felt a world away. This time I took the silver chair. The inlay was cool against my wrists; the cowhides slipped a little beneath me. “What do you want to hear?”

         “Everything,” he said. “Whatever you know.”

         I did not even consider telling him the versions I had told Telegonus, with their happy endings and non-fatal wounds. He was not my child; he was not a child at all, but a man full-grown, who wanted his inheritance.

         I gave it. Murdered Palamades and abandoned Philoctetes. Odysseus tricking Achilles out of hiding and bringing him to war, Odysseus creeping at moondark into the camp of King Rhesus, one of Troy’s allies, and cutting the men’s throats while they slept. How he had devised the horse and taken Troy and seen Astyanax shattered. Then his savage journey home, with its cannibals and piracy and monsters. The stories were even bloodier than I had remembered, and a few times I hesitated. But Telemachus took his blows straight on. He sat silent, his eyes never leaving mine.

         I saved the cyclops for last, I cannot say why. Perhaps because I could remember Odysseus telling it so clearly. As I spoke, his words seemed to whisper beneath mine. They had landed exhausted on an island and spied a great cave, heaped with rich stores. Odysseus thought it might be good for plunder, or else they might beg hospitality from its inhabitants. They began feasting on the food within. The giant it belonged to, the one-eyed shepherd Polyphemus, returned with his flock and caught them at it. He rolled a great stone over the entrance to trap them, then seized one of the men and bit him in half. Man after man he gobbled down, until he was so full he belched up pieces of limbs. Despite such horrors, Odysseus plied the monster with wine and friendly words. His name he gave as Outis—No one. When the creature fell at last into a stupor, he sharpened a great stake, heated it over the fire, and plunged it into his eye. The cyclops roared and thrashed but could not see to catch Odysseus and the rest of the crew. They were able to escape when he let his sheep out to graze, each man clinging to the underside of a woolly beast. The enraged monster called for help from his fellow one-eyes, but they did not come, for he cried, “No one has blinded me! No one is escaping!” Odysseus and his crew reached the ships, and when they were safely distant, Odysseus turned back to shout across the waves, “If you would know the man who tricked you, it is Odysseus, son of Laertes and prince of Ithaca.”

         The words seemed to echo in the quiet air. Telemachus was silent, as if waiting for the sound to fade. At last he said, “It was a bad life.”

         “There are many who are unhappier.”

         “No.” His vehemence startled me. “I do not mean a bad life for him. I mean that he made life for others a misery. Why did his men go to that cave in the first place? Because he wanted more treasure. And Poseidon’s wrath that everyone pitied him for? He brought it on himself. Because he could not bear to leave the cyclops without taking credit for the trick.”

         His words were running forward like an undammed flood.

         “All those years of pain and wandering. Why? For a moment’s pride. He would rather be cursed by the gods than be No one. If he had returned home after the war, the suitors would never have come. My mother’s life would not have been blighted. My life. He talked so often of longing for us and home. But it was lies. When he was back on Ithaca he was never content, always looking to the horizon. Once we were his again, he wanted something else. What is that if not a bad life? Luring others to you, then turning from them?”

         I opened my mouth to say it was not true. But how often had I lain beside him, aching because I knew he thought of Penelope? That had been my choice. Telemachus had had no such luxury.

         “There is one more story I should tell you,” I said. “Before he returned to you, the gods demanded that your father journey to the underworld to speak to the prophet Teiresias. There he saw many of the souls he had known in life, Ajax, Agamemnon, and with them Achilles, once Best of the Greeks, who chose an early death as payment for eternal fame. Your father spoke to the hero warmly, praising him and assuring him of his reputation among men. But Achilles reproached him. He said he regretted his proud life, and wished he had lived more quietly, and happily.”

         “So that is what I must hope for then? That one day I will see my father in the underworld and he will be sorry?”

         It is better than some of us get. But I held my peace. He had a right to his anger, and it was not my place to try to take it. Outside, the garden rustled faintly as the lions prowled through the leaves. The sky had cleared. After so long among clouds the stars seemed very bright, hung in the darkness like lamps. If we listened, we would hear the faint twisting of their chains in the breeze.

         “Do you think it was true, what my father said? That the good ones never liked him?”

         “I think it was the sort of thing your father liked to say, and truth had nothing to do with it. After all, your mother liked him.”

         His eyes had found mine. “And so did you.”

         “I do not claim to be good.”

         “You liked him, though. Despite all of it.”

         There was a challenge in his voice. I found myself choosing my words carefully. “I did not see the worst of him. Even at his best he was not an easy man. But he was a friend to me in a time when I needed one.”

         “It is strange to think of a goddess needing friends.”

         “All creatures that are not mad need them.”

         “I think he got the better bargain.”

         “I did turn his men to pigs.”

         He did not smile. He was like an arrow shooting to the end of its arc. “All these gods, all these mortals who aided him. Men talk of his wiles. His true talent was in how well he could take from others.”

         “There are many who would be glad for such a gift,” I said.

         “I am not one.” He set down his cup. “I will tax you no further, Lady Circe. I am grateful for the truth of these stories. There are few who have taken such pains with me.”

         I did not answer him. Something had begun prickling at me, lifting the hairs on my neck.

         “Why are you here?” I said.

         He blinked. “I told you, we had to leave Ithaca.”

         “Yes,” I said. “But why come here?”

         He spoke slowly, like a man coming back from a dream. “I think it was my mother’s idea.”

         “Why?”

         A flush rose on his cheek. “As I have said, she does not share confidences with me.”

         No one can guess what my mother is doing until it is done.

         He turned and passed into the hall’s darkness. A moment later, I heard the soft sound of his door closing.

         The cold air seemed to rush through the cracks of the walls and pin me to my seat. I had been a fool. I should have held her over the cliff that first day and shaken the truth out of her. I remembered now how carefully she had asked after my spell, the one that could stop gods. Even Olympians.

         I did not go to her room, rip the door from its hinge. I burned at my window. The sill creaked under my fingers. There were hours till dawn, but hours were nothing to me. I watched the stars outside dim and the island emerge, blade by blade, into the light. The air had changed again and the sky had veiled itself. Another storm. The cypress boughs hissed in the air.

         I heard them wake. My son first, then Penelope, and last Telemachus, who had gone to bed so late. One by one they came into the hall, and I felt them pause as they saw me at the window, like rabbits checking at the hawk’s shadow. The table was bare, no breakfast laid. My son hurried to the kitchen to clatter plates. I liked feeling their silent glances at my back. My son urged them to eat, his words heavy with apology. I could imagine the speaking looks he was giving them: I’m sorry about my mother. Sometimes she is like this.

         “Telegonus,” I said, “the sty needs fixing and a storm comes. You will attend to it.”

         He cleared his throat. “I will, Mother.”

         “Your brother can help you.”

         Another silence, while they exchanged their glances.

         “I do not mind,” Telemachus said, mildly.

         A few more sounds of plates and benches. At last, the door closed behind them.

         I turned. “You take me for a fool. A dupe to be led by the nose. Asking so sweetly about my spell. Tell me which of the gods pursues you. Whose wrath have you brought upon my head?”

         She was seated at my loom. Her lap was full of raw, black wool. On the floor beside her lay a spindle and an ivory distaff, tipped with silver.

         “My son does not know,” she said. “He is not to blame.”

         “That is obvious. I can spot the spider in her web.”

         She nodded. “I confess that I have done what you say. I did it knowingly. I could claim that I thought because you are a goddess and a witch that the trouble to you would not be much. But it would be a lie. I know more of the gods than that.”

         Her calmness enraged me. “Is that all? I know what I have done and will brazen it out? Last night your son talked of his father as one who takes from others and brings only misery. I wonder what he would say of you.”

         The blow landed. I saw the blankness she used to cover it over.

         “You think me some tame witch, but you were not listening to your husband’s stories of me. Two days you have stayed on my isle. How many meals have you eaten, Penelope? How many cups of my wine have you drunk?”

         She paled. A faint graying along her hairline, like the creeping edge of dawn.

         “Speak, or I will use my power.”

         “I believe you have used it already.” The words were hard and cool as stones. “I brought danger to your isle. But you brought it to mine first.”

         “My son came of his own accord.”

         “I do not speak of your son, and I think you know it. I speak of the spear you sent, whose venom killed my husband.”

         And there it was between us.

         “I grieve that he is dead.”

         “So you have said.”

         “If you are waiting for my apology, you will not get it. Even if I had such powers as could turn back the sun, I would not. If Odysseus had not died on the beach, I think my son would have. And there is nothing I would not trade for his life.”

         A look passed across her face. I might have called it rage, if it were not pointed so inward. “Well then. You have made your trade and this is what you have: your son lives, and we are here.”

         “You see it as a sort of vengeance then. Bringing a god down on my head.”

         “I see it as payment in kind.”

         She would have made an archer, I thought. That cold-eyed precision.

         “You have no ground to make bargains, Lady Penelope. This is Aiaia.”

         “Then let me not bargain. What would you prefer, begging? Of course, you are a goddess.”

         She knelt at the foot of my loom and lifted her hands, lowering her eyes to the floor. “Daughter of Helios, Bright-eyed Circe, Mistress of Beasts and Witch of Aiaia, grant me sanctuary on your dread isle, for I have no husband and no home, and nowhere else in the world is safe for me and my son. I will give you blood every year, if you will hear me.”

         “Get up.”

         She did not move. The posture looked obscene on her. “My husband spoke warmly of you. More warmly, I confess, than I liked. He said of all the gods and monsters he had met, you were the only one he would wish to meet again.”

         “I said, get up.”

         She rose.

         “You will tell me everything, and then I will decide.”

         We faced each other across the shadowed room. The air tasted of lightning. She said, “You have been talking to my son. He will have implied that his father was lost in the war. That he came home changed, too soaked in death and grief to live as an ordinary man. The curse of soldiers. Is it so?”

         “Something like that.”

         “My son is better than I am, and better than his father too. Yet he does not see all things.”

         “And you do?”

         “I am from Sparta. We know about old soldiers there. The trembling hands, the startling from sleep. The man who spills his wine every time the trumpets blow. My husband’s hands were steady as a blacksmith’s, and when the trumpets sounded, he was first to the harbor scanning the horizon. The war did not break him; it made him more himself. At Troy he found at last a scope to equal his abilities. Always a new scheme, a new plot, a new disaster to avert.”

         “He tried to get out of the war.”

         “Ah, that old story. The madness, the plow. That too was a plot. He had sworn an oath to the gods—he knew there was no getting out. He expected to be caught. Then the Greeks would laugh at his failure and think that all his tricks would be so easily seen through.”

         I was frowning. “He gave no sign of that when he told me.”

         “I’m sure he didn’t. My husband lied with every breath, and that includes to you, and to himself. He never did anything for a single purpose.”

         “He said the same of you once.”

         I meant it to wound her, but she only nodded. “We thought ourselves great minds of the world. When we were first married, we made a thousand plans together, of how we would turn everything we touched to our advantage. Then the war came. He said Agamemnon was the worst commander he had ever seen, but he thought he could use him to make a name for himself. And so he did. His contrivances defeated Troy and reshaped half the world. I contrived too. Which goats to breed with which, how to increase the harvest, where the fishermen could best cast their nets. Such were our pressing concerns on Ithaca. You should have seen his face when he came home. He killed the suitors, but then what was left? Fish and goats. A graying wife who was no goddess and a son he could not understand.”

         Her voice filled the air, sharp as crushed cypress.

         “There were no war councils, no armies to conquer or command. What men there had once been were dead, since half were his crew and the other half my suitors. And every day there seemed to come some fresh report of distant glory. Menelaus had built a brand-new golden palace. Diomedes had conquered a kingdom in Italy. Even Aeneas, that Trojan refugee, had founded a city. My husband sent to Orestes, Agamemnon’s son, offering himself as counselor. Orestes sent back that he had all the counselors he needed, and anyway he would never want to disturb the rest of such a hero.

         “He sent to more sons after that, Nestor’s and Idomeneus’ and others’, but they all said the same. They did not want him. And do you know what I told myself? That he only needed time. That any moment he would remember the pleasures of modest home and hearth. The pleasures of my presence. We would plot together again.” Her mouth twisted in self-mockery. “But he did not want that life. He would go down to the beach and pace. I watched him from my window and remembered a story he’d told me once about a great serpent that the men of the north believe in, which yearns to devour all the world.”

         I remembered that story too. In the end, the serpent ate itself.

         “And as he paced, he would talk to the air, which gathered all around him, glowing brightest silver on his skin.”

         Silver. “Athena.”

         “Who else?” She smiled, bitter and cold. “Every time he would calm she came again. Whispering in his ear, darting down from the clouds to fill him up with dreams of all the adventures he was missing.”

         Athena, that restless goddess whose schemes spun on and on. She had fought to bring her hero home, to see him lifted among his people, for her honor and his. To hear him tell the tales of his victories, of the deaths they had dealt to the Trojans together. But I remembered the greed in her eyes when she spoke of him: an owl with a kill in its claws. Her favorite could never be allowed to grow dull and domestic. He must live in action’s eye, bright and polished, always striving and seeking, always delighting her with some new twist of cleverness, some brilliance he summoned out of the air.

         Outside, trees struggled in the dark sky. In that eerie light, the bones of Penelope’s face showed fine as one of Daedalus’ statues. I had wondered why she was not more jealous of me. I understood now. I was not the goddess who had taken her husband.

         “Gods pretend to be parents,” I said, “but they are children, clapping their hands and shouting for more.”

         “And now that her Odysseus is dead,” she said, “where will she find more?”

         The final tiles were set in their place, and at last the picture showed whole. Gods never give up a treasure. She would come for the next best thing after Odysseus. She would come for his blood.

         “Telemachus.”

         “Yes.”

         The tightness in my throat took me by surprise. “Does he know?”

         “I do not think so. It is hard to say.”

         She still held the wool, matted and stinking in her hands. I was angry, I could feel it searing my belly. She had put my son in danger. It was likely that Athena plotted vengeance against Telegonus already; this would add fuel to fire. Yet if I were honest, my rage was not so hot as it had been. Of all the gods she might have led to my door, this was the one I could bear best. How much more could Athena hate us?

         “You truly think you can keep him hidden from her?”

         “I know I cannot.”

         “Then what is it you seek?”

         She had drawn her cloak around herself, like a bird wrapped in its wings. “When I was young, I overheard our palace surgeon talking. He said that the medicines he sold were only for show. Most hurts heal by themselves, he said, if you give them enough time. It was the sort of secret I loved to discover, for it made me feel cynical and wise. I took it for a philosophy. I have always been good at waiting, you see. I outlasted the war and the suitors. I outlasted Odysseus’ travels. I told myself that if I were patient enough, I could outlast his restlessness and Athena too. Surely, I thought, there must be some other mortal in the world for her to love. But it seems there was not. And while I sat, Telemachus bore his father’s rage year after year. He suffered while I turned my eyes away.”

         I remembered what Odysseus had said about her once. That she never went astray, never made an error. I had been jealous then. Now I thought: what a burden. What an ugly weight upon your back.

         “But this world does have true medicines. You are proof of that. You walked into the depths for your son. You defied the gods. I think of all the years of my life I wasted on that little man’s boast. I have paid for it, that is only justice, but I have made Telemachus pay as well. He is a good son, he has always been. I seek a little time before I lose him, before we are thrust into the tide again. Will you grant it, Circe of Aiaia?”

         She did not use those gray eyes on me. If she had, I would have refused her. She waited only. It was true that it looked well on her. She seemed to fit into the air like a jewel in its crown.

         “It is winter,” I said. “No ships sail now. Aiaia will bear you a little longer.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-three

         

         OUR SONS HAD RETURNED from their work windswept but dry. The thunder and rain had stayed out at sea. While the others ate their meal, I went up to the highest peak and felt the spell above me. From bay to bay it reached, from yellow sands to ragged stones. I felt it in my blood as well, that iron weight I had borne so long. Athena tested it surely. She prowled the edges, looking for a crack. But it would hold.

         When I returned, Penelope was at the loom again. She looked over her shoulder. “It seems we have a break in the weather. The seas should be calm enough now. Telegonus, would you learn to swim?”

         Of all the things I had expected after our conversation, that was not one. But I had no time to think of objecting. Telegonus nearly knocked over his cup in his eagerness. As they left through the garden, I heard him explaining my plants. Since when did he know what hornbeam was, or hemlock? But he pointed to them both and named their properties.

         Telemachus had come up silent beside me. “They look like mother and son,” he said.

         It had been my thought exactly, but I felt a spurt of anger to hear him voice it. I went out to the garden without answering. I knelt in my beds and yanked up weeds.

         He surprised me by following. “I do not mind helping your son, but let us be honest, that sty you told us to fix has not been used in years. Will you give me something to do that is actually useful?”

         I sat back on my heels, regarding him. “Royalty does not usually beg for chores.”

         “My subjects seem to have left me with some spare time. Your island is very beautiful, but I will go mad if I have to keep idle on it day after day.”

         “What can you do then?”

         “The usual. Fish and shoot. Tend the goats you do not have. Carve and build. I could fix your son’s boat.”

         “Is something wrong with it?”

         “The rudder is slow and unreliable, the sail too short and the mast too long. It wallows like a cow in any surge.”

         “It did not look so bad to me.”

         “I do not mean it was not impressive for a first try. Just that I am shocked we did not sink on the way over.”

         “It is charmed against sinking,” I said. “How did you become such a shipwright?”

         “I am from Ithaca,” he said simply.

         “And? Is there anything else I should know about?”

         His face was serious, as if giving a diagnosis. “The sheep are matted enough to ruin the spring shearing. Three tables in your hall are unbalanced, and the garden path flagstones wobble. There are at least two birds’ nests in your eaves.”

         I was half amused, half offended. “Is that all?”

         “I have not made a complete survey.”

         “In the morning you may fix the boat with Telegonus. As for now, we will start with the sheep.”

         He was right, they were matted and, after the wet winter, muddied past their shoulders. I brought out the brush and a large bowl filled with one of my draughts.

         He examined it. “What does it do?”

         “It cleans the mud without stripping the fleece.”

         He knew his business and went to it efficiently. My sheep were tame, but he had his own tricks of coaxing and soothing. His hand on their backs guided them effortlessly here and there.

         I said, “You have done this before.”

         “Of course. This wash is excellent, what is it?”

         “Thistle, artemisia, celery, sulfur. Magic.”

         “Ah.”

         I had the trimming knife by then and set to cutting out burrs. He asked about the animals’ pedigree and my breeding methods. He wanted to know if it was a spell that kept them tame or my influence. When his hands were occupied he lost his awkward stiffness. Soon enough he was telling me stories of his follies at goat herding and I was laughing. I did not notice the sun drop into the sea, and I startled when Penelope and Telegonus appeared beside us. I could feel Penelope’s gaze on us as we rose and wiped the mud from our hands.

         “Come,” I said. “You must be hungry.”

         
              

         

         That night Penelope left dinner early again. I wondered if she meant to make a point, but her weariness seemed real enough. She was still grieving, I reminded myself. We all were. But the swimming had done my son good, or maybe it was Penelope’s attention. He was red-cheeked from wind and wanted to talk. Not about his father, which was still too much a wound, but his old, first love: heroic stories. There had apparently been a bard on Ithaca who was skilled at such tales, and he wanted to hear from Telemachus the versions that he’d told. Telemachus began: Bellerophon and Perseus, Tantalus, Atalanta. He had taken the wooden chair again, and I the silver. Telegonus leaned against a wolf on the floor. Looking between them I felt a strange, almost drunken sense of unreality. Had it really only been two days since they had come? It felt much longer. I was not used to so much company, so many conversations. My son begged for another story, and another, and Telemachus obliged. His hair was windblown from our work outside, and the firelight lay along his cheek. So much of him looked older than he was, but there was a sweetly made curve there that might almost be called boyish. He was no storyteller, as he had said, but that made it more enjoyable somehow, watching his serious face as he described flying horses and golden apples. The room was warm and the vintage good. My skin had begun to feel soft as wax. I leaned forward.

         “Tell me, did that bard ever speak of Pasiphaë, queen of Crete?”

         “The mother of the Minotaur,” Telemachus said. “Of course. She is always in the tale of Theseus.”

         “Did anyone say what happened to her when Minos died? She is immortal, does she still rule there?”

         Telemachus was frowning. It was not displeasure but the same face he had made when he examined my sheep wash. I saw him following the threads of genealogies through their tangle. A daughter of the sun, Pasiphaë was said to be. I saw when he understood.

         “No,” he said. “Her and Minos’ line no longer rules. A man named Leukos is king, who usurped from Idomeneus, who was her grandchild. In the story I heard, she went back to the halls of the gods after Minos died and lives in honor there.”

         “Whose halls?”

         “The bard did not say.”

         A giddy recklessness had seized me. “Oceanos’ most likely. Our grandfather. She will be terrorizing the nymphs as she used to. I was there when the Minotaur was born. I helped cage it.”

         Telegonus gaped. “You are related to Queen Pasiphaë? And you saw the Minotaur? Why did you not mention this?”

         “You did not ask me.”

         “Mother! You must tell me everything. Did you meet Minos? And Daedalus?”

         “How do you think I came by his loom?”

         “I don’t know! I thought it was, you know…” He waved his hand in the air.

         Telemachus was watching me.

         “No,” I said. “I knew the man.”

         “What else have you kept from me?” Telegonus demanded. “The Minotaur and Trygon, and how many others? The Chimera? The Nemean lion? Cerberus and Scylla?”

         I had been smiling at his wide-eyed outrage and did not see the blow coming. Where had my son heard her name? Hermes? Ithaca? It did not matter. A cold spear-point was twisting in my guts. What had I been thinking? My past was not some game, some adventure tale. It was the ugly wrack that storms left rotten on the shore. It was as bad as Odysseus’.

         “I have said all I will say. Do not ask me again.” I stood and walked away from their startled faces. In my room, I lay on my bed. There were no wolves or lions, they had stayed with my son. Over us somewhere was Athena, watching with her flashing eyes. Waiting with her spear to dart at my weakness. I spoke into the shadows. “Keep waiting.”

         And though I was sure I would not sleep, I did.

         
              

         

         I woke clearheaded, determined. I had been tired the night before and drunk more than I was used to, but now I was firm again. I laid out breakfast. When Telegonus came, I saw him eyeing me, waiting for another outburst. But I was pleasant. He should not be so surprised, I thought. I could be pleasant.

         Telemachus kept his own counsel, but when the meal was finished he took his brother out to begin fixing the ship.

         “May I use your loom again?”

         Penelope wore a different dress. This one was finer, it had been bleached to a pale cream. It showed off well the dark tones of her skin.

         “You may.” I thought of going to the kitchen, but I often cut herbs at the long table near the hearth, and I did not see why I should relegate myself. I brought out the knives and bowls and all the rest. The spells that protected Telegonus did not need to be renewed for another half a moon, so what I did was only for my own pleasure, drying and grinding, distilling tinctures for later use.

         I thought we would not speak. In our place, Odysseus might have gone on concealing and jockeying, just for the pleasure of it. But after so long alone, I think we had both come to appreciate the value of open conversation.

         The light slanted through the window, pooling on our bare feet. I asked her about Helen, and she told me stories of when they were children together, swimming in Sparta’s rivers and playing at her uncle Tyndareos’ court. We talked of weaving and the best breeds of sheep. I thanked her for offering to teach Telegonus how to swim. She was glad to do it, she said. He reminded her of her cousin Castor, with his eagerness and good humor, his way of easing those around him. “Odysseus drew the world to him,” she said. “Telegonus runs after, shaping as he goes, like a river carving a channel.”

         It pleased me more than I could say to hear her praise him. “You should have known him as a baby. There was never such a wild creature. Though if I am honest, I was the wilder of the two of us. Motherhood seemed easy to me, before I had a child.”

         “Helen’s baby was like that,” she said. “Hermione. She screamed for half a decade but grew up sweet as anything. I worried that Telemachus did not scream enough. That he was well behaved too soon. I was always curious how a second child might have been different. But by the time Odysseus came home it seemed that was finished for me.” Her voice was matter-of-fact. Loyal, songs called her later. Faithful and true and prudent. Such passive, pale words for what she was. She could have taken another husband, borne another child while Odysseus was gone, her life would have been easier for it. But she had loved him fiercely and would accept no other.

         I took down a bunch of yarrow that had been hanging from a roof beam.

         “What is that used for?”

         “Healing salves. Yarrow stops bleeding.”

         “May I watch? I have never seen witchcraft.”

         It pleased me as much as her praise of Telegonus. I made room at the table. She was a flattering audience, asking careful questions as I named each ingredient and explained its purpose. She wanted to see the herbs I had used to turn men into pigs. I dropped the dried leaves into her hand.

         “I am not about to turn myself into a sow, am I?”

         “You would have to ingest it and speak the words of power. Only those plants fallen from divine blood need no spell to summon their magic. And, I think, you would have to be a witch.”

         “A goddess.”

         “No,” I said. “My niece was mortal, and she cast spells as strong as mine.”

         “Your niece,” she said. “You do not mean Medea?”

         It was strange to hear the name aloud after so long. “You know her?”

         “I know what is sung by bards and played in courtyards for kings.”

         “I would hear it,” I said.

         The trees outside clattered in the wind as she talked. Medea had indeed escaped Aeëtes. She had traveled on to Iolcos with Jason and borne him two sons, but he recoiled from her sorceries, and his people despised her. In time he sought a new marriage with a sweet, well-loved princess from home. Medea praised his wisdom and sent the bride gifts, a crown and cloak that she had made herself. When the girl put them on, she was burnt alive. Then Medea dragged her children to an altar and, swearing that Jason would never have them, slit their throats. She was last seen summoning a chariot drawn by dragons to take her back to Colchis.

         The bards had been at the story, no doubt, but I could still see Medea’s bright, piercing face. I believed that she would rather set the world on fire than lose.

         “I warned her once that grief would come of her marriage. There is no pleasure in hearing I was right.”

         “There seldom is.” Penelope’s voice was soft. She was thinking of those slaughtered children, perhaps. I was thinking of them too. And the dragon chariot that was of course my brother’s. It seemed incredible that she would go back to him, after all that had passed between them. Yet it also made a sort of sense to me. Aeëtes wanted an heir, and there was none more like him than Medea. She had grown up trained around his cruelty, and in the end it seemed she had not learned how to hold another shape.

         I poured honey onto the yarrow, added beeswax to bind the salve. The air was musky-sweet and sharp with herbs.

         Penelope said, “What makes a witch, then? If it is not divinity?”

         “I do not know for certain,” I said. “I once thought it was passed through blood, but Telegonus has no spells in him. I have come to believe it is mostly will.”

         She nodded. I did not have to explain. We knew what will was.

         
              

         

         That afternoon Penelope and Telegonus went off again to the bay. I had assumed after my abruptness last night that Telemachus would keep his distance. But he found me at my herbs. “I thought I would work on the tables.”

         I watched him while I ground the hellebore leaves. He had a measuring string, and a cup he had marked and filled to the line with water.

         “What are you doing?”

         “Testing if the floor is level. Your problem is actually the legs—they are slightly different sizes. It will be easy to adjust.”

         I watched him using the rasp, checking and rechecking the legs with his length of string. I asked him how he had broken his nose. “Swimming with my eyes closed,” he said. “I learned my lesson there.” When he was finished, he went out to do the flagstones. I followed, weeding, though the garden scarcely needed it. We discussed bees, how I always wished there were more on the island. He asked if I could tame them like other creatures. “No,” I said. “I use smoke like everyone else.”

         “I saw a hive that looks overfull,” he said. “I can split it in the spring, if you like.”

         I said I would and watched him scrape away the uneven soil. “The roof drains there,” I said. “Those flagstones will only wobble again after the next rain.”

         “That is how things go. You fix them, and they go awry, and then you fix them again.”

         “You have a patient temper.”

         “My father called it dullness. Shearing, cleaning out the hearths, pitting olives. He wanted to know how to do such things for curiosity’s sake, but he did not want to actually have to do them.”

         It was true. Odysseus’ favorite task was the sort that only had to be performed once: raiding a town, defeating a monster, finding a way inside an impenetrable city.

         “Perhaps you get it from your mother.”

         He did not look up, but I thought I saw him tense. “How is she? I know you speak to her.”

         “She misses you.”

         “She knows where I am.”

         The anger stood out plain and clean on his face. There was a sort of innocence to him, I thought. I do not mean this as the poets mean it: a virtue to be broken by the story’s end, or else upheld at greatest cost. Nor do I mean that he was foolish or guileless. I mean that he was made only of himself, without the dregs that clog the rest of us. He thought and felt and acted, and all these things made a straight line. No wonder his father had been so baffled by him. He would have been always looking for the hidden meaning, the knife in the dark. But Telemachus carried his blade in the open.

         
              

         

         They were strange days. Athena hung over our heads like an axe, yet so she had hung for sixteen years, I would hardly faint at it now. Every morning Telegonus took his brother out upon the island. Penelope spun or wove while I shaped my herbs. I had drawn my son aside by then and told him some of what I had learned of Odysseus’ worsening temper on Ithaca, his suspicions and angers, and day by day I saw the knowledge work upon him. He still grieved, but the guilt began to ease, and the brightness came back to his face. Penelope and Telemachus’ presence helped still more. He basked in their attention like my lions in a patch of sun. It panged me to realize how much he had wanted family all these years.

         Penelope and Telemachus still did not speak to each other. Hour after hour, meal after meal, the air between them was brittle. It seemed absurd to me that they did not just confess their faults and sorrows and be done. But they were like eggs, each afraid to crack the other.

         In the afternoons, Telemachus always seemed to find some task that brought him near, and we would talk until the sun touched the sea. When I went inside to set out the plates for dinner, he followed. If there was work enough for two, he helped. If there was not, he sat at the hearth carving small pieces of wood: a bull, a bird, a whale breaching the waves. His hands had a precise, careful economy that I admired. He was no witch, but he had the temperament for it. I told him that the floor would clean itself, but he always swept the sawdust and wood-curls after.

         It was strange to have such constant company. Telegonus and I had mostly kept out of each other’s way, and my nymphs had been more like shadows flitting at the corner of my eye. Usually even that much presence wore on me, nagging at my attention until I had to leave and walk the island alone. But there was a contained quality to Telemachus, a quiet assurance that made him companionable without being intrusive. The creature he most reminded me of, I realized, was my lion. They had the same upright dignity, the same steady gaze with deep-set humor. Even the same earthbound grace, which pursued their own ends while I pursued mine.

         “What’s so funny?” he asked me.

         I shook my head.

         It was perhaps the sixth day since they had come. He was making an olive tree, shaping the twisting trunk, picking out each knot and hole with his knife’s point.

         “Do you miss Ithaca?” I asked him.

         He considered. “I miss those I knew. And I am sorry not to see my goats breed.” He paused. “I think I would not have been a bad king.”

         “Telemachus the Just,” I said.

         He smiled. “That’s what they call you if you’re so boring they can’t think of something better.”

         “I think you would be a good king also,” I said. “Perhaps you still can be. The memories of men are short. You could return in glory as the long-awaited heir, bringing prosperity with the rightness of your blood.”

         “It sounds like a good story,” he said. “But what would I do in those rooms that my father and the suitors filled up? Every step would be a memory I wished I did not have.”

         “It must be difficult for you to be near Telegonus.”

         His brow creased. “Why would it be?”

         “Because he looks so much like your father.”

         He laughed. “What are you talking about? Telegonus is stamped from you. I do not just mean your face. It is your gestures, your walk. Your way of speaking, even your voice.”

         “You make it sound like a curse,” I said.

         “It is no curse,” he said.

         Our eyes met across the air. Far away, my hands were peeling pomegranates for dinner. Methodically, I scored the rind, revealed the white lattice. Within, the red juice pips glowed through their waxy cells. My mouth stung a little with thirst. I had been watching myself with him. It was a novelty to me, noticing the expressions shaping themselves on my face, the movement of the words across my tongue. So much of my life had been spent plunged up to the elbows, tacking now here, now there, spattered and impulsive. This new feeling crept over me like a sort of distant sleepiness, almost a languor. This was not the first speaking look that he had given me. But what did it matter? My son was his brother. His father had been in my bed. He was owed to Athena. I knew it, even if he did not.

         
              

         

         Outside, the seasons had turned. The sky opened its hands, and the earth swelled to meet it. The light poured thickly down, coating us in gold. The sea lagged only a little behind. At breakfast Telegonus clapped his brother on the back. “In another few days, we can take the boat out in the bay.”

         I felt Penelope’s glance. How far does the spell extend?

         I did not know. Somewhere beyond the breakers, but I could not name the exact wave. I said, “Don’t forget, Telegonus, there’s always one last bad storm. Wait till then.”

         As if in answer, a knock sounded on the door.

         In the silence that followed Telegonus whispered, “The wolves did not howl.”

         “No.” I did not look at Penelope in warning; if she did not guess, she was a fool. I drew my divinity up, cold and bracing around me, and went to open the door.

         Those same black eyes, that same perfect and handsome face. I heard my son gasp, felt the frozen stillness behind me.

         “Daughter of Helios. May I come in?”

         “No.”

         He lifted an eyebrow. “I have a message that concerns one of your guests.”

         I felt a grating fear along my ribs, but I kept my voice flat. “They can hear you where you stand.”

         “Very well.” His skin glowed. His drawling, smirking manner vanished. This was the divine messenger of the gods, potent and inevitable.

         “Telemachus, prince of Ithaca, I come on behalf of the great goddess Athena, who would speak with you. She requires that the witch Circe lower the spell that bars her from the isle.”

         “Requires,” I said. “That is an interesting word for one who tried to kill my son. Who is to say she does not plan to try again?”

         “She is not interested in your son in the least.” He dropped his glory. His voice was casual once more. “If you will be a fool about it—these are her words, of course—she offers an oath of protection for him. It is Telemachus alone she wants. It is time for him to take his inheritance.” He looked past me to the table. “Do you hear, prince?”

         Telemachus’ eyes were lowered. “I hear. I am humbled by messenger and message both. But I am a guest on this island. I must await my hostess’ word.”

         Hermes cocked his head a little, his eyes intent. “Well, hostess?”

         I felt Penelope at my back, risen like an autumn moon. She had asked for time to mend things with Telemachus, and she had not done it yet. I could imagine her bitter thoughts.

         “I will do it,” I said. “But it will take some effort to unwind the spell’s working. She may expect to come in three days.”

         “You want me to tell the daughter of Zeus she has to wait three days?”

         “They have been here half a month. If she was in a hurry, she should have sent you earlier. And you may tell her those are my words.”

         Amusement flashed in his eyes. I had fed off that look once, when I had been starving and thought such crumbs a feast. “Be sure I will.”

         We breathed into the empty space he left behind. Penelope met my eye. “Thank you,” she said. Then she turned to Telemachus. “Son.” It was the first time I had heard her speak to him directly. “I have made you wait too long. Will you walk with me?”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-four

         

         WE WATCHED THEM GO down the path to the shore. Telemachus looked half stunned, but that was only natural. He had learned he was Athena’s chosen and would make peace with his mother in the same moment. I had wanted to say something to him before he left, but no words had come.

         Telegonus bumped at my elbow. “What did Hermes mean, ‘Telemachus’ inheritance’?”

         I shook my head. Just that morning, I had seen the first green buds of spring. Athena had timed it well. She came as soon as she could make Telemachus sail.

         “I am surprised the spell takes three days to undo. Can’t you use that—what’s it called? Moly?”

         I turned to him. “You know my spells are governed by my will. If I let go, they will fall in a second. So no, it does not take three days.”

         He frowned. “You lied to Hermes? Won’t Athena be angry when she finds out?”

         His innocence could still frighten me. “I do not plan to tell her. Telegonus, these are gods. You must keep your tricks close or you will lose everything.”

         “You did it so they would have time to talk,” he said. “Penelope and Telemachus.”

         Young he was, but not a fool. “Something like that.”

         He tapped his finger on the shutters. The lions did not stir; they knew the noise of his restlessness well. “Will we see them again? If they leave?”

         “I think you will,” I said. If he heard the change I made, he said nothing. I could feel my chest heaving a little. It had been so long since I had spoken to Hermes, I’d forgotten the effort it took to face down that shrewd, all-seeing gaze.

         He said, “Do you think Athena will try to kill me?”

         “She must swear an oath before she comes, she will be bound by it. But I will have the spear, in case.”

         I made my hands work through their chores, plates and washing and weeding. When it began to grow dark, I packed a basket of food and sent Telegonus to find Penelope and Telemachus.

         “Don’t linger,” I said. “They should be alone.”

         He reddened. “I’m not an idiot child.”

         I drew in a breath. “I know you are not.”

         I paced while he was gone. I could not explain the stinging tension I felt. I had known he would be leaving. I had known all along.

         Penelope returned when the moon rose. “I am grateful to you,” she said. “Life is not so simple as a loom. What you weave, you cannot unravel with a tug. But I think I have made a start. Is it wrong of me to confess that I enjoyed watching you set Hermes back?”

         “I have a confession of my own. I am not sorry to let Athena twist for three days.”

         She smiled. “Thank you. Again.”

         Telegonus sat at the hearth fletching arrows, but he had scarcely managed a handful. He was as restless as I was, scuffing at the stones, staring out of the window at the empty garden path as if Hermes might appear again. I cleaned the tables that did not need cleaning. I set my pots of herbs now here, now there. Penelope’s black mourning cloak hung from the loom, nearly finished. I could have sat and worked awhile, but the change of hands would show in the cloth. “I am going out,” I told Telegonus. And before he could speak, I left.

         My feet carried me to a small hollow I knew among the oaks and olives. The branches made good shade, and the grass grew soft. You could listen to the night birds overhead.

         He was sitting on a fallen tree, outlined against the dark.

         “Do I disturb you?”

         “No,” he said.

         I sat beside him. Beneath my feet the grass was cool and faintly damp. The owls cried in the distance, still hungry from winter’s scarcity.

         “My mother told me what you did for us. Both now and before. Thank you.”

         “I am glad if it helped.”

         He nodded, faintly. “She has been three leagues ahead, as always.”

         Over us the branches stirred, carving the moon into slivers.

         “Are you ready to face the gray-eyed goddess?”

         “Is anyone?”

         “You have seen her before, at least. When she stopped the war between your father and the suitors’ kin.”

         “I have seen her many times,” he said. “She used to come to me when I was a child. Never in her own form. I would notice a quality to certain people around me. You know. The stranger with overly detailed advice. The old family friend whose eyes shine in the dark. The air would smell like buttery olives and iron. I would speak her name and the sky would glow bright as polished silver. The dull things of my life, the hangnail on my thumb, the suitors’ taunts, would fade. She made me feel like one of the heroes from songs, ready to tame fire-breathing bulls and sow dragons’ teeth.”

         An owl circled on its silent wings. In the quiet, the yearning in his voice rang like a bell.

         “After my father returned, I never saw her again. For a long time I waited. I killed ewes in her name. I scrutinized everyone who passed. Did that goatherd linger strangely? Was not that sailor too interested in my thoughts?”

         He made a sound in the dark, a half laugh. “You can imagine people didn’t love me for it, always staring at them, then turning away in disappointment.”

         “Do you know what she intends for you?”

         “Who can say, with a god?”

         I felt it like a rebuke. That old uncrossable gulf, between mortal and divinity.

         “You will have power certainly, and wealth. You will likely have your chance to be Telemachus the Just.”

         His eyes rested on the shadows of the forest. He had scarcely glanced at me since I came. Whatever had been between us was dispersed like smoke on the wind. His mind was with Athena, pointed at his future. I had known it would be so, but it surprised me how much it ached to see it happen so quickly.

         I spoke briskly. “You should take the boat, of course. It’s charmed against sea-disaster, as you know. With her help, you shouldn’t need that, but it will let you leave as soon as you are ready. Telegonus will not mind.”

         He was quiet so long I thought he had not heard. But at last he said, “That is a kind offer, thank you. Then you will have your island back.”

         I heard the crackles in the brush. I heard the sea distant on the shore, the sound of our breaths vanishing into its ceaseless wash.

         “Yes,” I said. “I will.”

         
              

         

         In the days that followed, I passed him as if he were a table in my hall. Penelope eyed me, but I did not speak to her either. The two of them were often together now, mending what had been broken. I did not care to see it. I took Telegonus down to the sea to show me his swimming. His shoulders, hard with muscle, cut unerring through the sea. He looked older than sixteen, a man grown. Children of gods always came to their strength faster than mortals. He would miss them when they were gone, I knew. But I would find something else for him. I would help him forget. I would say, some people are like constellations that only touch the earth for a season.

         I set out their evening meals, then took my cloak and walked into the darkness. I sought the highest peaks, the brakes where mortals could not follow me. Even as I did it, I laughed at myself. Which of them do you think is going to chase after you? My mind turned through all those stories I had kept from Odysseus, Aeëtes and Scylla and the rest. I had not wanted my history to be only an amusement, grist for his relentless intelligence. But who else would have tolerated it, with all its ugliness and errors? I had missed my chance to speak, and now it was too late.

         I went to bed. I dreamed till dawn of the spear tipped with Trygon’s tail.

         
              

         

         The morning of the third day Penelope touched me on the sleeve. She had finished the black cloak. It made her face look thinner, her skin dulled. She said, “I know I ask much, but will you be there when we speak to her?”

         “I will. And Telegonus too. I want it finished and clear. I am tired of games.”

         All my words felt like that, hard in my teeth. I strode up to the peak. The rocks there were darkened from sixteen years of my draughts. I reached down, rubbed my finger against the pitted stains. So many times I had come here. So many hours spent. I closed my eyes, and felt the spell above me, fragile as glass. I let it fall.

         There was the faintest ping, like the snap of an overdrawn bowstring. I waited for the old weight to drop from my shoulders, but instead a gray fatigue rolled through me. I put out my hand for balance and found only air. I staggered, knees wavering. But there was no time for such weakness. We were exposed. Athena was coming, arrowing down upon my island like an eagle in her dive. I made myself start down the mountain. My feet caught on every root, the rocks turned my ankles. My breath came thin and shallow. I opened the door. Three faces startled up to mine. Telegonus rose. “Mother?”

         I pushed past him. My sky lay open, and each moment was a danger. The spear, that is what I needed. I seized its crooked shaft from the corner where I kept it and breathed the sweet poison scent. My mind seemed to clear a little. Even Athena would not risk this.

         I carried it into the hall and set myself at the hearth. Uncertainly, they followed. There was no time for a warning. Her lightning-bolt limbs struck the room, and the air turned silver. Her breastplate glowed as if it were still half molten. The crest of her helmet bristled over us.

         Her eyes fixed on me. Her voice was dark as ore. “I told you that you would be sorry if he lived.”

         “You were wrong,” I said.

         “You have always been insolent, Titan.” Sharply, as if to wound me with her precision, she turned her gaze to Telemachus. He was kneeling, Penelope beside him. “Son of Odysseus,” she said. Her voice changed, gilding itself. “Zeus has foretold that a new empire will rise in the West. Aeneas is fled there with his remnant Trojans, and I would have Greeks to balance and hold them at bay. The land is fertile and rich, thick with beasts of field and forest, overhung with fruits of every kind. You will found a prosperous city there, you will build stout walls and set down laws to hold back the tide of savagery. You will seed a great people who will rule in ages to come. I have gathered good men from across our lands and set them on a ship. They arrive this day to bear you to your future.”

         The room burned with the aureate sparks of her vision. Telemachus burned too. His shoulders seemed broader, his limbs swollen with strength. Even his voice had deepened. “Goddess,” he said, “gray-eyed and wise. I am honored among mortals. No man can deserve such grace.”

         She smiled like a temple snake over its bowl of cream. “The ship will come for you at dusk. Be ready.”

         It was his cue to stand. To show off that glory she had bestowed on him, lift it like a glittering standard. But he knelt, unmoving. “I fear I am not worthy of your gifts.”

         I frowned. Why was he groveling so much? It was not wise. He should thank her and be done, before she found some reason for offense.

         Her voice had a tinge of impatience. “I know your weaknesses,” she said. “They will not matter, when I am there to steady your spear-arm. I guided you once to victory against the suitors. I will guide you again.”

         “You have watched over me,” he said. “I thank you for it. Yet I cannot accept.”

         The air in the room hung utterly still.

         “What do you mean?” The words sizzled.

         “I have considered,” he said. “For three days I have considered. And I find in myself no taste for fighting Trojans or building empires. I seek different days.”

         My throat had gone dry. What was the fool doing? The last man who refused Athena was Paris, prince of Troy. He had preferred the goddess Aphrodite, and now he was dead and his city ash.

         Her eyes were augers, boring through the air. “No taste? What is this? Has some other god offered you something better?”

         “No.”

         “What then?”

         He did not flinch from her gaze. “I do not desire such a life.”

         “Penelope.” The word was a lash. “Speak to your son.”

         Penelope’s face was bent to the floor. “I have, goddess. He is set in his course. You know his father’s blood was always stubborn.”

         “Stubborn in achievement.” Athena snapped each word like a dove’s neck. “In ingenuity. What is this degeneracy?” She swung back to Telemachus. “I do not make this offer again. If you persist in this foolishness, if you refuse me, all my glory will leave you. Even if you beg, I will not come.”

         “I understand,” he said.

         His calmness seemed to enrage her. “There will be no songs made of you. No stories. Do you understand? You will live a life of obscurity. You will be without a name in history. You will be no one.”

         Each word was like the blow of a hammer in a forge. He would give in, I thought. Of course he would. The fame she had described was what all mortals yearn for. It is their only hope of immortality.

         “I choose that fate,” he said.

         Disbelief shone naked on her cold, beautiful face. How many times in her eternity had she been told no? She could not parse it. She looked like an eagle who had been diving upon a rabbit, and the next moment found itself in the mud.

         “You are a fool,” she spat. “You are lucky I do not kill you where you stand. I spare you out of love for your father, but I am patron to you no more.”

         The glory that had shone upon him vanished. He looked shriveled without it, gray and gnarled as olive bark. I was as shocked as Athena. What had he done? And so wrapped was I in these thoughts that I could not see the path we walked until it was too late.

         “Telegonus,” Athena said. Her silver gaze darted to him. Her voice changed again; its iron grew filigree. “You have heard what I offered your brother. I offer it now to you. Will you sail and be my bulwark in Italy?”

         I felt as though I had slipped from a cliff. I was in the air, falling, with nothing to hold me.

         “Son,” I cried. “Say nothing.”

         Fast as arrow-shot, she turned on me. “You dare to obstruct me again? What more do you want from me, witch? I have sworn an oath I will not harm him. I offer him a gift that men would trade their souls for. Will you keep him hobbled all his life, like a broken horse?”

         “You do not want him,” I said. “He killed Odysseus.”

         “Odysseus killed himself,” she said. The words hissed through the room like a scythe’s blade. “He lost his way.”

         “It was you who made him lose it.”

         Anger smoked in her eyes. I saw the thought in them, how her spearhead would look tearing the blood from my throat.

         “I would have made him a god,” she said. “An equal. But in the end, he was too weak.”

         It was all the apology you would ever get from a god. I bared my teeth and slashed the spear-tip through the air. “You will not have my son. I will fight you before I let you take him.”

         “Mother.” The voice was soft at my side. “May I speak?”

         I was breaking to pieces. I knew what I would see when I looked at him, his eager, pleading hope. He wanted to go. He had always wanted to go, from the moment he was born into my arms. I had let Penelope stay on my island so she would not lose her son. I would lose mine instead.

         “I have dreamed of this,” he said. “Of golden fields that stretch out, unbroken, to the horizon. Orchards, gleaming rivers, thriving flocks. I used to think it was Ithaca I saw.”

         He was trying to speak gently, to rein in the excitement that rose in him like a flood. I thought of Icarus, who had died when he was free. Telegonus would die if he were not. Not in flesh and years. But all that was sweet in him would wither and fall away.

         He took my hand. The gesture was like a bard’s. But were we not in a sort of song? This was the refrain we had practiced so often.

         “There is risk, I know it, but you have taught me to be careful. I can do this, Mother. I want to.”

         I was a gray space filled up with nothing. What could I say? One of us must grieve. I would not let it be him.

         “My son,” I said, “it is yours to decide.”

         Joy broke from him like a wave. I turned away so I would not have to see it. Athena would be glad, I thought. Here was her vengeance at last.

         “Be ready for the ship,” she said. “It comes this afternoon. I do not send another.”

         
              

         

         The light faded back to simple sun. Penelope and Telemachus eased away. Telegonus embraced me as he had not since he was a child. As maybe he never had. Remember this, I told myself. His wide shoulders, the curve of the bones in his back, the warmth of his breath. But my mind felt parched and windswept.

         “Mother? Can you not be happy for me?”

         No, I wanted to shout at him. No, I cannot. Why must I be happy? Is it not enough that I let you go? But I did not want for that to be the last he saw of me, his mother shrieking and keening as if he were dead, though he was still filled with so many hopeful years.

         “I am happy for you,” I made myself say. I led him to his room. I helped him pack, filling trunks with medicines of every sort, for wounds and headaches, for pox and sleeplessness and even childbirth, which he blushed at.

         “You are founding a dynasty,” I said. “Heirs are usually necessary.”

         I gave him all the warmest clothes I had, though it was spring and would be summer soon. I said he should take Arcturos, who had loved him since she was a puppy. I pressed amulets on him, wrapped him in enchantments. I piled on treasure after treasure, gold and silver and finest embroidery, for new kings fare best when they have wonders to give.

         He had sobered by then. “What if I fail?”

         I thought of the land Athena had described. The rolling hills, crowded with their heavy fruits and fields of grain, the bright citadel he would build. He would hand down judgments from a lofted chair in its sunniest hall, and men and women would come from far and wide to kneel to him. He will be a good ruler, I thought. Fair-minded and warm. He will not be consumed like his father was. He had never been hungry for glory, only for life.

         “You will not fail,” I said.

         “You do not think she means some harm to me?”

         Now he was worried; now that it was too late. He was only sixteen, so new in the world.

         “No,” I said. “I do not. She values you for your blood, and in time she will value you for yourself as well. She is more reliable than Hermes, though no god can be called steady. You must remember to be your own man.”

         “I will.” He met my eyes. “You are not angry?”

         “No,” I said. It had never truly been anger, only fear and sorrow. He was what the gods could use against me.

         A knock on the door. Telemachus, carrying a long wool parcel. “I am sorry to intrude.” His eyes kept away from mine. He held out the package to my son. “This is for you.”

         Telegonus unwrapped the cloth. A smooth length of wood, tapered at its ends and notched. The bowstrings were coiled neatly around it. Telegonus stroked the leather grip. “It is beautiful.”

         “It was our father’s,” Telemachus said.

         Telegonus looked up, stricken. I saw a shadow of the old grief pass across his face. “Brother, I cannot. I have already taken your city.”

         “That city was never mine,” he said. “Nor was this. You will do better with them both, I think.”

         I felt as though I stood a long way distant. I had never seen the age between them so clearly before. My keen son, and this man who chose to be no one.

         We carried Telegonus’ bags down to the shore. Telemachus and Penelope said their farewells, then stood back. I waited beside my son, but he scarcely knew it. His eyes had found the horizon, that seam of waves and sky.

         The ship came into the harbor. It was large, its sides fresh with resin and paint, its new sail shining. Its men worked cleanly, efficiently. Their beards were trimmed, their bodies honed with strength. When the gangplank was dropped, they gathered eagerly at the rail.

         Telegonus stepped forward to meet them. He stood broad and bright with sun. Arcturos heeled, panting at his side. His father’s bow was strung and hanging from his shoulder.

         “I am Telegonus of Aiaia,” he cried out, “son of a great hero, and a greater goddess. Welcome, for you have been led here by gray-eyed Athena herself.”

         The sailors dropped to their knees. I would not be able to bear it, I thought. I would seize him, hold him to me. But I only embraced him a final time, pressing hard as if to set him into my skin. Then I watched him take his place among them, stand upon the prow, outlined against the sky. The light darted silver from the waves. I lifted my hand in blessing and gave my son to the world.

         
              

         

         In the days that followed, Penelope and Telemachus treated me as if I were Egyptian glass. They spoke softly and walked on light feet past my chair. Penelope offered me the place at the loom. Telemachus kept my cup filled. The fire was always freshly stoked. All of it slid away. They were kind, but they were nothing to me. The syrups in my pantry had been my companions longer. I went to my herbs, but they seemed to shrivel in my fingers. The air felt naked without my spell. Gods might come and go as they wished now. They might do anything. I had no power to stop them.

         The days grew warmer. The sky softened, opening over us like the ripe flesh of a fruit. The spear still leaned in my room. I went to it, took off the sheath to breathe over its pale, envenomed ridges, but what I wanted from it, I could not say. I rubbed at my chest as if it were bread I kneaded. Telemachus said, “Are you well?”

         “Of course I am well. What could be wrong with me? Immortals do not take sick.”

         I went to the beach. I walked carefully, as if I held an infant in my arms. The sun beat upon the horizon. It beat everywhere, upon my back and arms and face. I wore no shawl. I would not burn. I never did.

         My island lay around me. My herbs, my house, my animals. And so it would go, I thought, on and on, forever the same. It did not matter if Penelope and Telemachus were kind. It did not matter even if they stayed for their whole lives, if she were the friend I had yearned for and he were something else, it would only be a blink. They would wither, and I would burn their bodies and watch my memories of them yellow and fade as everything faded in the endless wash of centuries, even Daedalus, even the blood-spatter of the Minotaur, even Scylla’s appetites. Even Telegonus. Sixty, seventy years, a mortal might have. Then he would leave for the underworld, where I could never go, for gods are the opposite of death. I tried to imagine those dusky hills and gray meadows, the shades moving slow and white among them. Some walked hand in hand with those they had loved in life; some waited, secure that one day their beloved would come. And for those who had not loved, whose lives had been filled with pain and horror, there was the black river Lethe, where one might drink and forget. Some consolation.

         For me, there was nothing. I would go on through the countless millennia, while everyone I met ran through my fingers and I was left with only those who were like me. The Olympians and Titans. My sister and brothers. My father.

         I felt something in me then. It was like the old, early days of my spells, when the path would open, sudden and clear before my feet. All those years I had wrestled and fought, yet there was a part of me that had stood still, just as my sister said. I seemed to hear that pale creature in his black depths.

         Then, child, make another.

         I did nothing to prepare. If I was not ready now, when would I be? I did not even walk up to the peak. He could come here, upon my yellow sands, and face me where I stood.

         “Father,” I said, into the air, “I would speak with you.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-five

         

         HELIOS WAS NOT A god to be summoned, but I was the wayward daughter who had won Trygon’s tail. Gods love novelty, as I have said. They are curious as cats.

         He stepped from the air. He was wearing his crown, and its rays turned my beach to gold. The purple of his clothes was rich as deep-pooled blood. Hundreds of years and not a thread had changed. He was still that same image that had been seared upon me from my birth.

         “I am come,” he said. His voice rolled like heat from a bonfire.

         “I seek an end to my exile,” I said.

         “There is none. You are punished for eternity.”

         “I ask you to go to Zeus and speak on my behalf. Tell him you would take it as a favor to release me.”

         His face was more incredulous than angry. “Why would I do such a thing?”

         There were many answers I might have given. Because I have been your bargaining piece all along. Because you would have seen those men and known what they were and still you let them land on my island. Because after, when I was a broken thing, you did not come.

         “Because I am your daughter and would be free.”

         He did not even pause. “Disobedient as ever, and over-bold. Calling me here for foolishness and nothing.”

         I looked at his face, blazing with its righteous power. The Great Watchman of the Sky. The Savior, he is called. All-Seeing, Bringer of Light, Delight of Men. I had given him his chance. It was more than he had ever given me.

         “Do you remember,” I said, “when Prometheus was whipped in your hall?”

         His eyes narrowed. “Of course.”

         “I stayed behind, when all the rest of you left. I brought him comfort, and we spoke together.”

         His gaze burned into mine. “You would not have dared.”

         “If you doubt me, you may ask Prometheus himself. Or Aeëtes. Though if you get any truth from him it is a miracle.”

         My skin had begun to ache at his heat; my eyes watered.

         “If you did such a thing, it is deepest treason. You are more owed to exile than ever. You deserve greater punishment still, all I can give you. You have exposed us to Zeus’ wrath for some foolish whim.”

         “Yes,” I said. “And if you do not see my exile ended, I will expose you again. I will tell Zeus what I did.”

         His face contracted. For the first time in my life, I had truly shocked him. “You would not. Zeus will destroy you.”

         “Perhaps he will,” I said. “But I think he will listen first. And you are the one he will truly blame, for you should have kept better check on your daughter. Of course, I will tell him other things as well. All those tiptoeing treasons I heard you whisper with my uncles. I think Zeus would be glad to know how deep the Titan mutiny goes, don’t you?”

         “You dare to threaten me?”

         These gods, I thought. They always say the same thing.

         “I do.”

         My father’s skin flared blinding bright. His voice seared at my bones. “You would start a war.”

         “I hope so. For I will see you torn down, Father, before I will be jailed for your convenience any longer.”

         His rage was so hot the air bent and wavered around him. “I can end you with a thought.”

         It was my oldest fear, that white annihilation. I felt it shiver through me. But enough. At last, enough.

         “You can,” I said. “But you have always been cautious, Father. You know I have stood against Athena. I have walked in the blackest deeps. You cannot guess what spells I have cast, what poisons I have gathered to protect myself against you, how your power may rebound upon your head. Who knows what is in me? Will you find out?”

         The words hung in the air. His eyes were discs of ignited gold, but I did not look away.

         “If I do this thing,” he said, “it is the last I will ever do for you. Do not come begging again.”

         “Father,” I said, “I never will. I leave this place tomorrow.”

         He would not ask where, he would not even wonder. So many years I had spent as a child sifting his bright features for his thoughts, trying to glimpse among them one that bore my name. But he was a harp with only one string, and the note it played was himself.

         “You have always been the worst of my children,” he said. “Be sure you do not dishonor me.”

         “I have a better idea. I will do as I please, and when you count your children, leave me out.”

         His body was rigid with wrath. He looked as though he had swallowed a stone, and it choked him.

         “Give Mother my greetings,” I said.

         His jaw bit down and he was gone.

         
              

         

         The yellow sands faded to their usual color. The shadows returned. For a moment I stood breathing, unmoving, my chest filled with a wild battering. But then it was gone. My thoughts were loosed forward, skimming the earth, flying up the hill to my room where the spear waited with its pale poison. It should have been returned to Trygon long ago, yet I had kept it for protection and something else I could not name. At last, I knew what it was.

         I went up to the house and found Penelope, sitting at my loom.

         “It is time for a decision. There are things I must do. I leave tomorrow, I cannot say for how long. I will take you first to Sparta if you would go there.”

         She looked up from the tapestry she was making. A wild sea, with a swimmer striking out into darkness. “And if I would not?”

         “Then you may stay here.”

         She held the shuttle lightly, as if it were a bird with its hollow bones. She said, “Would that not…intrude? I know what I have cost you.”

         Telegonus, she meant. There was grief, and so there would always be. But the gray fog was gone. I felt distant and very clear, like a hawk borne upon the highest aether. I said, “He would never have been happy here.”

         “But because of us, he went with Athena.”

         It had hurt once, but that was only pride. “She is far from the worst of them.”

         Them, I heard myself say.

         “I give you the choice, Penelope. What would you do?”

         A wolf stretched, her mouth squeaking a little with her yawn. “I find I am in no rush for Sparta,” Penelope said.

         “Then come, there are things you must know.” I led her to the kitchen with its rows of jars and bottles. “There is an illusion upon the island to make it appear inhospitable to ships. That will remain while I am gone. But sailors are reckless sometimes, and the ones that are most reckless are often the most desperate. These are my drugs that do not need witchcraft. There are poisons among them, and salves for healing. This one causes sleep.” I handed her a bottle. “It does not work immediately, so you cannot leave it till the last moment. You will need to get it in their wine. Ten drops will be enough. Do you think you can do it?”

         She tipped the contents, felt their weight. A faint smile touched her lips. “You may remember I have some experience in handling unwelcome guests.”

         
              

         

         Wherever Telemachus was, he did not return for dinner. No matter, I told myself. The time when I had softened like wax was past. My path was laid before me. I packed my things. There were a few changes of clothing and a cloak, but the rest was herbs and bottles. I picked up the spear and carried it out into the warm night air. There was spell-work to do, but I wanted to go to the boat first. I had not seen it since Telemachus began his repairs, and I had to be sure it was ready to sail. Streaks of lightning flashed over the sea, and the breeze brought a distant smell of fire. It was that last storm I had told Telegonus to wait for, but I did not fear it. By morning it would blow itself out.

         I stepped into the cave, and stared. It was hard to believe I viewed the same boat. It was longer now, and its bow had been rebuilt and narrowed. The mast was better rigged, and the rudder more trim. I walked around it. At the front a small prow-piece had been added, a seated lioness with her jaws open. The fur was in the Eastern style, each lock separate, curled like the shell of a snail. I reached to touch one.

         “The wax is not set.” He stepped out from the darkness. “I have always thought every ship needs a prow spirit.”

         “It is beautiful,” I said.

         “I was fishing in the cove when Helios came. All the shadows disappeared. I heard you speak to him.”

         I felt a flare of embarrassment. How baleful and outlandish and cruel we must have seemed. I rested my eyes on the boat so I would not have to look at him. “Then you know my exile is ended and I sail tomorrow. I asked your mother if she would go to Sparta or stay. She said she wished to stay. I offer the same choice to you.”

         Outside, the sea made a sound like a shuttle weaving. The stars were yellow as pears, low and ripe on the branch.

         “I have been angry with you,” he said.

         It surprised me. The blood rose stinging to my cheeks. “Angry.”

         “Yes,” he said. “You thought I would go with Athena. Even after all I have said to you. I am not your son and I am not my father. You should have known I do not want anything Athena has.”

         His voice was even, but I felt the sharp edge of his reproach. “I am sorry,” I said. “I could not believe that any in this world would refuse her divinity.”

         “That is amusing coming from you.”

         “I am not a promising young prince of whom great things are expected.”

         “It is overrated.”

         I ran my hand across the lion’s clawed foot, felt the sticky sheen of the wax.

         “Do you always make beautiful things for those you are angry with?”

         “No,” he said. “Only you.”

         Outside, the lightning flickered. “I was angry as well,” I said. “I thought you could not wait to leave.”

         “I do not know how you could think that. You know I cannot hide my face.”

         I could smell the beeswax, sweet and thick.

         “The way you spoke of Athena coming to you. I thought it was longing. Something you kept close, like a secret heart.”

         “I kept it close because I was ashamed. I did not want you to hear how she had preferred my father all along.”

         She is a fool. But I did not say it.

         “I do not want to go to Sparta,” he said. “Nor do I want to stay here. I think you know where I would like to be.”

         “You cannot come,” I said. “It is not safe for mortals.”

         “I suspect it is not safe at all. You should see your face. You cannot hide either.”

         What is my face like? I wanted to ask. Instead I said, “You would leave your mother?”

         “She will be well here. And content, I think.”

         Wood dust floated past, fragrant in the air. It was the same smell that rose from his skin when he carved. I felt reckless suddenly. Sick of all my fretting and convincing, my careful plotting. It came to some by nature, but not to me.

         “If you want to join me, I will not stop you,” I said. “We leave at dawn.”

         
              

         

         I made my preparations and he made his. We worked until the sky began to pale. The ship was filled with all the stores it could hold: cheese and toasted barley, fruits dried and fresh. Telemachus added fishing nets and oars, extra rope and knives, all of it carefully stowed and strapped in its place. With rollers we pushed the boat down to the sea, its hull effortlessly slipping through the breakers. Penelope stood on the shore to wave us off. Telemachus had gone alone to tell her he was leaving. Whatever she thought of it she kept from her face.

         Telemachus lifted the sail. The storm was past. The winds were fresh and blowing well. They caught us, and we glided through the bay. I looked back at Aiaia. Twice in all my days I had seen her dwindling behind me. The water grew between us, and her cliffs shrank. I could taste the salt spray on my lips. All around were those silver-scrolling waves. No thunderbolt came. I was free.

         No, I thought. Not yet.

         “Where do we go?” Telemachus’ hand waited on the rudder.

         The last time I had spoken her name aloud had been to his father. “To the straits,” I said. “To Scylla.”

         I watched the words register. He maneuvered the prow with competent hands.

         “You are not frightened?”

         “You warned me it was not safe,” he said. “I do not think being frightened will help.”

         The sea flowed by. We passed the island where I had stopped with Daedalus on the way to Crete. The beach was still there, and I glimpsed a grove of almond trees. The storm-blasted poplar would be long gone by now, crumbled to earth.

         A pale smudge appeared on the horizon. With each hour it grew, belling like smoke. I knew what it was. “Pull down the sail,” I said. “We have business here first.”

         Over the rail we caught twelve fish, large as we could find. They thrashed, spraying cold drops of salt across the deck. I pinched my herbs into their gasping mouths and spoke the word. The old cracking sound, the tearing of flesh, and then they were fish no more, but twelve rams, fat and addled. They jostled, eyes rolling, packed against each other in the small space. It was a blessing—they would not have been able to stand otherwise. They were not used to having feet.

         Telemachus had to climb over them to get to the oars. “It may be a little hard to row.”

         “They will not be here long.”

         He frowned at one. “Do they taste like mutton?”

         “I don’t know.” I lifted from my herb bag the small clay pot that I had filled the night before. It was stoppered with wax and had a looped handle. With a length of leather cord, I tied it around the largest ram’s neck.

         We unfurled the sail. I had warned Telemachus about the mist and spray, and he had a pair of oars ready in makeshift locks. They were awkward, for the boat was meant for sails, but they would help us through if the wind died completely. “We must keep moving,” I told him. “No matter what.”

         He nodded, as if it would be that easy. I knew better. The spear was in my hand, tipped with its poisonous spine, but I had seen how fast she was. I had told Odysseus once that there was no withstanding her. Yet here I was again.

         Lightly, I touched Telemachus’ shoulder and whispered a charm. I felt the illusion gather over him: he was gone, bare deck, empty air. It would not hold up to scrutiny, but it would hide him from her passing glance. He watched, asking no questions. He trusted me. I turned away, abrupt, to face the prow.

         The mist drifted over us. My hair grew damp, and the sucking sound of the whirlpool reached us across the waves. Charybdis, men had named that vortex. It had claimed its share of sailors, all those who tried to avoid Scylla’s appetite. The rams pressed against me, swaying. They made no sound, as real sheep would have. They did not know how to use their throats. I pitied them, in their trembling, monstrous forms.

         The straits loomed, and we slipped into their mouth. I glanced at Telemachus. He held the oars ready, his eyes alert. Hairs lifted on my neck. What had I done? I should never have brought him.

         The smell struck me, familiar even after so long: rot and hate. And then she came, slithering out of the gray fog. Those old lumpen heads of hers crept along the cliff, rasping as they went. Her bloodshot gaze was fixed on the rams, reeking of fat and fear.

         “Come!” I cried.

         She struck. Six rams were snatched up in six wide-split jaws. She darted back with them into the mist. I heard bones crunching, the wet gulping of her throats. Blood drizzled down the cliff face.

         I had time for a single glance at Telemachus. The wind was nearly dead, and he was rowing now, intent. The sweat stood out on his arms.

         Scylla returned, heads weaving with malevolence. Tufts of fleece showed between her teeth.

         “Now the rest,” I said.

         She took the other six so fast there was no time to count the beat between my words and their vanishing. The ram with the pot had been among them. I tried to listen for its clay shattering in her teeth, but I could make out nothing above the sounds of bones and flesh.

         Last night, beneath the cold moon, I had milked the spear’s poison. It had trickled, clear and thin, into my polished bronze bowl. I had added dittany, gathered so long ago from Crete, cypress root, shards of my cliffs and soil from my garden, and last of all my own red blood. The liquid had foamed and turned yellow. All this I had put into that pot, then sealed it with wax. The draught would be slipping down her throat by now, pooling in her guts.

         I thought twelve sheep would have dulled the edge of her hunger, but when she returned her eyes looked the same as ever, greedy and ravening. As if it were not her belly she fed, but an undying rage.

         “Scylla!” I lifted the spear. “It is I, Circe, daughter of Helios, witch of Aiaia.”

         She shrieked, that old baying cacophony, clawing at my ears, but there was no recognition in it.

         “Long ago I changed you to this form from the nymph you were. I come now with Trygon’s power to make an end to what I began.”

         And into the mist-soaked air, I spoke the word of my will.

         She hissed. Her gaze held not the slightest hint of curiosity. Her heads wove on, searching over the deck as if there might be sheep she had overlooked. Behind me, I could hear Telemachus straining at the oars. Our sail hung limp; he was all that kept us moving forward.

         I saw the instant her eyes pierced my illusion and spotted him. She moaned, low and eager.

         “No!” I brandished the spear. “This mortal is under my protection. You will suffer eternal agony if you try to take him. You see I have Trygon’s tail.”

         She screamed again. Her breath washed over me, stink and searing heat. The heads were weaving faster in her excitement. They snapped the air, long strands of drool swinging from their jaws. She was afraid of the spear, but that would not hold her for long. She had come to like the taste of mortal flesh. She craved it. Stark, black terror rolled through me. I would have sworn I had felt the spell take hold. Had I been wrong? Panic drenched my shoulders. I would have to fight her six ravening heads at once. I was no trained warrior. One of them would get by me and then Telemachus—I would not let myself finish the thought. My mind spat through ideas, all useless: spells that could not touch her, poisons I did not have, gods who would not come to my aid. I could tell Telemachus to jump and swim, but there was nowhere to go. The only path safe from her reach would take him into the devouring whirlpool of Charybdis.

         I set myself between her and Telemachus, spear out-thrust, nerves drawn up. I must wound her before she gets by me, I told myself. I must at least get Trygon’s poison in her blood. I braced for the blow.

         It did not come. One of her mouths was working strangely, jaws hinging and unhinging. A choking noise came from deep within her chest. She gagged, and a yellow foam ran over her teeth.

         “What is it?” I heard Telemachus say. “What’s happening?”

         There was no time for an answer. Her body sagged out of the mist. I had never seen it before, gelatinous and huge. As we watched, it scraped down the cliffside above us. Her heads squealed and bucked, as if trying to haul it back up again. But it only sank further, as inexorably as if it were weighted with stones. I could see now the beginnings of her legs, those twelve monstrous tentacles stretching away from her body into the mist. She kept them hidden always, Hermes had told me, coiled in the cave among the bones and bits of old flesh, gripping the cave’s stone so that the rest of her might dart down for her meals and return.

         Scylla’s heads were snapping and whining, rearing back to bite their own necks. Her gray skin was streaked with yellow foam and her own red blood. A noise began like a boulder drawn across the earth, and suddenly a gray blur tumbled past us, smashing the waves beside our boat. The deck dipped wildly, and I nearly lost my balance. When I was steady again I found myself staring at one of her huge legs. It hung limp off her body, thick as the oldest oak on Aiaia, its end disappearing into the waves.

         It had let go its hold.

         “We must leave,” I said. “Now. There will be more.” Before the words were out, the dragging sound had begun again.

         Telemachus cried out a warning. The leg smashed so close to our stern it sucked the rail half beneath the waves. I was knocked to my knees, and Telemachus thrown from his seat. He managed to cling to the oars, and with effort wrested them back to their places. The waters around us seethed with wash, the boat pitched up and down. In the air over our heads, Scylla cried and thrashed. The weight of the fallen legs had pulled her further down the cliff. The heads were within range now, but she paid no attention to us. She was biting at the limp flesh of her legs, savaging it. I hesitated a moment, then wedged the spear-haft against our supplies so it would not roll in the chaos. I seized one of Telemachus’ oars. “Go.”

         We bent ourselves to rowing. The dragging sound came again and another leg fell, its great surge soaking the deck, slewing the prow towards Charybdis. I caught a glimpse of its whirling chaos that ate ships whole. Telemachus grappled at the rudder, trying to turn us. “A rope,” he shouted.

         I scrabbled one out from our stores. He looped it around the rudder, yanking at it, fighting to point us back out of the straits. Scylla’s body swayed two mast-lengths above us. The legs were still falling, and each impact pulled the dangling trunk further down.

         Ten, I counted. Eleven. “We have to go!”

         Telemachus had righted the prow. He tied off the rudder, and we scrambled back to the oars. Beneath the cliff the boat tossed back and forth in the chopped waters like a fallen leaf. The waves around us were stained yellow. Her remaining leg stretched back up the cliff face. It was all that held her, pulled grotesquely taut.

         She let go. Her massive body struck the water. The wave ripped the oars from our hands, and my head was buffeted by cold salt. I caught a glimpse of our stores washing into the sea, and vanishing with them into the white, Trygon’s spear. I felt the loss like a blow to my chest but there was no time to think of it. I seized Telemachus’ arm, expecting any moment the deck to crack beneath us. But the stout planks held, and the rope on the rudder too. The wash of that last great wave shoved us forward, out of the straits.

         The sound of Charybdis had faded, and the sea lay open around us. I got to my feet and looked back. At the base of the cliff, where Scylla had been, was a hulking shoal. The outline of six snaky necks was still visible upon it, but they did not move. They would never move again. She had turned to stone.

         
              

         

         It was a long way to land. My arms and back ached as if they had been whipped, and Telemachus must have been worse, yet our sail was miraculously intact and it bore us on. The sun seemed to drop into the sea like a falling plate, and night rose over the water. I sighted land through the star-pricked black, and we dragged the boat onto its beach. We had lost all our fresh water stores, and Telemachus was dull-eyed, nearly speechless. I went to find a river and carried back a brimming bowl I’d transformed from a rock. He drained it, and afterwards he lay still so long I began to be afraid, but at last he cleared his throat and asked what food there was. I had gathered a few berries by then, and caught a fish which was spitted over the fire. “I am sorry I put you in such danger,” I said. “If you had not been there, we would have been smashed to pieces.”

         He nodded wearily as he chewed. His face was still drawn and pale. “I confess I am glad we will not have to do it again.” He leaned back upon the sand, and his eyes drooped closed.

         He was safe, for our camp was backed into the corner of a cliff, so I left him to walk the shore. I thought we were on an island, but I could not tell for certain. There was no smoke rising above the trees, and when I listened, I heard nothing but night birds and brush and the hiss of the waves. There were flowers and forests growing thickly inland, but I did not go look. I was seeing before me again that rocky mass that had been Scylla. She was gone, truly gone. For the first time in centuries, I was not lashed to that flood of misery and grief. No more souls would walk to the underworld written with my name.

         I faced the sea. It felt strange to have nothing in my hands, no spear-haft to carry. I could feel the air moving across my palms, salt mingling with the green scent of spring. I imagined the gray length of the tail, sinking through the darkness to find its master. Trygon, I said, your tail comes home to you. I kept it too long, but I made good use of it at last.

         The soft waves washed across the sand.

         The darkness felt clean against my skin. I walked through the cool air as if it were a pool I bathed in. We had lost everything but the pouch of tools he had worn at his waist, and my spell bag, which had been tied to me. We would have to make oars, I thought, and lay in new stores of food. But those thoughts were for tomorrow.

         I passed a pear tree drifted with white blossoms. A fish splashed in the moonlit river. With every step I felt lighter. An emotion was swelling in my throat. It took me a moment to recognize what it was. I had been old and stern for so long, carved with regrets and years like a monolith. But that was only a shape I had been poured into. I did not have to keep it.

         Telemachus slept on. His hands were clasped like a child’s under his chin. They had been bloodied at the oars, and I had salved them, their warm weight resting in my lap. His fingers had been more calloused than I imagined, but his palms were smooth. So often on Aiaia, I had wondered how it would feel to touch him.

         His eyes opened as if I had spoken the words aloud. They were clear as they always were.

         I said, “Scylla was not born a monster. I made her.”

         His face was in the fire’s shadows. “How did it happen?”

         There was a piece of me that shouted its alarm: if you speak he will turn gray and hate you. But I pushed past it. If he turned gray, then he did. I would not go on anymore weaving my cloths by day and unraveling them again at night, making nothing. I told him the whole tale of it, each jealousy and folly and all the lives that had been lost because of me.

         “Her name,” he said. “Scylla. It means the Render. Perhaps it was always her destiny to be a monster, and you were only the instrument.”

         “Do you use the same excuse for the maids you hanged?”

         It was as if I had struck him. “I make no excuse for that. I will wear that shame all my life. I cannot undo it, but I will spend my days wishing I could.”

         “It is how you know you are different from your father,” I said.

         “Yes.” His voice was sharp.

         “It is the same for me,” I said. “Do not try to take my regret from me.”

         He was quiet a long time. “You are wise,” he said.

         “If it is so,” I said, “it is only because I have been fool enough for a hundred lifetimes.”

         “Yet at least what you loved, you fought for.”

         “That is not always a blessing. I must tell you, all my past is like today, monsters and horrors no one wants to hear.”

         He held my gaze. Something about him then reminded me strangely of Trygon. An unearthly, quiet patience.

         “I want to hear,” he said.

         I had kept away from him for so many reasons: his mother and my son, his father and Athena. Because I was a god, and he a man. But it struck me then that at the root of all those reasons was a sort of fear. And I have never been a coward.

         I reached across that breathing air between us and found him.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-six

         

         THREE DAYS WE STAYED upon that shore. We made no oars and patched no sails. We caught fish and picked fruit, and looked for nothing but what we found at our fingers’ ends. I laid my palm on his stomach, feeling it rise and fall with his breath. His shoulders were wiry with muscle, the back of his neck roughened with sunburn.

         I did tell him those stories. By the fire, or the morning’s light, when our pleasures were set aside. Some of it was easier than I thought it would be. There was a kind of joy in drawing Prometheus for him, in making Ariadne and Daedalus live again. But other parts were not so easy, and sometimes as I spoke an anger would come over me, and the words would curdle in my mouth. Who was he to be so patient, while I spilled my blood? I was a woman grown. I was a goddess, and his elder by a thousand generations. I did not need his pity, his attention, anything.

         “Well?” I would demand. “Why don’t you say something?”

         “I am listening,” he would answer.

         “You see?” I said, when I was finished with the tale. “Gods are ugly things.”

         “We are not our blood,” he answered. “A witch once told me that.”

         
              

         

         On the third day he cut new oars, and I transformed waterskins and filled them, then gathered up fruit. I watched him rig the sail with easy competence, check the hull for any leaks. I said, “I don’t know what I was thinking. I cannot sail a boat. What would I have done if you hadn’t come?”

         He laughed. “You would have gotten there eventually, it just would have taken some of your eternity. Where do we go next?”

         “A shore, east of Crete. There is a small cove, half sand, half rocks, and a scrub forest in sight, and hills. Overhead, at this time of the year, the Dragon seems to point the way.”

         He raised his eyebrows.

         “If you get me close enough, I think I will be able to find it.” I watched him. “Are you going to ask what is there?”

         “I do not think you want me to.”

         Less than a month we had spent together, yet he seemed to know me better than anyone who had ever walked the world.

         It was a smooth voyage, the wind fresh and the sun still shy of its blistering summer heat. At night, we made our camp on whatever shores we could find. He was used to living like a herder, and I found I did not miss my gold and silver bowls, my tapestries. We roasted our fish on stick-ends, I carried fruits in my dress. If there was a house, we might offer services in return for bread and wine and cheese. He carved toys for children, patched skiffs. I had my salves, and if I kept my head covered, I could pass for an herbwoman coming to ease their aches and fevers. Their gratitude was simple and plain, and ours was the same. No one knelt.

         While the boat sailed beneath the blue-arched sky, we would sit together on the boards talking of the people we had met, the coastlines we passed, the dolphins that followed us for half the morning, grinning and splashing at our rails.

         “Do you know,” he said, “that before coming to Aiaia, I only left Ithaca once?”

         I nodded. “I have seen Crete and some islands on the way, and that is all. I have always wished to go to Egypt.”

         “Yes,” he said. “And Troy, and the great cities of Sumeria.”

         “Assur,” I said. “And I want to see Aethiopia. And the North as well, the ice-ribbed lands. And Telegonus’ new kingdom in the West.”

         We looked out over the waves, and a silence hung between us. The next sentence should be: let us go together. But I could not speak that, not now and perhaps not ever. And he would keep silent, for he did know me well.

         “Your mother,” I said. “Do you think she’ll be angry at us?”

         He snorted. “No,” he said. “She likely knew before we did.”

         “I would not be surprised if we come back and find her a witch.”

         It always made me happy to startle him, to see his evenness blown wide. “What?”

         “Oh, yes,” I said. “She has eyed my herbs from the beginning. I would have taught her, if there had been time. I will wager with you.”

         “If you are so sure, I do not think I will take your odds.”

         At night we crossed the hollows of each other’s skin, and when he slept I would lay beside him, feeling the warmth where our limbs touched, watching the soft pulse at his throat. His eyes had creases, and his neck had more. When people saw us, they thought I was younger. But though I looked and sounded like a mortal, I was a bloodless fish. From my water I could see him, and all the sky behind, but I could not cross over.

         
              

         

         Between the Dragon and Telemachus, we did at last find my old shore. It was morning when we reached the narrow bay, my father’s chariot halfway to its peak. Telemachus held the anchor stone. “Drop, or draw onto the sand?”

         “Drop,” I said.

         Hundreds of years of tides and storms had changed the shoreline’s shape, but my feet remembered the sand’s fineness, the rough grass with its burrs. In the distance drifted faint gray smoke and the sound of goat bells. I passed the jutting rocks where Aeëtes and I used to sit. I passed the forest where I had lain after my father burned me, now only a stand of straggling pines. The hills I had dragged Glaucos up were crowded with spring: strawflowers and hyacinths, lilies, violets, and sweet rock roses. And at their center, the small clutch of yellow flowers, sprung from Kronos’ blood.

         The old humming note rose up as if in greeting. “Do not touch them,” I said to Telemachus, but even as the words were out, I realized how foolish they were. The flowers could do nothing to him. He was himself already. I would not see a hair changed.

         Using my knife, I dug up each stalk by its roots. I wrapped them with soil in strips of cloth and settled them in the darkness of my bag. There was no more reason to linger. We hauled up the anchor and pointed the prow towards home. The waves and islands passed but I scarcely saw them. I was drawn taut as an archer sighting against the sky, waiting for the bird to flush. On the last evening, when Aiaia was so close I thought I could smell her blooms drifting on the sea air, I told him the story that I had kept back, of the first men who had come to my island, and what I had done to them in return.

         The stars were very bright, and Vesper shone like a flame overhead. “I did not tell you before because I did not want it to lie between us.”

         “And now you do not mind if it does?”

         From the darkness of my bag, the flowers sang their yellow note. “Now I want you to have the truth, whatever comes.”

         The light salt breeze rifled in the shore-grass. He was holding my hand against his chest. I could feel the steady beat of his blood.

         “I have not pressed you,” he said. “And still I will not. I know there are reasons you cannot answer me. But if—” He stopped. “I want you to know, if you go to Egypt, if you go anywhere, I want to go with you.”

         Pulse by pulse, his life passed under my fingers. “Thank you,” I said.

         
              

         

         Penelope met us on Aiaia’s shore. The sun was high, and the island bloomed wildly, fruits swelling on their branches, new green growth leaping from every crook and crevice. She looked at ease amid that profusion, waving to us, calling her greetings.

         If she noticed a change between us, she said nothing. She embraced us both. It had been quiet, she said, no visitors, yet not quiet at all. More lion cubs had been born. A mist had covered the east bay for three days, and there had been such a torrent of rain that the stream burst its banks. Her cheeks showed her blood as she talked. We wound past the glossy laurels, the rhododendrons, through my garden and the great oak doors. I breathed my house’s air, thick with the clean smell of herbs. I felt that pleasure the bards sing of so often: homecoming.

         In my room the sheets of my wide, gold bed were fresh as they ever were. I could hear Telemachus telling his mother the story of Scylla. I left and went barefoot to walk the island. The earth was warm beneath my feet. The flowers tossed their bright heads. A lion followed at my heels. Was I saying farewell? I was pointed up into the sky’s wide arch. Tonight, I thought. Tonight, beneath the moon, alone.

         I came back when the sun was setting. Telemachus had gone to catch fish for dinner, and Penelope and I sat at the table. Her fingertips were stained green, and I could smell the spells in the air.

         “I have long wondered something,” I said. “When we fought over Athena, how did you know to kneel to me? That it would shame me?”

         “Ah. It was a guess. Something Odysseus said about you once.”

         “Which was?”

         “That he had never met a god who enjoyed their divinity less.”

         I smiled. Even dead he could surprise me. “I suppose that is true. You said that he shaped kingdoms, but he also shaped the thoughts of men. Before him, all the heroes were Heracles and Jason. Now children will play at voyaging, conquering hostile lands with wits and words.”

         “He would like that,” she said.

         I thought he would too. A moment passed, and I looked at her stained hands on the table before me.

         “And? Are you going to tell me? How goes your witchery?”

         She smiled her inward smile. “You were right. It is mostly will. Will and work.”

         “I am finished here,” I said, “one way or another. Would you like to be witch of Aiaia in my place?”

         “I think I would. I think I truly would. My hair, though, it is not right. It looks nothing like yours.”

         “You could dye it.”

         She made a face. “I will say instead it has gone gray from my haggish sorceries.”

         We laughed. She had finished the tapestry, and it hung behind her on the wall. That swimmer, striking out into the stormy deep.

         “If you find yourself in want of company,” I said, “tell the gods you will take their bad daughters. I think you will have the right touch for them.”

         “I will consider that a compliment.” She rubbed at a smudge on the table. “And what about my son? Will he be going with you?”

         I realized I felt almost nervous. “If he wants to.”

         “And what do you want?”

         “I want him to come,” I said. “If it is possible. But there is a thing which still lies before me to be done. I do not know what will come of it.”

         Her calm gray eyes held mine. Her brow was arched like a temple, I thought. Graceful and enduring. “Telemachus has been a good son, longer than he should have been. Now he must be his own.” She touched my hand. “Nothing is sure, we know that. But if I had to trust that a thing would be done, I would trust it to you.”

         
              

         

         I carried our dishes away, washed them carefully until they shone. My knives I whetted and laid each in its place. I wiped down the tables, I swept the floor. When I came back to my hearth, only Telemachus was there. We walked to the small clearing we both loved, the one where a lifetime ago we had spoken of Athena.

         “The spell I mean to do,” I said. “I do not know what will happen when I cast it. It may not even work. Perhaps Kronos’ power cannot be carried from its soil.”

         He said, “Then we will go back. We will go back until you are satisfied.”

         It was so simple. If you want it, I will do it. If it would make you happy, I will go with you. Is there a moment that a heart cracks? But a cracked heart was not enough, and I had grown wise enough to know it. I kissed him and left him there.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-seven

         

         THE FROGS HAD GONE to their wallows; the salamanders slept in brown holes. The pool showed the moon’s half-face, the pinpoints of stars, and all around, bending near, the wavering trees.

         I knelt on the bank, thick with grass. Before me was the old bronze bowl I had used for my magics since the very first. The flowers rested beside me in their pale root swaddles. Stem by stem, I cut them and squeezed out the drops of running sap. The bottom of the bowl grew dark. It too began to show the moon. The last flower I did not squeeze but planted there on the shore, where the sun fell every morning. Perhaps it would grow.

         I could feel the fear in myself, gleaming like water. These flowers had made Scylla a monster, though all she had done was sneer. Glaucos had become a monster of sorts too, everything that was kind in him driven out by godhead. I remembered my old terror, from Telegonus’ birth: what creature waits within me? My imagination conjured up horrors. I would sprout slimy heads and yellow teeth. I would stalk down to the hollow and savage Telemachus to pieces.

         But perhaps, I told myself, it would not be like that. Perhaps all I hoped would come to pass, and Telemachus and I would go to Egypt indeed, and all those other places. We would cross and recross the seas, living on my witchcraft and his carpentry, and when we came to a town a second time, the people would step out of their houses to greet us. He would patch their ships, and I would cast charms against biting flies and fevers, and we would take pleasure in the simple mending of the world.

         The vision blossomed, vivid as the cool grass beneath me, as the black sky over my head. We would visit the Lion Gate of Mycenae, where Agamemnon’s heirs ruled, and the walls of Troy, their stones chilled by winds from ice-peaked Ida. We would ride elephants and walk in the desert night beneath the eyes of gods who had never heard of Titans or Olympians, who took no more notice of us than they did of the sand beetles toiling at our feet. He would say to me that he wanted children, and I would say, “You do not know what you are asking of me,” and he would say, “This time you are not alone.”

         We have a daughter, and then another. Penelope attends my birthing bed. There is pain, but it passes. We live on the island when the children are young and visit often after. She weaves and casts spells while nymphs glide around her. However gray she gets she never seems to tire, but sometimes I see her eyes turn to the horizon where the house of the dead and its souls wait.

         The daughters I dream to life are different from Telegonus, and different from each other. One chases the lions in circles, while the other sits in a corner, watching and remembering everything. We are wild with our love for them, standing over their sleeping faces, whispering about what she said today, what she did. We bring them to meet Telegonus, throned among his golden orchards. He leaps from his couch to embrace us all and introduces us to his captain of the guard, a tall, dark-haired youth who never leaves his side. He is not married yet, he may not ever be, he says. I smile, imagining Athena’s frustration. So polite he is, yet firm and immovable as one of his own city walls. I do not worry for him.

         I have aged. When I look in my polished bronze mirror there are lines upon my face. I am thickened too, and my skin has begun growing loose. I cut myself at my herbs and the scars stay. Sometimes I like it. Sometimes I am vain and dissatisfied. But I do not wish myself back. Of course my flesh reaches for the earth. That is where it belongs. One day, Hermes will lead me down to the halls of the dead. We will scarcely recognize each other, for I will be white-haired, and he will be wrapped in his mystery as Leader of Souls, the only time he is solemn. I think I will enjoy seeing that.

         I know how lucky I am, stupid with luck, crammed with it, stumbling drunk. I wake sometimes in the dark terrified by my life’s precariousness, its thready breath. Beside me, my husband’s pulse beats at his throat; in their beds, my children’s skin shows every faintest scratch. A breeze would blow them over, and the world is filled with more than breezes: diseases and disasters, monsters and pain in a thousand variations. I do not forget either my father and his kind hanging over us, bright and sharp as swords, aimed at our tearing flesh. If they do not fall on us in spite and malice, then they will fall by accident or whim. My breath fights in my throat. How can I live on beneath such a burden of doom?

         I rise then and go to my herbs. I create something, I transform something. My witchcraft is as strong as ever, stronger. This too is good fortune. How many have such power and leisure and defense as I do? Telemachus comes from our bed to find me. He sits with me in the green-smelling darkness, holding my hand. Our faces are both lined now, marked with our years.

         Circe, he says, it will be all right.

         It is not the saying of an oracle or a prophet. They are words you might speak to a child. I have heard him say them to our daughters, when he rocked them back to sleep from a nightmare, when he dressed their small cuts, soothed whatever stung. His skin is familiar as my own beneath my fingers. I listen to his breath, warm upon the night air, and somehow I am comforted. He does not mean that it does not hurt. He does not mean that we are not frightened. Only that: we are here. This is what it means to swim in the tide, to walk the earth and feel it touch your feet. This is what it means to be alive.

         
              

         

         Overhead the constellations dip and wheel. My divinity shines in me like the last rays of the sun before they drown in the sea. I thought once that gods are the opposite of death, but I see now they are more dead than anything, for they are unchanging, and can hold nothing in their hands.

         All my life I have been moving forward, and now I am here. I have a mortal’s voice, let me have the rest. I lift the brimming bowl to my lips and drink.

      
   


   
      
         
            Cast of Characters

         

         Titan Divinities

         
            Aeëtes: Brother of Circe and the sorcerer-king of Colchis, a kingdom on the eastern edge of the Black Sea. Aeëtes was also the father of the mortal witch Medea, and the keeper of the Golden Fleece, until it was stolen by Jason and the Argonauts with Medea’s help.

            Boreas: The north wind personified. He is responsible, in some myths, for the death of the beautiful youth Hyacinthos. His brothers were Zephyros (the west wind), Notos (the south wind), and Euros (the east wind).

            Calypso: A daughter of the Titan Atlas who dwells on the island of Ogygia. In the Odyssey, she takes in the shipwrecked Odysseus. Having fallen in love with him, she keeps him on her island for seven years, until the gods command her to release him.

            Circe: A witch who lived on the island of Aiaia, daughter of Helios and the nymph Perse. Her name is likely derived from the word for hawk or falcon. In the Odyssey, she turns Odysseus’ men into pigs, but after he challenges her, she takes him as a lover, allowing him and his men to stay with her and aiding them when they depart again. Circe has had a long literary life, inspiring writers such as Ovid, James Joyce, Eudora Welty, and Margaret Atwood.

            Helios: Titan god of the sun. Father of many children, including Circe, Aeëtes, Pasiphaë, and Perse, as well as their half-sisters, the nymphs Phaethousa and Lampetia. He was most often depicted in his chariot of golden horses, which he drove across the sky each day. In the Odyssey, he asks Zeus to destroy Odysseus’ men after they kill his sacred cows.

            Mnemosyne: A goddess of memory, and mother of the nine muses.

            Nereus: An early god of the sea, overshadowed by the Olympian Poseidon. Father of many divine children, including the sea-nymph Thetis.

            Oceanos: In the poetry of Homer, Oceanos is the Titan god of the great fresh-water river Oceanos, which the ancients imagined encircled the world. In later times, he became associated with the sea and salt-water. He is Circe’s maternal grandfather, and the father of numerous nymphs and gods.

            Pasiphaë: Circe’s sister, a powerful witch who marries Zeus’ mortal son Minos and becomes queen of Crete. She has several children with him, including Ariadne and Phaedra, and also contrives to become pregnant by a sacred white bull, giving birth to the Minotaur.

            Perse: An Oceanid, one of the nymph daughters of Oceanos. The mother of Circe and wife to Helios. In later stories, she was associated with witchcraft herself.

            Perses: Circe’s brother, associated in some stories with ancient Persia.

            Prometheus: A Titan god who disobeyed Zeus to help mortals, giving them fire and, in some stories, teaching them the arts of civilization as well. Zeus punished him by chaining him to a crag in the Caucasus Mountains, where an eagle came every day to tear out and eat his liver, which then regenerated overnight.

            Proteus: A shape-shifting god of the sea, guardian of Poseidon’s flocks of seals.

            Selene: The goddess of the moon, Circe’s aunt and Helios’ sister. She drove a chariot of silvery horses across the night sky, and her husband was the beautiful shepherd Endymion, a mortal enchanted to eternal, ageless sleep.

            Tethys: Titan wife to Oceanos, and Circe’s grandmother. Like her husband, she was initially associated with fresh-water but was later depicted as a goddess of the sea.

         

         Olympian Divinities

         
            Apollo: God of light, music, prophecy, and medicine. Apollo was the son of Zeus and the twin brother of Artemis, and a champion of the Trojans in the Trojan War.

            Artemis: Goddess of the hunt, a daughter of Zeus and sister to Apollo. In the Odyssey, she is named as the killer of the princess Ariadne.

            Athena: The powerful goddess of wisdom, weaving, and war arts. She was a fierce supporter of Greeks in the Trojan War, and a particular guardian of the wily Odysseus. She appears often in both the Iliad and Odyssey. Said to be Zeus’ favorite child, she was born from his head fully formed and armored.

            Dionysus: A son of Zeus, the god of wine, revelry, and ecstasy. He commanded Theseus to abandon the princess Ariadne, wanting her for his own wife.

            Eileithyia: Goddess of childbearing who helped mothers in their labors, and also had the power to prevent a child from being born.

            Hermes: Son of Zeus and the nymph Maia, messenger of the gods as well as god of travelers and trickery, commerce, and boundaries. He also led the souls of the dead to the underworld. In some stories Hermes was the ancestor of Odysseus, and in the Odyssey, he counsels Odysseus on how to counteract Circe’s magic.

            Zeus: King of gods and men, ruler of all the world from his throne on Mount Olympus. He initiated the war against the Titans to take vengeance on his father, Kronos, and eventually to overthrow him. Father of many gods and mortals both, including Athena, Apollo, Dionysus, Heracles, Helen, and Minos.

         

         Mortals

         
            Achilles: Son of the sea-nymph Thetis and King Peleus of Phthia, Achilles was the greatest warrior of his generation, as well as the swiftest and most beautiful. As a teenager, Achilles was offered a choice: long life and obscurity, or short life and fame. He chose fame, and sailed with the other Greeks to Troy. However, in the ninth year of the war he quarreled with Agamemnon and refused to fight any longer, returning to battle only when his beloved Patroclus was killed by Hector. In a rage, he slew the great Trojan warrior and was eventually killed himself by Hector’s brother Paris, assisted by the god Apollo.

            Agamemnon: Ruler of Mycenae, the largest kingdom in Greece. He served as the over-general of the Greek expedition to retrieve his brother Menelaus’ wife, Helen, from Troy. Quarrelsome and proud during the ten years of war, he was murdered by his wife, Clytemnestra, upon returning home to Mycenae. In the Odyssey, Odysseus speaks to his shade in the underworld.

            Ariadne: A princess of Crete, daughter of the goddess Pasiphaë and the demigod Minos. When the hero Theseus came to slay the Minotaur, she aided him, giving him a sword and a ball of string to unravel behind him so he could find his way out of the Labyrinth once the creature was dead. Afterwards, she fled with him, and the two planned to marry before the god Dionysus intervened.

            Daedalus: A master craftsman, credited with several famous ancient inventions and works of art, including a dancing circle used by Ariadne and the great Labyrinth which jailed the Minotaur. Held captive with his son, Icarus, on Crete, Daedalus devised a plan to free himself, building two sets of wings with wax and feathers. He and Icarus successfully escaped, but Icarus flew too close to the sun, and the wax holding the feathers melted. The boy fell into the sea and drowned.

            Elpenor: A member of Odysseus’ crew. In the Odyssey, he dies from falling off the roof of Circe’s house.

            Eurycleia: Odysseus’ old nurse, and Telemachus’ as well. In the Odyssey, she washes the feet of Odysseus when he returns in disguise, and recognizes him because of the scar on his leg, which he earned in a boar hunt in his youth.

            Eurylochos: A member of Odysseus’ crew, and cousin to Odysseus. In the Odyssey, he and Odysseus are often at odds, and he is the one who convinces the other men to kill and eat Helios’ sacred cows.

            Glaucos: A fisherman who undergoes a transformation after falling asleep in a patch of magical herbs. A version of his story is told in Ovid’s Metamorphoses.

            Hector: Oldest son of Priam and crown prince of Troy, Hector was known for his strength, nobility, and love of family. In the Iliad, Homer shows us a touching scene between Hector; his wife, Andromache; and their young son, Astyanax. Hector is killed by Achilles in vengeance for killing Achilles’ lover Patroclus.

            Helen: Legendarily the most beautiful woman in the ancient world, Helen was a queen of Sparta, daughter of queen Leda and the god Zeus in the form of a swan. Many men sought her hand in marriage, each swearing an oath (devised by Odysseus) to uphold her union with whatever man prevailed. She was given to Menelaus, but later ran away with the Trojan prince Paris, setting in motion the Trojan War. After the war, she returned home with Menelaus to Sparta, where, Homer tells us, Odysseus’ son Telemachus met her looking for information about his father.

            Heracles: Son of Zeus and the most famous of the golden-age heroes. Known for his tremendous strength, Heracles was forced to perform twelve labors in penance to the goddess Hera, who hated him for being the product of one of Zeus’ affairs.

            Icarus: Son of the master craftsman Daedalus. He and his father escaped Crete on sets of wings made from feathers and wax. Icarus ignored his father’s warning not to fly too close to the sun, and his wax melted. The wings fell to pieces, dropping Icarus into the sea.

            Jason: Prince of Iolcos. Deprived of his throne by his uncle, Pelias, he set out on a quest to prove his worth, bringing home the Golden Fleece, kept by the sorcerer-king of Colchis, Aeëtes. With the help of his patron goddess Hera, Jason secured a ship, the famous Argo, and a crew of heroic comrades called the Argonauts. When he arrived on Colchis, King Aeëtes gave him a series of impossible challenges, including yoking two fire-breathing bulls. Aeëtes’ daughter, the witch Medea, fell in love with Jason and aided him in his tasks, and they fled together with the fleece.

            Laertes: Odysseus’ father and king of Ithaca. Though he is still alive in the Odyssey, he has retired from the palace to his estates. He stands with Odysseus against the families of the suitors.

            Medea: The daughter of King Aeëtes of Colchis, and niece of Circe. She was a witch like her father and aunt, and when Jason came to claim the Golden Fleece, she used her powers to help him seize it on the condition that he would marry her and take her back with him. The two fled, but Aeëtes pursued them, and only through a bloody trick could Medea keep her father at bay. Her story is told in a number of ancient and modern works, including Euripides’ famous tragedy Medea.

            Minos: A son of Zeus, and the king of powerful Crete. His wife, Pasiphaë, was a goddess and the mother of the Minotaur. Minos demanded that Athens send a tribute of its children in order to feed the monster. After Minos’ death, he was given pride of place in the underworld as a judge of the other souls.

            Odysseus: The wily prince of Ithaca, favorite of the goddess Athena, husband to Penelope, and father of Telemachus. During the Trojan War, he was one of Agamemnon’s chief advisers, and devised the trick of the Trojan horse which won the Greeks the war. His voyage home, which lasted ten years, is the subject of Homer’s Odyssey, and includes his famous encounters with the cyclops Polyphemus, the witch Circe, the monsters Scylla and Charybdis, and the Sirens. Homer gives him a number of epic epithets, including polymetis (man of many wiles), polytropos (man of many turnings), and polytlas (much-enduring).

            Patroclus: Most beloved companion of the hero Achilles, and in many retellings also his lover. In the Iliad his fateful decision to try to save the Greeks by dressing in Achilles’ armor sets in motion the final act of the story. When Patroclus is killed by Hector, Achilles is devastated and takes brutal vengeance upon the Trojans, which also brings about Achilles’ own death. In the Odyssey, Odysseus sees Patroclus by Achilles’ side when he visits the underworld.

            Penelope: Cousin to Helen of Sparta, wife of Odysseus, mother of Telemachus, celebrated for her cleverness and faithfulness. When Odysseus failed to come home after the war, she was besieged by suitors who took over her house, trying to pressure her into marrying one of them. She famously promised to choose from among them when a shroud she was weaving was finished. She stalled them this way for years, unweaving every night what she had woven during the day.

            Pyrrhus: The son of Achilles, who was instrumental in the sack of Troy. He killed Priam, king of Troy, and in some retellings also Astyanax, Hector’s baby, to prevent him from growing up and exacting vengeance.

            Telegonus: The son of Odysseus and Circe, credited as the mythical founder of the cities of Tusculum and Praeneste in Italy.

            Telemachus: Odysseus and Penelope’s only child, the prince of Ithaca. In the Odyssey, Homer shows him helping his father plot and enact his vengeance against the suitors besieging their home.

            Theseus: Prince of Athens, sent to Crete as part of Athens’ promised tribute of fourteen youths to feed the Minotaur’s savage appetite. Instead, Theseus killed the Minotaur with the princess Ariadne’s help.

         

         Monsters

         
            Charybdis: A powerful whirlpool set on one side of narrow straits, across from the monster Scylla. Ships seeking to avoid Scylla’s teeth were swallowed whole.

            Minotaur: Named after Minos, the king of Crete, the Minotaur was actually the child of the queen Pasiphaë and a sacred white bull. Daedalus built the Labyrinth to contain the flesh-eating monster, and Minos demanded that Athens send fourteen boys and girls as sacrifices to feed it. One of these was the Athenian prince Theseus, who slew the beast.

            Polyphemus: A cyclops (one-eyed giant), and a son of Poseidon. In the Odyssey, Odysseus and his men land upon Polyphemus’ island, enter his cave, and begin eating his stores. When Polyphemus catches them, he traps them in the cave, devouring several of Odysseus’ men. Odysseus tricks the monster with friendly words, giving his name as Outis, No one. He blinds the monster to escape, and as he sails off, he reveals his true name. Polyphemus calls on his father, Poseidon, to punish Odysseus.

            Scylla: According to Homer, a ferocious monster with six heads and twelve dangling legs who hid in a cave on one side of narrow straits, across from the whirlpool Charybdis. When boats passed she would dart down, snatch up a sailor in each of her mouths, and devour them. In later depictions she was given the head of a woman, a sea-monster tail, and savage dogs erupting from her belly. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Scylla was originally a nymph who was transformed into a monster.

            Sirens: Often depicted with women’s heads and birds’ bodies, the Sirens perched atop craggy rocks, singing. Their voices were so sweet that men would forget their reason when hearing them. In the Odyssey, Circe advises Odysseus to put beeswax in his men’s ears so as to pass safely, and further suggests that he tie himself to the mast with his own ears free, so he may be the first to hear their enchanting song and live.
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Prologue


Une pincée de
magie



Rosemary Bliss venait tout juste d’avoir dix ans, cet été-là,
quand pour la première fois elle vit sa mère introduire dans la pâte à gâteau
un éclair sans tonnerre. C’est là qu’elle sut, sans l’ombre d’un doute, que ses
parents pratiquaient la magie à la pâtisserie Bliss.



Le cadet des Calhoun, Kenny, six ans, s’était aventuré dans
un relais électrique de la gare. Ayant touché la mauvaise poignée, il s’était
électrocuté. Ses cheveux s’étaient dressés sur sa tête et il avait fini à l’hôpital.



Lorsque Céleste, la mère de Rose, avait appris que Kenny
était dans le coma, elle avait tout de suite fermé la pâtisserie.



— Ce n’est pas le moment de faire des cookies, avait-elle
déclaré.



Puis elle s’était mise au travail dans la cuisine.



Elle ne s’était arrêtée ni pour manger ni pour dormir. Plusieurs
nuits s’étaient écoulées, et elle était toujours attelée à la tâche. Pendant
tout ce temps, Albert, le père de Rose, s’était occupé de ses frères et sœurs, tandis
qu’elle avait supplié sa mère de la laisser l’aider en cuisine. Rose se
retrouvait toujours chargée de faire les courses. Il fallait racheter de la
farine, du chocolat noir, de l’extrait de vanille…



Tard dans la soirée du dimanche, un orage terrible s’abattit
sur Calamity Falls. Le tonnerre et les éclairs fusaient, et une pluie battante
tombait avec fracas sur le toit. Céleste annonça alors :



— Il est temps.



— On ne peut pas laisser les enfants, protesta Albert. Pas
avec une tempête pareille !



Céleste hocha la tête.



— Dans ce cas on n’a pas le choix : on les emmène
avec nous.



Elle hurla dans la cage d’escalier :



— Les enfants, descendez tous ! On va se promener !



Rose bouillait d’excitation. Son père ouvrit le monospace
familial et Rose y grimpa, suivie de ses deux frères et de sa petite sœur. Albert
emporta aussi un grand bocal en verre bleu.



Les rafales de vent chargé de pluie secouaient la voiture, qui
manqua plusieurs fois de se renverser dans le fossé. Au volant, Albert serrait
les dents et continuait de grimper la route de montagne, au-delà de la limite
des arbres, jusqu’au sommet du mont Chauve.



— Tu es sûre que c’est la bonne chose à faire ? demanda-t-il
à sa femme une fois qu’il eut garé la voiture.



Céleste dévissa le pot à confiture géant.



— Kenny est trop jeune pour mourir. Il faut que j’essaye.



Elle ouvrit la portière d’un coup de pied, bondit hors de la
voiture et courut sous la pluie.



Rose regarda sa mère s’avancer au cœur de la tempête et
lever bien au-dessus de sa tête le récipient ouvert.



C’est alors que l’éclair frappa.



Avec un craquement effroyable, la foudre déchira le ciel en
deux et s’abattit droit sur le pot. Le champ entier s’éclaira comme en plein
jour et Céleste rayonna si fort qu’on l’aurait dite faite de lumière.



— Maman ! hurla Rose en se ruant sur la portière.



Mais son père la retint en murmurant :



— Ce n’est pas encore prêt.



Il y eut un deuxième craquement, un deuxième éclair. Puis un
autre…



Par la suite, Rose serait incapable de dire si elle avait
été aveuglée par la lumière ou par ses larmes.



— Maman ! sanglota-t-elle.



À cet instant, la portière s’ouvrit à nouveau et sa mère
grimpa dans la voiture. Elle était trempée et sentait le toast brûlé, mais, à
part ça, elle avait l’air indemne. Rose jeta un coup d’œil au bocal refermé :
des centaines de mini-éclairs bleus crépitaient et se tortillaient à l’intérieur.



— Rentrons vite, dit Céleste. Nous avons notre dernier
ingrédient.



 



De retour à la maison, les enfants furent envoyés au lit, mais
Rose, restée éveillée, descendit en cachette espionner sa mère dans la cuisine.



Céleste se tenait penchée au-dessus d’un récipient en métal
qui contenait une masse blanche pâteuse. Elle disposa avec précaution le bocal
au-dessus du saladier et dévissa le couvercle. Des petites étincelles bleues
zigzaguant comme des serpents s’enfoncèrent dans la pâte, qui prit aussitôt une
couleur vert fluo.



Céleste mélangea la préparation avec une cuillère et murmura :



— Electro Correcto.



Puis elle versa le tout dans un moule à gâteau, qu’elle mit
au four. Sans même se retourner, elle dit :



— Tu devrais être au lit, Rosemary Bliss.



Cette nuit-là, Rose dormit d’un sommeil agité. Ses rêves
étaient peuplés d’éclairs, de visions de sa mère rayonnant comme une ampoule
orange et levant l’index pour lui ordonner d’aller se coucher.



Le lendemain matin, Céleste déposa le gâteau sur une
assiette, le nappa d’un peu de glaçage blanc et appela Albert.



— Allons-y !



Elle fit signe à Rose.



— Toi aussi, tu viens.



Et tous les trois se mirent en route pour l’hôpital.



À première vue, Kenny n’avait pas l’air si mal en point, se
dit Rose. Plus calme que d’habitude, le teint un peu trop bleu peut-être. Mais
il était allongé sans bouger, connecté à des machines sinistres. Dans la petite
chambre, son pouls n’émettait qu’un faible bip.



Quand la mère de Kenny aperçut Mme Bliss, elle
éclata en sanglots.



— Il est trop tard pour lui apporter des gâteaux, Céleste !



La mère de Rose glissa quelques miettes entre les lèvres du
garçon.



D’abord, aucun changement ne se produisit.



Ensuite on entendit un faible bruit de déglutition.



Céleste mit un morceau plus gros dans la bouche de l’enfant.
Cette fois, sa langue bougea et un « gloups » plus fort se fît
entendre. Lorsqu’elle introduisit une bouchée entière, il mâcha, avala et, avant
même d’ouvrir les yeux, demanda :



— Est-ce que je peux avoir un verre de lait ?



 



C’est ainsi que Rose sut que la rumeur était vraie : les
gâteaux de la pâtisserie Bliss étaient bel et bien magiques. Son père et sa
mère avaient beau vivre dans une petite ville, conduire un monospace et même
porter des bananes ridicules autour de la taille, ils étaient des magiciens de
la cuisine.



Rose ne put s’empêcher de se demander : « Vais-je
moi aussi devenir une magicienne-pâtissière ? »
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Calamity Falls



Deux ans plus tard, Rose avait vu tomber sur la petite ville
de Calamity Falls tout un lot de catastrophes, des petites comme des grandes. Ses
parents avaient chaque fois arrangé les choses sans se faire remarquer.



Lorsque le vieux M. Rook s’était mis à arpenter le
jardin de ses voisins dans son sommeil, Céleste lui avait concocté des Biscuits
au sommeil de plomb. Elle avait rempli un saladier géant de farine, de sucre
roux, d’œufs et de noix de muscade avec une pincée de bâillement de belette, qu’Albert
avait d’ailleurs eu bien du mal à obtenir. Et M. Rook n’avait plus jamais
été somnambule.



Puis l’énorme M. Wadsworth était resté coincé au fond d’un
puits dont les pompiers ne parvenaient pas à l’extraire. Albert avait alors
capturé la queue d’un nuage dans un des bocaux bleus et Céleste l’avait
mélangée à la préparation de ses Macarons blancs nuageux.



— Ce n’est vraiment pas le moment de me gâter avec vos
sucreries, madame Bliss ! avait gémi M. Wadsworth en voyant la boîte
à gâteaux descendre vers lui à l’intérieur du puits.



Un instant plus tard, il avait marmonné :



— Mais ces macarons sont tellement bons !



Et il en avait englouti deux douzaines.



Après quoi, il était sorti du puits… comme sur un nuage.



Lorsque Mme Rizzle, la chanteuse d’opéra, s’était
retrouvée trop enrouée pour répéter le spectacle musical Oklahoma ! au
théâtre de Calamity Falls, Céleste lui avait apporté des Cookies chantants au
gingembre. Rose avait acheté au marché des racines de gingembre et Albert s’était
chargé de recueillir le chant d’un rossignol – la nuit, forcément.



Et en Allemagne.



Sauf quand il devait se procurer des piqûres d’abeilles, Albert
aimait beaucoup partir à la recherche des ingrédients magiques. Il en
rapportait toujours un peu plus que nécessaire. Enfermés dans leurs bocaux
bleus étiquetés, ils étaient cachés dans un endroit où personne – à moins de
savoir où chercher – ne pourrait jamais les trouver.



Rose avait pour tâche de rapporter les ingrédients les plus
faciles : les œufs, la farine, le lait et les noix. Les seules urgences
auxquelles elle devait parer concernaient sa petite sœur de trois ans, Nini.



 



Le matin du 13 juillet, Rose fut réveillée par un
effroyable bruit de métal percutant le carrelage de la cuisine. N’importe qui d’autre
en aurait eu les cheveux dressés sur la tête. Rose se contenta de soupirer.



— Rose ! hurla sa mère. Viens vite !



Rose se leva à regret et, encore à moitié endormie, descendit
en pyjama.



La cuisine ensoleillée servait aussi à la confection des
gâteaux pour les clients. La pâtisserie donnait sur une rue passante de
Calamity Falls. Là où une famille normale aurait installé son canapé et sa télé,
les Bliss avaient un comptoir recouvert de gâteaux, une caisse enregistreuse et
quelques tables pour la dégustation sur place.



Céleste Bliss se tenait dans un nuage de farine, entourée de
compotiers en métal, de tas de farine, de sucre et d’une douzaine de jaunes d’œufs
éparpillés sur le sol.



Nini était assise au milieu du désastre, son appareil
Polaroid autour du cou. De l’œuf lui dégoulinait sur la joue. Avec un large
sourire, elle prit une photo.



— Anis Bliss ! gronda Céleste. Regarde ce que tu
as fait ! Tu as renversé les ingrédients des muffins au pavot. Tu sais bien
que les clients attendent leurs muffins. Et ce matin, à cause de tes bêtises, ils
n’en auront pas.



Nini prit un air penaud. Mais cela ne dura qu’une minute. Avec
son plus beau sourire, elle sortit de la cuisine en courant : elle était
encore trop petite pour se rendre compte de ce qu’elle faisait.



Céleste leva les bras au ciel et éclata de rire.



— Nini a de la chance d’être aussi adorable.



Rose contemplait le spectacle avec consternation.



— Je peux t’aider à nettoyer, maman ?



— Non, je vais demander à ton père. En revanche.. dit
Céleste en tendant à Rose une liste griffonnée au dos d’une enveloppe, tu peux
aller en ville me chercher ces ingrédients… C’est urgent.



— Bien, maman, acquiesça Rose, résignée à son rôle de
coursier.



— Oh ! s’écria soudain Céleste. J’ai failli
oublier.



Elle ôta la chaîne en argent qu’elle avait toujours autour
du cou et la donna à Rose. Cette dernière avait toujours pensé que le pendentif
argenté qui y était accroché était un bijou excentrique de plus – sa mère avait
aussi une broche papillon aux ailes grandes comme des mains et une épingle à
chapeau en forme de chapeau. Mais, en y regardant de plus près, elle s’aperçut
que le fouet de cuisine miniature était en fait une clef.



— Va chez le serrurier et demande-lui d’en faire une copie.
On va en avoir besoin. C’est très, très important, Rosemary.



Rose examina la clef. Elle était si belle, si délicate. Semblable
à une araignée qui aurait réuni l’extrémité de ses longues pattes.



— Et quand tu auras terminé, tu pourras aller t’acheter
un beignet chez les Stetson. Même si je ne comprends pas pourquoi tu les aimes
tant. Ils sont bien moins bons que les nôtres.



En réalité, Rose détestait les beignets des Stetson. Ils
étaient bien trop secs et pâteux, et en plus ils avaient un arrière-goût de
sirop pour la toux. Rien d’étonnant puisque le magasin s’appelait « Stetson
– Beignets et Réparations automobiles »… Seulement, cela lui donnait l’occasion
d’apercevoir Devin Stetson.



Devin Stetson avait douze ans, comme elle, mais il
paraissait beaucoup plus âgé. Il était ténor dans la chorale de Calamity Falls.
Ses cheveux blond cendré lui tombaient sur les yeux et il savait réparer les pales
tordues des ventilateurs.



Chaque fois qu’il passait près d’elle dans les couloirs de l’école,
elle trouvait une excuse pour baisser la tête et éviter de croiser son regard. De
sa vie elle ne lui avait jamais adressé la parole que pour lui dire :
« Merci pour le beignet. »



Mais dans sa tête, ils s’étaient déjà promenés le long de la
rivière sur son vélomoteur, ils avaient pique-niqué au milieu d’un champ, ils
avaient lu de la poésie à haute voix, ils avaient laissé l’herbe leur
chatouiller les joues et s’étaient embrassés à la lueur d’un lampadaire dans le
vent d’automne. Ses rêves deviendraient-ils réalité ? C’était peu probable.
Pourquoi Devin s’intéresserait-il à une pâtissière ?



Rose allait remonter dans sa chambre pour s’habiller quand
Céleste ajouta :



— Ah, oui, encore une chose ! Emmène ton frère
avec toi.



Loin du champ de bataille de la cuisine, dans le jardin, son
petit frère, Origan Bliss, sautait avec enthousiasme sur un trampoline géant en
poussant des cris joyeux. Lui aussi était encore en pyjama.



Rose émit un grognement. Porter les ingrédients dans le
panier avant de son vélo, d’accord, mais traîner Origan dans les magasins, ça
rendait la tâche beaucoup plus compliquée.



1.
À la graineterie Borzini : 1 livre de graines de pavot.



Rose et Origan appuyèrent leurs bicyclettes contre le mur de
la graineterie Borzini. On ne pouvait pas la rater. C’était la seule de tout
Calamity Falls à avoir une devanture en forme de cacahouète.



Origan fonça vers le tonneau qui contenait les noix de
macadamia, les plus chères, que M. Borzini importait de la lointaine
Éthiopie. Le garçon y plongea les deux bras et envoya valser des dizaines de
noix dans les airs, comme un jongleur fou. Il les rattrapait dans sa bouche – enfin,
quelques-unes, car la plupart retombaient en pluie autour de lui.



À neuf ans, Origan avait déjà le look d’un comique prêt à
monter sur scène. Une touffe de cheveux blonds aux reflets roux surmontait deux
joues rebondies éclaboussées de taches de rousseur. Les arcs de ses sourcils
lui donnaient un air de clown.



— Origan, pourquoi tu fais ça ? demanda Rose.



— J’ai vu Oliver jongler avec du pop-corn. Il a presque
tout rattrapé.



Oliver était leur grand frère, l’aîné des Bliss. Tout le
monde fondait devant sa tête aux cheveux roux ondulés et ses yeux aussi bleus
que ceux d’un Husky de Sibérie. Il avait quinze ans et pratiquait tous les
sports. Sans être toujours le plus grand, il était toujours le plus beau. C’était
le genre capable de lancer des popcorns en l’air et de tous les rattraper avec
sa bouche. La seule chose qu’il ne savait pas faire, c’était aider à la
pâtisserie. Mais ça n’avait pas l’air de gêner leurs parents. Croiser Oliver, c’était
comme de piocher la carte « Vous êtes libéré de prison » au Monopoly.



Le grainetier Borzini, dont le corps avait, comme la
devanture de son magasin, la forme d’une cacahouète, surgit de l’arrière-boutique
en lançant avec un sourire :



— Salut, Rosie !



Mais à la vue du sol parsemé de noix de macadamia, il
changea d’expression.



— Bonjour, Origan, grommela-t-il, tout à coup beaucoup
moins aimable.



— Il nous faut une livre de graines de pavot, annonça
Rose avec un sourire poli.



— Prrrrrrronto[1] ! s’écria
Origan en roulant les r à l’italienne.



Oubliant d’être sévère, M. Borzini éclata de rire.



Il tendit les graines à Rose.



— Ton frère est un sacré numéro, Rosie !



Rose prit le sac en le remerciant d’un sourire. Elle aurait
bien voulu qu’on la trouve aussi drôle qu’Origan. Elle était capable de faire
de l’ironie, mais ce n’était pas la même chose. Elle n’avait pas non plus la
beauté irrésistible d’Oliver et elle était trop grande pour être aussi adorable
que la petite Nini. En revanche, elle savait faire des gâteaux, ce qui
signifiait qu’elle était méticuleuse et bonne en maths. Malheureusement
personne ne lui disait jamais : « Bravo ! Tu es si méticuleuse
et si bonne en maths, Rose ! »



Aussi se considérait-elle comme une enfant ordinaire, une
figurante dans un film où les autres étaient les héros. « Tant pis »,
se disait-elle avec un haussement d’épaules.



Rose plaça l’encombrant sac de jute dans le panier en métal
à l’avant de son vélo. Puis elle tira son frère par la manche et ils se remirent
en route.



— Je ne comprends pas pourquoi c’est nous qui devons
aller chercher tous ces trucs, grogna Origan alors qu’ils pédalaient dans une
côte. Si c’est Nini qui a tout renversé, c’est elle qui devrait y aller.



— Origan, elle a trois ans.



— Je ne comprends pas pourquoi il faut qu’on travaille
dans cette stupide pâtisserie. Si nos parents ne sont pas capables de la faire
tourner tout seuls, alors ils n’auraient jamais dû l’ouvrir.



— Tu sais bien qu’ils ne peuvent pas se passer de leurs
fourneaux. Ils ont ça dans le sang, répliqua Rose, essoufflée. En plus, cette
ville s’écroulerait sans eux. Tout le monde a besoin de nos gâteaux pour
survivre. On rend un service public.



Même si elle ne le montrait pas, Rose se réjouissait en
secret de se rendre utile. Elle aimait voir sa mère pousser un soupir de
soulagement lorsqu’elle revenait avec tous les bons ingrédients. Elle adorait
quand son père la prenait dans ses bras pour la féliciter d’avoir réussi une
pâte sablée bien friable. Elle souriait quand les clients sifflotaient de
bonheur devant leur pain au chocolat encore chaud. Et, pardessus tout, elle
aimait le fait qu’un certain nombre d’ingrédients (normaux ou plus bizarres), une
fois mélangés, puissent apporter aux gens un supplément de bien-être.



— Oui, j’aimerais bien avoir une copie des lois de
protection de l’enfance de Calamity Falls, parce que je suis sûr que c’est pas
très légal, tout ça.



Rose ralentit et fronça le nez alors qu’Origan la dépassait.



— Bah, ton odeur ne l’est pas non plus.



— Je sens pas mauvais ! C’est pas vrai ! protesta
le garçon.



Puis il souleva ses bras pour vérifier.



— Bon, d’accord, je pue peut-être un peu.



2. Florence
la fleuriste : une douzaine de coquelicots.



Rose et Origan trouvèrent Florence endormie dans un fauteuil
confortable. Tout le monde à Calamity Falls se demandait quel âge elle pouvait
bien avoir, mais on s’accordait à dire qu’elle avait au moins quatre-vingt-dix
ans.



Son magasin ressemblait davantage à un salon qu’à une
boutique. Les rayons de soleil qui filtraient à travers les stores éclairaient
un petit canapé et un gros chat tigré allongé de tout son long devant une
cheminée poussiéreuse. Des vases contenant toutes les fleurs imaginables
étaient alignés devant la vitrine et des plantes bien vertes tombaient en
cascade de paniers suspendus au plafond.



Rose écarta un rideau de lierre et se racla la gorge.



Florence souleva lentement ses vieilles paupières.



— Qui est là ?



— C’est Rosemary Bliss, répondit Rose.



— Ah, je vois, grommela Florence comme si le fait d’avoir
une cliente l’agaçait. Qu’est-ce… que… je… peux… faire pour toi ? articula-t-elle
à contrecœur.



Elle se leva péniblement et se dirigea vers les vases de
fleurs en haletant et en traînant les pieds.



— Une douzaine de coquelicots, s’il vous plaît.



Florence se baissa avec un grognement pour attraper les fragiles
fleurs rouges. Lorsqu’elle se redressa, elle aperçut Origan.



— C’est toi, Oliver ? Tu as l’air… d’avoir
rapetissé.



Origan éclata de rire, fier d’être pris pour son grand frère.



— Oh, non. Moi c’est Origan. Tout le monde dit
qu’on se ressemble.



— Il va me manquer, ce merveilleux Oliver, quand il
partira pour l’université, ronchonna la vieille dame.



Tout le monde se demandait ce que deviendrait son frère si
beau lorsqu’il serait en âge de quitter Calamity Falls. Rose, quant à elle, semblait
condamnée à y rester pour l’éternité. Elle songea quelle finirait sans doute
comme Florence la fleuriste, à dormir dans son fauteuil en pleine journée, attendant
que se produise quelque chose d’étrange ou d’excitant qui ne viendrait jamais.



Mais quitter la ville, cela signifiait laisser derrière elle
la pâtisserie. Et dans ce cas elle ne découvrirait jamais où sa mère cachait
ses bocaux bleus d’ingrédients magiques. Elle n’apprendrait jamais à mélanger
un peu de vent du nord au glaçage pour dégeler le cœur d’une âme insensible. Elle
ne saurait jamais combiner à la perfection des yeux de grenouilles, du magma en
fusion et du bicarbonate de soude ; un mélange qui, à en croire sa mère, avait
le pouvoir de réparer en un rien de temps les os brisés.



— Et toi, Rosemary ? s’enquit Florence en
emballant les coquelicots dans du papier brun. Rien de nouveau ? Un petit
ami ?



— Je suis trop occupée à garder Origan, répliqua Rose d’un
ton sec.



Elle n’avait pas vraiment le temps, ni d’ailleurs l’envie, de
s’occuper de sa vie sentimentale. L’idée de sortir avec un garçon lui semblait
bizarre et pas tellement sympa, un peu comme les sushis. Elle aurait adoré
admirer la vue de Calamity Falls en compagnie de Devin Stetson du haut de la colline
aux moineaux, où le vent d’automne les décoifferait et ferait bruisser les
feuilles dans les arbres. Mais ça n’aurait rien d’un véritable rendez-vous
amoureux.



Cela dit, c’était en pensant à lui qu’elle avait pris une
douche ce matin avant de partir, en pensant à lui encore qu’elle avait démêlé
ses cheveux mi-longs et enfilé son jean préféré avec son chemisier bleu orné de
dentelle (juste ce qu’il fallait de dentelle). Elle n’était pas laide, c’était
certain, mais elle n’était pas non plus renversante. Rose était persuadée que s’il
y avait quelque chose d’extraordinaire en elle, c’était quelque part à l’intérieur,
et que rien ne transparaissait sur son visage.



Sa mère semblait aussi de cet avis :



— Tu n’es pas comme les autres filles, avait-elle
déclaré une fois. Tu es bonne en maths !



En quittant la boutique de la fleuriste avec Origan, le
bouquet de coquelicots à la main, elle se demanda pourquoi elle ne pouvait pas
être les deux à la fois : bonne en maths et jolie.



3.
Le marché de Poplar : 1 kilo de pommes.



Quelques coups de pédales les amenèrent du côté de la voie
ferrée et du marché de Poplar. Il y avait tant de monde à cette heure matinale
que la foule qui se pressait entre les rangées de fruits et de légumes faisait
penser à un bouchon sur une autoroute.



— J’ai besoin de pommes ! hurla Rose en agitant la
main en l’air.



— Troisième allée ! hurla un type de derrière une
montagne de pêches plus haute que lui.



Origan bloqua la route en soulevant deux grosses courges
comme s’il s’agissait d’haltères.



— Mais qu’est-ce que tu fabriques ?



— Je fais de la muscu, comme Oliver, souffla-t-il.



Son visage vira au cramoisi.



— Oliver et moi, on va devenir de grands athlètes. Pas
question que je fasse des gâteaux toute ma vie.



Rose saisit les courges au bout des bras tendus d’Origan et
les remit à leur place sur l’éventaire.



— Mais on aide les gens, lui chuchota-t-elle à l’oreille.
On est comme des magiciens de la pâtisserie.



— Si on est des magiciens, alors où sont nos baguettes,
nos chouettes et nos chapeaux magiques ? Et où est notre ennemi juré ?
Reviens sur terre… on n’est que des pâtissiers. Pendant que tu resteras coincée
ici à faire des biscuits, Oliver et moi, on deviendra des champions et on fera
de la pub pour des baskets.



Origan s’éloigna à vélo, laissant Rose en plan, les bras
chargés de pommes trop lourdes pour elle.



4. La
serrurerie de M. Kline : tu sais quoi faire.



Ils mirent pied à terre devant une échoppe en tôle rouillée
à la sortie de la ville. Rose tendit à M. Kline la délicate clef en forme
de fouet. Il l’examina à travers une loupe aussi épaisse qu’un muffin.



Il n’y avait aucune fenêtre dans la boutique, et toutes les
surfaces étaient duvetées d’une fine couche de poussière, comme si le serrurier
venait de rentrer d’une longue période de vacances. Rose respira par la bouche :
l’air avait un goût de métal.



— Ça va me prendre une demi-heure, décréta-t-il. Tu as
le temps de faire un tour.



Origan poussa un grognement, mais Rose se réjouit. La
boutique de M. Kline était située en bas de la colline aux moineaux. Il
suffisait de grimper la côte, et on tombait sur le magasin de la famille
Stetson.



— Petit frère, dit-elle, allons là-haut nous promener
un peu.



— Ah, non ! protesta Origan. Il fait trop chaud. Je
vais voir s’ils ont des nouveaux parfums de bonbons à Calamity Confiserie.



— Allez ! insista Rose en l’attrapant par les
épaules. Ce sera cool. On regardera la ville assis sur la barrière et on
essaiera de repérer notre maison. Et puis je t’achèterai un beignet.



— Bon, d’accord, mais… c’est moi qui choisis mon
beignet.



5.
Stetson – Beignets et Réparations automobiles.



En arrivant au sommet de la colline, Rose était essoufflée. Le
magasin des Stetson consistait en une immense bâtisse en béton décorée de
pièces détachées de vieilles voitures. Des marguerites poussaient dans des
pneus abandonnés et une pancarte « BEIGNETS » était accrochée à un
vieux pare-choc au-dessus de la porte d’entrée.



Rose tremblait en écartant de son front une mèche de cheveux
trempée de sueur. Elle était le genre de fille qui n’avait peur ni des
araignées ni des VTT, ni de se brûler les doigts avec le four (et elle avait de
l’expérience dans tous ces domaines). Mais entrer dans la pièce où se trouvait
le garçon pour lequel elle avait un faible, ça, c’était effrayant.



Alors qu’elle avait enfin pris son courage à deux mains pour
s’avancer vers la porte du magasin, Devin Stetson passa devant elle sur son
vélomoteur. La frange blonde battant au vent, il descendit la colline en
vrombissant. Apparemment, son père lui avait donné quartier libre pour la
matinée.



Rose sentit son estomac se retourner comme un poisson hors
de l’eau sur le pont d’un bateau, ou comme lorsqu’on s’élance un peu trop haut
sur la balançoire et qu’on a l’impression de laisser ses tripes derrière soi.



Elle aurait juré qu’il lui avait jeté un coup d’œil en
passant.



Origan s’était déjà perché sur le deuxième barreau de la
barrière, face à la vue.



— Waouh ! Rose, regarde ça !



Redescendant sur terre, Rose courut vers Origan. Une file de
voitures de police avançait dans la rue sinueuse qui traversait la ville. Du
haut de la colline aux moineaux, Calamity Falls ressemblait à une toile peinte
et les voitures à des entailles qu’on y aurait faites avec la lame d’un canif.



— Mais où est-ce qu’ils vont ? s’interrogea Origan,
bien plus calme qu’à son habitude.



— Oh, non ! s’écria Rose en plissant les yeux. On
dirait qu’ils se rendent à la pâtisserie !
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Le Hummer


de Madame le maire Hammer



— Peut-être qu’Oliver s’est fait arrêter, dit Rose.



Quelques minutes plus tard, Origan et elle abandonnaient
leurs vélos dans le jardin de la pâtisserie et se précipitaient vers la porte
de la cuisine, à l’arrière de la maison. Trois voitures de police formaient un
barrage devant le perron et un 4x4 Hummer blanc aux vitres teintées était garé
dans l’allée, comme un gros pit-bull.



Par la vitre ouverte de l’énorme engin, Rose et Origan
virent un homme en uniforme bien repassé qui portait des lunettes de soleil. Il
parlait dans un talkie-walkie.



— Ils sont toujours à l’intérieur, disait-il. Je les
connais, ils ne sortiront pas les mains vides.



Rose grimpa sur un parpaing et jeta un coup d’œil à travers
les stores de la fenêtre de la cuisine. Ses parents se tenaient d’un côté de la
lourde table à découper roulante. Une dame en tailleur pantalon bleu marine
très strict était debout de l’autre côté, entourée de deux hommes. Ses parents
échangeaient des regards inquiets. Sa mère avait la main fermement posée sur la
couverture du Livre de recettes des Bliss, qui reposait sur le plan de
travail. Lorsqu’il était ouvert, il ressemblait à un oiseau blanc bien gras
déployant ses ailes, mais, fermé, il avait l’air aussi vulnérable qu’une petite
miche de pain.



« Ça y est, se dit Rose. Ils sont venus pour le livre. »



Tous les mardis soir, Albert et Céleste se rendaient au
cinéma de Calamity Falls pour profiter de l’offre « deux tickets pour un »
et confiaient à leur voisine, Mme Carlson, le soin de s’occuper
des enfants. En partant, Albert faisait toujours la même blague :



— Ne laissez entrer personne ! C’est peut-être le
gouvernement qui vient nous voler nos recettes !



Les enfants riaient, mais Rose savait que son père ne
plaisantait qu’à moitié. Elle avait entraperçu certaines pages du livre où
figuraient des gravures médiévales représentant des tempêtes, des incendies, des
murs d’épines, un homme ensanglanté… bref, des recettes qu’on ne voudrait pas
voir tomber entre de mauvaises mains.



Origan rejoignit sa sœur, mais sa tête n’arrivait pas à la
hauteur de la fenêtre.



— Qu’est-ce qui se passe ? demanda-t-il.



— Ils vont prendre le livre de recettes, dit-elle d’une
voix éraillée tant elle avait la gorge serrée.



Elle observa le four en fonte en nid d’abeilles, les rangées
de placards en cerisier à la douce patine, les multiples étagères et les
crochets en métal qui descendaient du plafond au centre de la pièce, auxquels
étaient suspendues des spatules et des cuillères de toutes les tailles, le
gigantesque batteur électrique dans le coin dont le bol était tellement grand
que Nini pouvait (et il lui arrivait de le faire) y grimper, ainsi que l’outil
aussi énorme que la rame d’une barque, aux airs de perceuse géante, qui servait
à malaxer la pâte. En regardant tout ce que ses parents avaient construit, aussi
modeste que cela puisse paraître, elle laissa échapper un sanglot.



Elle imagina ses parents enfermés dans une cellule malpropre,
ses frères mendiant dans les rues et le pays gouverné par une mafia de
pâtissiers tyranniques se servant de leurs muffins et de leurs tartes comme d’armes
de destruction massive.



— Je les en empêcherai, marmonna Origan, et il se rua
vers la porte de la cuisine.



Il l’ouvrit avec fracas et hurla :



— Mes parents n’ont rien fait de mal !



Albert et Céleste se retournèrent pour faire taire Origan, mais
c’était trop tard. La dame en tailleur fit signe à Origan et Rose d’entrer.



— Je m’appelle Janice Hammer, dit-elle. Je suis le
maire de Humbleton.



Et elle se fendit d’un sourire. Même si ce n’était pas la
dame la plus sympa du monde, elle n’était pas là pour leur prendre leur livre, pensa
Rose avec soulagement.



— Mais qu’est-ce que la police fait là ? s’enquit
Rose.



— Ce sont des voitures que j’ai fait peindre, ce ne
sont pas de vraies voitures de police. Dedans, il y a mes collègues du conseil
municipal. L’un d’eux est fleuriste, l’autre avocat, et il y a un plombier, qui
nous accompagne quand il n’a pas de toilettes à déboucher.



— Ce n’est pas illégal de se déguiser en policier ?
s’informa Origan.



Mme Hammer répondit d’un ton tranquille :



— Je suis venue demander de l’aide à tes parents pour
combattre une grippe terrible qui se répand dans Humbleton. Je n’en ai jamais
vu de pareille… c’est comme la peste. Les poubelles débordent de Kleenex. Les
pharmacies n’ont plus de sirop contre la toux. Le médecin a déguerpi, terrifié,
pour se réfugier dans son appartement en Floride. Ah la la, quelle poule
mouillée, celui-là !



Albert et Céleste émirent un petit rire nerveux.



— Je ne savais plus quoi faire. Et puis je me suis
souvenue des croissants aux amandes de tes parents. Les gens sont convaincus qu’ils
font tomber la fièvre et guérissent le nez qui coule. Alors je suis venue les
supplier de m’en faire quarante douzaines.



Mme Hammer se tourna vers Albert et Céleste.



— Je sais que je vous les demande dans un délai très
court, hélas je n’ai pas le choix.



— On aimerait vous aider, lui assura Céleste en se
tordant les mains. Mais quarante douzaines de croissants dans cette cuisine… impossible !
Nous n’avons qu’une modeste pâtisserie familiale.



— Venez à Humbleton, dans ce cas ! proposa Mme Hammer.
On pourrait préparer de la nourriture pour un régiment dans la cuisine de la
mairie. Vous ferez vos croissants aux amandes là-bas. Et vous pourriez aussi
nous faire du cheesecake à la citrouille.



— Du cheesecake à la citrouille ? répéta Albert en
fronçant les sourcils.



La jeune femme ouvrit sa mallette en cuir et en sortit une
coupure de journal jaunie provenant de la Gazette de Calamity Falls. Elle
lut à voix haute :



— « Un garçon de dix ans grippé mange un
cheesecake à la citrouille de chez Bliss. Il guérit miraculeusement. »



Albert s’essuya les mains sur son tablier.



— Ah ! Ce serait merveilleux ! Mais c’est une
légende. Ce garçon n’avait rien, il voulait juste ne pas aller à l’école.



Les parents de Rose n’avaient jamais admis devant quiconque,
à part leurs enfants, que leurs pâtisseries étaient magiques.



— Si les gens étaient au courant pour la magie, disait
toujours Céleste, alors tout le monde voudrait de nos produits, et notre
modeste magasin se transformerait en une énorme usine. Ça gâcherait tout !



Si parfois on remarquait les effets miraculeux de leurs
cookies, de leurs gâteaux ou de leurs tartes, Albert et Céleste haussaient les
épaules et déclaraient que ce n’était là que l’effet bénéfique d’une recette
réalisée à la perfection.



Mais Rose se souvenait du cheesecake à la citrouille. En
haut de l’escalier, un soir après la fermeture, elle avait observé ses parents
mélanger des ingrédients provenant de plusieurs bocaux bleus. Elle avait vu un
nuage de fumée violette s’échapper du saladier et tournoyer au-dessus de la
tête de sa mère. La mixture avait grésillé puis explosé. Des étincelles roses, vertes
et jaune canari s’en étaient échappées.



Elle aurait donné n’importe quoi pour pouvoir cuisiner ainsi !
Ce type de pâtisserie inspirait le respect, même si cela devait rester secret.



Mme le maire tapa du pied.



— Je me fiche de savoir si ce cheesecake guérit
vraiment les malades ou pas. Les gens l’aiment, et si ça les fait se sentir
mieux, c’est tout ce que je demande.



— Et… pendant combien de temps auriez-vous besoin de
nous ? demanda Céleste d’une voix aussi douce et sucrée qu’un cookie aux
pépites de chocolat.



— Pas plus d’une semaine, répondit le maire.



Albert secoua la tête.



— Je suis navré, madame le maire, mais en vingt-cinq
ans, nous n’avons jamais fermé la pâtisserie pendant plus d’une journée. Il est
hors de question que nous partions une semaine entière.



Mme Hammer fit un signe à un de ses adjoints
qui lui tendit un chéquier. Elle y griffonna quelques chiffres et montra le
chèque à Albert et Céleste. Ils échangèrent un coup d’œil sidéré, comme si
quelqu’un venait de sortir un lapin d’un chapeau. Un lapin hors de prix, incrusté
de diamants.



— Tous ces zéros ! s’exclama Albert.



Céleste, gênée, se tourna vers le maire.



— C’est d’accord…



— Oh ! C’est fantastique ! s’exclama Mme Hammer
en détachant le chèque et en le tendant à Céleste.



Céleste déchira le bout de papier en mille morceaux.



— Vous ne m’avez pas laissée finir ! On le fera… gratuitement.



Un grand sourire s’afficha sur le visage de Rose. Ses
parents auraient pu être les pâtissiers les plus riches du monde, des grands
chefs d’entreprise en costume gris, qui ne boivent que du Champagne et se
baladent en voiture de luxe, tout comme madame le maire, mais ils préféraient
vivre simplement, dans de petites chambres au-dessus de la cuisine étroite de
leur modeste pâtisserie.



Mme Hammer se pencha par-dessus la table à
découper et serra Albert et Céleste contre elle.



— On vous emmène dès que vous serez prêts, dit-elle. Je
vous attends dans mon Hummer.



 



Rose tambourina sur la porte d’Oliver et d’Origan. Une
pancarte écrite à la main affichait : HEURES DE VISITE : 15 h-16 h.



— Oliver ! cria Rose. Papa et maman s’en vont !
Descends, s’il te plaît !



Il n’était que onze heures du matin et Oliver émergeait
rarement de son antre avant le milieu de l’après-midi. Rose entrouvrit la porte.
Oliver avait suspendu un drap pour séparer son coin de celui d’Origan. Bien sûr,
Oliver se cachait derrière. Rose vit une chaussette blanche dépasser : le
pied de son grand frère.



Elle tira le rideau et tapa du doigt sur le large dos nu.



— Oliver.



Son frère grogna :



— T’as intérêt à avoir une bonne excuse pour me
déranger. Tu m’as réveillé au milieu d’une partie de basket.



— Papa et maman s’en vont pour une semaine. C’est nous
qui allons devoir nous occuper de la pâtisserie !



Ces mots étaient à peine sortis de la bouche de Rose qu’elle
s’imagina tournoyant comme une ballerine dans la cuisine, vêtue du tablier à
carreaux bleus et blancs de sa mère, feuilletant le Livre de recettes des
Bliss, tamisant la farine, faisant fondre du chocolat et y ajoutant les
larmes d’une jeune fille au cœur brisé, une fiole contenant le dernier souffle
d’un homme bon, ou une pincée de poudre amère concoctée avec la cendre des feux
de camp de l’été. Qui savait ce qu’elle devrait utiliser ? Puis elle
tournerait la manivelle pour relever le paratonnerre secret qui servait parfois
à alimenter le four principal. Et, comme ça, elle ferait de la magie.



Il arrivait à Rose de râler lorsque ses parents la priaient
de les aider, mais c’était parce que rien de ce qu’on lui demandait ne touchait
à la vraie sorcellerie. La véritable magie, celle qui sortait des bocaux bleus,
voilà ce qui valait le coup !



— Sérieux ? s’étonna Oliver en se redressant. C’est
génial !



— Je sais ! opina Rose. On va enfin pouvoir
vraiment cuisiner !



— Rectification, mi hermana[2], se
moqua Oliver qui se servait d’expressions espagnoles à toutes les sauces, en
prévision du jour où il deviendrait une star du skate à Barcelone. Tu vas
pouvoir cuisiner. Moi, je vais pouvoir me détendre.



 



Albert ferma les volets de toutes les fenêtres de la cuisine
et Céleste alluma une bougie. Rose se dit qu’il devait en être ainsi quand on
devenait membre d’une société secrète. Elle se leva, attendant les instructions
de ses parents. Oliver, appuyé sur la table à découper roulante, la tête dans
les mains, bâillait d’ennui.



— Nous ne vous laissons pas de gaieté de cœur, déclara
Céleste, mais nos voisins ont besoin de nous. On a demandé à Chip de venir tous
les jours, cette semaine, mais comme il ne peut pas à la fois confectionner les
gâteaux et tenir la caisse, on va avoir besoin de vous plus que d’habitude.



Rose frissonna de plaisir quand Albert saisit le Livre de
recettes des Bliss.



— Commençons par le commencement, dit-il en
ouvrant la lourde porte d’acier de la chambre froide et en y entrant, le livre
à la main.



Rose et Oliver suivirent leur père le long d’un étroit
couloir bordé de briques de lait, de plaquettes de beurre, de boîtes d’œufs, de
paquets de pépites de chocolat, de sacs de noix de pécan… L’ampoule qui se
balançait au-dessus de leurs têtes diffusait une faible lueur.



Le bout du couloir était barré par une tapisserie verte
délavée.



Rose l’avait aperçue maintes fois en déchargeant les cartons
d’œufs après une expédition à la ferme. Ses motifs l’avaient toujours fascinée.
Aussi épaisse qu’un tapis persan, elle était recouverte de délicates broderies :
un homme malaxant de la pâte, une femme ranimant le feu dans un four, un enfant
en chemise de nuit dégustant une part de gâteau, un vieil homme chassant des
lucioles avec un filet à papillons, une fillette tamisant doucement un nuage de
sucre au-dessus d’un glaçage.



Céleste posa la main sur l’épaule de Rose.



— Ma chérie, as-tu la clef dont tu as fait faire un
double ce matin ?



Rose tapota la poche de sa veste et en sortit deux clefs
argentées : celle, un peu ternie, que lui avait confiée sa mère, et la
nouvelle, toute brillante, qu’ils avaient récupérée chez M. Kline sur le
chemin du retour. Elle les tendit à son père. Il empocha l’ancienne puis
souleva la tapisserie, révélant une petite porte en bois usé au verrou en fonte
– le genre de porte qu’on construisait autrefois quand les gens étaient plus
petits. Il introduisit les dents délicates de la nouvelle clef-fouet dans la
serrure, qui avait la forme d’une étoile à huit branches, et tourna vers la
gauche.



La porte s’ouvrit en grinçant. Albert s’avança et tira sur
une vieille chaîne en cuivre. Une ampoule poussiéreuse s’alluma au-dessus d’eux.



Rose resta bouche bée devant la minuscule pièce aux murs
recouverts de boiseries, pas plus grande qu’un placard, pleine de trésors
médiévaux. Son regard s’arrêta sur le portrait d’un homme mince et moustachu
vêtu d’une longue robe couleur aubergine. En bas du cadre, elle réussit à lire,
dans une écriture gothique presque indéchiffrable : « Hieronymus
Bliss, Premier Sorcier Pâtissier ». Un peu plus loin, il y avait une
gravure. Le portrait d’une femme en tablier servant un gâteau décoré à la table
du roi avec cette inscription : « Artemisia Bliss, Pâtissière, décorée
par Charles II ». Sur une photographie sépia, un homme et une femme
se tenaient par la main devant une pâtisserie. À côté était encadrée une
coupure de journal datant de 1847 : « Les pâtissiers Bliss arrivent
dans le Lower East Side pour nourrir les immigrants ».



Tous les quatre, ils observaient ces antiquités en silence à
la lueur vacillante de la bougie de Céleste.



— Votre mère et moi, on appelle cette pièce la
bibliothèque. Même s’il n’y a ici en réalité qu’un seul livre. Mais ce livre
est plus important que tous ceux de toutes les bibliothèques de la région
réunies.



Même Oliver était impressionné.



— Je parie que t’es content d’être un Bliss, n’est-ce
pas, papa ?



Albert hocha la tête.



En épousant Céleste, il avait adopté le nom de sa femme, au
lieu que ce soit elle qui adopte le sien comme le voulait la tradition.



— Qui voudrait garder un nom comme Albert Hogswaddle, dit-il,
quand on peut devenir Albert Bliss ?



Albert posa le Livre de recettes des Bliss sur un
pupitre poussiéreux. Non sans mal, à cause de la petite taille du réduit, les
enfants se placèrent autour.



— Le livre reste ici. Personne ne l’ouvre, personne ne
le déplace. Rose, je te confie la clef de la bibliothèque.



Il glissa la clef-fouet sur une ficelle, fit un nœud, puis
la tendit à Rose qui, l’espace d’un instant, se demanda comment sa mère avait
su d’avance qu’elle aurait besoin d’une seconde clef. Puis elle n’y pensa plus :
sa mère savait, un point c’est tout. La prescience était l’un de ses
talents de magicienne.



Rose accrocha la clef-fouet autour de son cou. Elle se
sentait euphorique.



— Mais n’ouvre jamais cette porte, la mit en
garde Albert avec un air grave. Sauf s’il y a le feu. Dans ce cas essaie avant
tout de sauver le livre. Je le répète : n’ouvre pas la porte. Pas de magie.
Compris ?



L’enthousiasme de Rose se dégonfla comme un ballon de
baudruche. « Pas de magie ? Mais pourquoi ? »



 



— Tic-tac, les amis ! hurla Mme le
maire depuis son Hummer. La grippe se répand pendant qu’on attend !



Albert souffla et s’essouffla en traînant les huit énormes
valises de cuir dans l’allée avant de les charger dans le gigantesque véhicule
tout-terrain. Dans la première, il y avait des vêtements, mais les autres
contenaient des bocaux de cannelle de Madagascar, d’ailes de fées lyophilisées,
de sucres noirs spécialement importés de Croatie, de murmures de médecins
capturés au chevet des malades et de centaines d’autres ingrédients, des
communs comme de très mystérieux.



Céleste rassembla ses enfants devant le perron.



— Rose et Oliver, vous aiderez Chip à la cuisine.



Oliver laissa échapper un grognement.



— Pourquoi je dois aider ? C’est le domaine de
Rose.



Céleste caressa la belle joue hâlée de son aîné.



— Je sais que tu peux y arriver, Oliver. Origan, continua-t-elle,
je compte sur toi pour donner un coup de main à ta sœur.



— Mais bien sûr ! Je serai très utile, ironisa
Origan en lançant à Rose un clin d’œil malicieux.



Rose soupira. Chaque fois qu’Origan s’était mis en tête d’aider,
il n’avait cessé de se plaindre et de réciter l’alphabet en rotant.



— Mme Carlson viendra cet après-midi. Elle
s’occupera de Nini toute la semaine. Soyez gentils avec elle et écoutez ce qu’elle
vous dit.



— Elle me casse les oreilles avec son accent écossais !
protesta Origan. Elle s’endort tout le temps en prenant des bains de soleil ou
en regardant la télé. En plus, elle sent bizarre.



— Ce n’est pas très gentil de dire ça, le gronda Albert.
Mais… tu n’as pas tort. Rose, s’il te plaît, garde un œil sur Nini, au cas où Mme Carlson
piquerait du nez.



Céleste, deux grosses larmes roulant sur ses joues, adressa
un sourire tendre à ses enfants avant de monter à bord de l’impressionnant
engin.



— Je vous aime tous ! proclama-t-elle.



— Attends ! s’écria Nini. Photo !



Céleste éclata de rire.



— D’accord. Madame le maire, pourriez-vous appuyer sur
le bouton, si cela ne vous dérange pas trop ? C’est pour un portrait de
famille.



Avec un soupir d’exaspération, Mme Hammer
prit d’un geste brusque le Polaroid des mains tendues de Nini, le pointa
vaguement vers la tribu Bliss et appuya sur le bouton.



Puis Céleste et Albert embarquèrent dans l’énorme voiture et
firent claquer la portière. Le Hummer s’éloigna, suivi de son escorte de
fausses voitures de police.



Rose se tourna vers Oliver. Elle aurait bien voulu lui dire
qu’elle était contente de passer du temps avec lui sans leurs parents, mais son
grand frère s’éloignait déjà à grands pas.



— Mes vacances commencent officiellement…, annonça-t-il
en appuyant sur un bouton de sa montre-bracelet, maintenant.



« Et voilà », se dit Rose tristement. C’était
toujours pareil. Même dans une situation exceptionnelle, ses frères l’ignoraient
complètement.



Origan sautait sur le trampoline.



Nini tira sur le chemisier de Rose.



— Rosie-Posie ! SOS ! hurla-t-elle.



— Qu’est-ce qu’il y a, Nini ?



— Une limace ! J’ai marché dessus !



Nini souleva sa basket pour lui montrer une limace écrasée, toute
gluante.



Rose enleva la chaussure de Nini, jadis blanche mais
désormais couleur gadoue, et frotta la semelle sur l’herbe jusqu’à ce que la
limace s’en détache.



Nini examina le gastéropode en écarquillant ses grands yeux
noirs. Tout le monde disait que Nini était le portrait craché de Rose – cheveux
noirs et frange, yeux noirs, minuscule bout de nez – en plus petite et plus
mignonne. En réalité elle avait un visage beaucoup plus rond, et ça, ce n’était
pas une question d’âge.



— On l’enterre ? demanda Nini.



— Tu y tiens vraiment ? soupira Rose.



Nini fit oui de la tête et tendit le Polaroid à Rose : Céleste
et Albert souriaient de toutes leurs dents en entourant de leurs bras le superbe
Oliver, l’hilarant Origan et l’adorable Nini. Rose, elle, se tenait sur le côté,
tellement sur le côté qu’on ne voyait que son épaule.



Rose rendit la photo à Nini d’un geste impatient et se
résigna à reprendre sa routine ingrate.
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Une
mystérieuse visite



Rose trouvait l’idée de travailler avec Chip bien plus
terrifiante qu’une limace écrasée.



Chip était l’assistant pâtissier de Céleste depuis toujours,
du moins dans les souvenirs de Rose. Il était déjà à la fenêtre de la cuisine, le
regard perdu au loin, plus loin que la limace, plus loin que la balançoire, plus
loin même que Calamity Falls. Chauve et tout bronzé, il avait l’air de sortir d’un
magazine de muscu.



La seule conversation que Rose avait jamais eue avec Chip
concernait les petites plaques d’identification en métal qu’il portait autour
du cou.



— Tu étais dans l’armée, Chip ? avait-elle demandé.



— J’étais dans les Marines, avait-il grogné.



— Alors pourquoi tu travailles dans une pâtisserie ?



Il s’était accroupi pour que son visage soit au même niveau
que celui de la petite fille. Sa respiration était lourde, son regard fixe.



— J’aime bien faire des gâteaux, avait-il murmuré.



Rose s’imagina la semaine à venir. À côté d’elle se
dresserait la masse énorme du torse ciselé de Chip pendant qu’ils consulteraient
Les Recettes de Papy Brossard, un livre de cuisine d’une banalité
affligeante qu’Albert et Céleste avaient confié à Chip avant de partir.



— Tiens, Chip, tu te serviras de ces recettes.



Il avait reniflé bruyamment.



— Et votre livre si spécial ?



— Celles-là sont plus faciles à faire, avait décrété
Céleste en lui tendant un livre de poche dont la couverture affichait un gâteau
marbré ennuyeux à pleurer.



Rose était très vexée de ne pas pouvoir utiliser le grimoire
de recettes magiques en leur absence.



C’était si injuste ! Elle avait consacré toute sa vie à
cette pâtisserie !



Rose se levait tous les jours plus tôt pour aider ses
parents à tout mettre en place pour la journée. Les autres enfants de son âge
restaient au lit. Rose rentrait toujours juste après l’école parce qu’il lui
fallait aider à nettoyer la cuisine. Et elle ne se plaignait jamais, dans l’espoir
qu’un jour elle aussi pourrait devenir une pâtissière-magicienne. Aujourd’hui, ses
parents lui refusaient la seule chose qu’elle ait jamais voulue : le droit
de faire de la magie.



Rose était également chargée de s’occuper de sa petite sœur
quand personne d’autre ne voulait le faire. Rose baissa la tête. Nini était en
train de creuser un trou avec ses mains afin d’enterrer la limace.



— Je ne suis pas d’humeur pour un enterrement, déclara
Rose. Viens, je vais te pousser sur la balançoire.



Nini abandonna la limace et bondit vers la balançoire qu’Albert
avec bricolée l’année précédente. La planche, que les moisissures rendaient
verdâtre, était tout humide.



Les chaînes rouillées grincèrent sous le poids de la petite
fille.



— Plus fort !



Nini tentait de monter de plus en plus haut dans les airs en
pliant et dépliant ses jambes dodues.



— Plus haut, Rosie, plus haut !



Nini portait toujours la même tenue : un tee-shirt rayé
rouge et blanc avec un serre-tête assorti, le tout très sale. Lorsqu’ils
devenaient vraiment raides de crasse, maculés de boue, de taches de jus de
fruits et de feutres, Rose entrait sur la pointe des pieds dans la chambre de
Nini pendant qu’elle dormait et les lui dérobait l’espace de quelques heures
pour les passer à la machine.



« Est-ce que je n’ai pas mérité de pouvoir faire un peu
de magie ? pensa Rose. Serai-je un jour récompensée pour toutes ces heures
de courses en ville et de baby-sitting ? »



Une minute plus tard, Rose entendit le bruit étouffé d’une
moto. La pétarade se rapprochait lentement de la maison. Dans sa poitrine, son
cœur se mit à battre comme un gros crapaud enfermé dans une boîte à chaussures.
Elle ne connaissait qu’une seule personne en ville se déplaçant à moto (ou du
moins à vélomoteur), et cette personne n’était autre que Devin Stetson.



Elle réfléchit à toute vitesse à ce qu’elle lui dirait s’il
venait à s’arrêter devant chez eux.



« Salut. Ça va ? Moi, c’est Rose. On se connaît ?
Qu’est-ce que tu fais devant chez moi ? »



Il lui répondrait qu’il avait aperçu des voitures de police
et qu’il s’était inquiété pour elle. Puis il lui dirait qu’il cherchait le
marché en plein air de Poplar parce que son père voulait se lancer dans le
beignet aux myrtilles.



« Je sais où c’est, lui dirait-elle. Je vais te montrer. »



Elle grimperait à l’arrière de sa mobylette, ses genoux se
calant dans le creux des siens. Elle poserait le menton sur son épaule. Ses
cheveux blonds agités par le vent fouetteraient son visage. Même s’ils venaient
à heurter un rocher et qu’elle se retrouvait dans le fossé avec deux jambes
cassées, ça vaudrait le coup.



Mais Rose n’était pas comme les autres filles de son âge. Elle
avait des responsabilités.



La moto s’arrêta bel et bien dans l’allée. Mais ce n’était
pas le vieux vélomoteur rouge de Devin Stetson. C’était un superbe engin noir
et luisant décoré d’une tête de taureau, avec une selle argentée et de belles
cornes pointues en guise de guidon. Une silhouette féminine entièrement gainée
de cuir noir en descendit et s’adossa au monstre.



Le cœur de Rose se mit à battre encore plus fort. Il y avait
déjà eu trop de personnages mal intentionnés devant leur maison aujourd’hui !



Elle se retourna pour voir si Chip était toujours à la
fenêtre de la cuisine. S’il le fallait, l’assistant pâtissier serait capable de
vaincre n’importe qui en combat rapproché. Mais le visage de Chip n’était plus
là.



Rose se plaça devant Nini pour la protéger.



La silhouette souleva son casque noir de ses mains gantées
et hérissées de pointes d’acier.



C’était une jeune femme élancée, la plus grande, la plus
élégante et la plus impressionnante que Rose avait jamais vue en dehors d’un
écran de cinéma. Ses sourcils noirs étaient bien marqués, son nez était droit
et ses cheveux sombres coupés court. Elle avait beaucoup d’allure. Ses lèvres
étaient peintes d’un rouge vif et ses dents blanches brillaient au soleil. C’était
le genre de femme qu’on voyait sur les affiches publicitaires. Le type de femme
que Rose aurait secrètement voulu devenir plus tard.



— Ah ! s’exclama-t-elle. De l’air frais ! Une
petite ville ! J’adore la campagne !



Elle pencha la tête en arrière pour lancer vers le ciel un
petit rire joyeux, puis ôta son blouson de cuir et le jeta sur son engin. Elle
portait un chemisier en dentelle bleu, qui ressemblait beaucoup à celui de Rose.



— Tu dois être Rosemary ! dit la femme en se
dirigeant vers la balançoire.



Elle désigna du doigt le chemisier de Rose.



— Regarde ! On est jumelles !



Nini bondit de la balançoire et se rua dans la cuisine, laissant
Rose agrippée aux chaînes rouillées.



— N’aie pas peur, mon petit ! C’est seulement moi,
ta tante Lily !



L’inconnue vêtue de cuir noir lui souriait en découvrant sa
denture de neige. Rose pouvait-elle être de la même famille que cette femme… éblouissante ?
Elle ressemblait plus à un top model qu’à une tata.



Rose se souvint alors de l’arbre généalogique quelle avait
dessiné pour un exposé en CE2. Elle y avait inscrit son nom et celui de ses
frères et sœur : Anis, Origan, Rosemary, Oliver, puis, au-dessus, ses
parents : Albert Hogswaddle, Céleste Bliss. Du côté de son père, il y
avait tante Alice, tante Janine, et l’étrange oncle Lewis. Du côté de sa mère :
personne. En tout cas pas la moindre Lily. N’empêche, ce nom lui disait quand
même quelque chose…



— Est-ce que ta mère est là ? demanda la dame en
noir. Oh ! Cette chère Céleste Bliss m’a manqué !



Rose choisit la prudence.



— Ma mère ne m’a jamais dit qu’elle avait une petite
sœur.



Lily s’esclaffa.



— Je ne suis pas vraiment ta tante, expliqua
Lily. L’arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père de ta mère, Filbert Bliss, avait un
frère appelé Albatross, qui était mon arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père, alors
on doit être… cousines au cinquième degré ou un truc comme ça ! Mais tante
Lily, ça sonne bien, tu ne trouves pas ?



Rose tenta de se représenter l’arbre familial et de se
souvenir s’il y avait un Albatross et un Filbert, mais l’arbre se transforma
vite en un gros buisson touffu.



— Bref, j’ai entendu dire que mon amie Céleste avait eu
un enfant ! Et qu’elle avait ouvert une pâtisserie.



— Quatre… Quatre enfants, corrigea Rose, sa main en
visière sur ses yeux pour ne pas être éblouie par le soleil. Oliver, Origan, Nini…
et moi, je suis Rosemary.



— Eh bien, Rosemary, on dirait que je suis un peu en
retard !



Lily retira ses gants, doigt par doigt.



— Tu vois, moi aussi je suis pâtissière ! J’ai
même publié un livre. Enfin, auto-édité. Mais c’est la même chose ! Et j’avais
ma propre émission de radio pendant un temps : La louche à Lily. Tu
as dû en entendre parler.



Rose n’avait jamais entendu parler de La louche à Lily, mais
elle se rappela tout à coup où elle avait entendu ce nom. C’était il y a très
longtemps. Un soir, après le dîner, elle aidait son père à faire la vaisselle
lorsque le téléphone avait sonné. Céleste avait répondu – une de ces
conversations où sa mère écoutait plus qu’elle ne parlait, adossée au comptoir
de la cuisine, enroulant et déroulant le cordon entre ses doigts.



Lorsqu’elle avait raccroché, Rose et Albert l’avaient
regardée, s’attendant à ce qu’elle leur dise de quoi il s’agissait.



— C’était Lily, s’était-elle contentée de dire.



Albert avait écarquillé les yeux.



— Elle nous a retrouvés, avait précisé Céleste. Elle
veut nous rendre visite.



Albert avait fait la grimace.



— Tu as dit non, j’espère ?



— Bien sûr.



— C’est qui, Lily ? avait demandé Rose.



— Personne, avait répliqué Céleste en montant l’escalier.



Ensuite, il n’avait plus jamais été question de Lily…



Rose redescendit sur terre.



— Maintenant que j’y pense, j’ai entendu parler de vous.
Ma mère vous a parlé au téléphone. Elle ne voulait pas que vous veniez nous
voir, l’informa Rose.



Son cœur battait de plus en plus fort dans sa poitrine.



— Pourquoi est-ce qu’elle ne voulait pas vous voir ?
ajouta Rose.



Lily haussa les sourcils.



— Il y a très, très longtemps, Albatross, mon
arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père, s’est violemment disputé avec Filbert, ton
arrière-arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père, et maintenant, Céleste ne veut plus
me parler. C’est trop dommage. Alors, je suis venue pour renouer les chaînes !



— Vous voulez dire… les liens, rectifia Rose.



— Oui, c’est ça ! dit Lily avec un sourire. Écoute,
mon chat, je sais que tu ne me crois pas, mais je suis ta cousine éloignée !
Ou ta tante ! C’est la même chose ! Tiens, je vais te le prouver.



Lily se retourna et fit glisser un côté de son chemisier
bleu pour dévoiler son omoplate, aussi fine et délicate qu’une aile de papillon.
Rose plissa les yeux et aperçut une tache de naissance : une grosse goutte
au bout d’une traînée sombre qui se finissait en crochet.



Rose avait la même sur le côté d’une de ses jambes. Nini l’avait
sur le cou et Céleste sur le bras. Oliver et Origan l’avaient sur le ventre. Ils
avaient tous la même.



— Tu vois, ma chérie ?



Origan sortit en trombe de la cuisine pour voir de plus près
le gros taureau noir qui avait atterri dans l’allée. En voyant la marque sur l’épaule
de Lily, il hurla :



— Elle a la louche !



Lily l’attrapa au vol, le souleva de terre puis le reposa en
disant :



— Tu dois être Origan, ça rime avec ouragan !



Origan pouffa de rire et fit la grimace.



— Mais vous, vous êtes qui ?



Lily lui frotta le nez avec l’index.



— Je suis ta tante Lily ! se présenta-t-elle avec
une révérence. Et je suis là pour me réconcilier avec ma famille !
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Tante Lily à
la rescousse



— Ma mère n’est pas là, annonça Rose en tirant sur son
chemisier.



Tante Lily s’avança vers sa moto et en décrocha une valise
en tweed ainsi qu’un petit sac en forme de bûche dont le velours côtelé
changeait de couleur selon l’angle sous lequel on le regardait.



— On dirait que j’arrive au bon moment, Rose ! fit
remarquer Lily. Il n’y a rien de mieux que de venir à la rescousse des enfants
pour convaincre leurs parents qu’on est prêt à faire des efforts pour se réconcilier.
Non ?



Rose trouvait toute cette histoire plutôt bizarre. Si
seulement ses parents avaient pu se matérialiser tout à coup dans le jardin… si
par exemple ils avaient oublié leurs sous-vêtements…



Hélas, rien de tel ne se produisit.



— Vous devriez peut-être revenir quand mes parents
seront là, suggéra Rose.



Lily prit un air de chien battu.



— Moi qui pensais me rendre utile… à la pâtisserie.



Elle raccrocha tristement ses bagages à l’arrière de sa moto.



— Je vois bien que tu veux que je m’en aille.



— Roooose ! hurla Origan. T’es malade ou quoi ?
Tu peux pas renvoyer notre tata ! Enfin, elle a la louche !



« Oui, c’est ça, se dit Rose, c’est le mot juste, cette
femme est louche, carrément. » Elle observa d’un œil méfiant la
star pâtissière qui se proposait de les aider. Puis elle jeta un regard à
Origan, son unique sous-chef, lequel choisit pile ce moment pour se fourrer le
doigt dans le nez. Il y aurait bien trop de travail pour elle et Chip seuls, et
elle avait l’intuition qu’Oliver, Origan et Nini ne mettraient pas les pieds
dans la cuisine. De plus, cette dame en noir la fascinait au point qu’elle ne
pouvait détacher son regard d’elle.



— Attendez ! s’exclama Rose. Je… c’est vrai que
votre aide ne serait pas de trop.



— Ouais ! Youpi ! s’écria Lily. Je sais
exactement ce que nous allons faire pour le dîner !



« Ce que nous allons faire pour le dîner. »
Rose nota avec satisfaction qu’elle avait dit « nous » au lieu de « je ».



 



Mme Carlson débarqua un peu plus tard dans l’après-midi.
Ses courts cheveux blonds emprisonnés dans des bigoudis, elle était moulée dans
un top à paillettes et des leggings blancs trop étroits. Une télé portable se
balançait au bout de son bras. Dans l’autre main, elle avait une boîte de
porridge et un sac en plastique contenant quelque chose qui ressemblait à un
estomac et qui sentait bien pire.



Origan se boucha le nez.



— C’est quoi, ce truc ?



— Je vais fairrre du haggis, annonça Mme Carlson
avec son accent écossais à couper au couteau. Le haggis, c’est du porridge
bouilli dans de la panse de brrrebis. Ça te fera pousser des poils sur le
torrrse.



Origan ferma les bras sur sa poitrine.



— C’est très gentil à vous, madame Carlson, mais ce ne
sera pas nécessaire, intervint Rose, un peu gênée.



Mme Carlson pencha la tête de côté.



— Et pourrrquoi donc ?



— En fait, répondit Rose, notre tante est venue nous
rendre visite, et elle a déjà commencé à préparer le dîner.



— Ton père ne m’a pas parlé d’une tante ! répliqua
Mme Carlson avec un froncement de nez.



Rose prit un air vague. Elle se sentait un peu gênée.



— II… il avait oublié. Mais elle est là maintenant. Et
elle va nous faire à manger toute la semaine.



Mme Carlson s’avança vers la poubelle en
métal, souleva le couvercle et y laissa choir l’estomac de mouton.



— Bien. De toute façon, je n’étais pas d’humeurrr pour
une panse de brebis farcie.



 



Étant donné que tout le rez-de-chaussée de la maison était
consacré à la pâtisserie, les Bliss passaient leurs soirées serrés autour de la
table de la cuisine : deux bancs de bois clair recouverts de coussins en
cuir rouge se faisaient face de part et d’autre d’une table en cerisier verni
surmontée d’un vieux chandelier en fer forgé à l’allure médiévale. Toute la
famille s’y rassemblait pour le petit déjeuner, le déjeuner et le dîner. Parfois,
ils y restaient après le repas pour une interminable partie de cartes et ils
essayaient de ne pas se donner des coups de coude en piochant.



Avant le dîner, les garçons tapèrent sur la table avec leur
couteau et leur fourchette en braillant : « Li-ly, Li-ly ! »
Nini, carrément perchée sur la table, se tenait accroupie comme une grenouille,
les genoux au niveau des oreilles. Mme Carlson était écrasée
entre Oliver et Origan, son sac en cuir serré contre sa poitrine.



— Un vrai zoo, cette famille ! s’exclama-t-elle.



Rose haussa les épaules. Ses frères et sa sœur étaient si
turbulents quelle avait l’impression d’être invisible.



Cela faisait une heure que tante Lily s’activait dans la
cuisine. Elle avait troqué sa tenue de cuir noir contre une robe légère de
coton blanc qui, en plus de la grandir, lui donnait un air propre et élégant, même
au milieu d’une cuisine étroite et fumante. Elle vint enfin poser un énorme
plat orange au centre de la table.



— Paella valenciana ! cria-t-elle. C’est du
riz à l’espagnole. J’ai appris cette recette quand j’étudiais la guitare
classique dans les environs de Barcelone.



Devant eux se dressait une montagne de riz teintée de safran
et piquée de morceaux de poulet, de saucisses rouges épicées et de créatures
maritimes curieuses mais visiblement comestibles.



— Ça m’a l’air delicioso, tía[3] Lily ! s’exclama
Oliver.



Ce dernier refusait généralement de manger autre chose que
des coquillettes au beurre et de la réglisse. Mais ce soir-là, il portait une
chemise repassée et ses cheveux luisants de gel se dressaient en épis sur sa
tête. Rose en avait déduit qu’il s’était fait beau en l’honneur de la dame
magnifique qui occupait leur cuisine.



— J’adore les fruits de mer ! dit Lily. Mon père
ramenait souvent des moules, des crevettes et des palourdes à la maison. C’était
un pêcheur.



— Alors, dans ta partie de la famille, ils ne sont pas
pâtissiers ? s’enquit Rose.



Après tout, la « marque de famille » que Lily
portait sur son épaule n’était peut-être pas une louche, mais un hameçon.



— Ils ont essayé…, commença Lily. Mais ils n’avaient
pas… ce qu’il fallait. Alors ils ont tous emménagé en Nouvelle-Écosse et sont
devenus pêcheurs. Moi, ça ne me convenait pas. Alors je me suis enfuie sur ma
moto pour devenir une grande actrice à New York.



— Je suis allée là-bas une fois, coassa Mme Carlson
entre deux bouchées de riz. On m’a volé mon sac, puis un pigeon m’a fait vous
savez quoi sur la tête.



Les enfants Bliss éclatèrent de rire.



— Oui, je reconnais bien là New York, opina Lily en s’éventant
avec sa main. Quand je suis arrivée, j’ai descendu Broadway sur Trixie – c’est
ma moto. Je me sentais si libre, si vivante, si belle ! Et puis je me suis
rendu compte que je n’avais nulle part où habiter, et qu’il ne me restait plus
que deux dollars. Alors je me suis acheté un hot-dog et je suis allée le manger
dans Central Park.



— J’aurais fait exactement la même chose, tía Lily,
déclara Oliver de sa voix la plus grave.



Rose n’avait jamais vu son frère aussi poli et aimable. En
plus, il donnait du tia à cette inconnue, comme s’ils s’étaient connus
toute leur vie.



— Mais oui ! s’écria Lily. Parfois, il faut savoir
prendre le temps d’un hot-dog. Alors, voilà, je me promenais sur la
Soixante-Dixième Rue, et il commençait à faire noir. J’ai levé la tête et j’ai
aperçu un adorable magasin de cupcakes avec des volets blancs et des rideaux
jaunes tout mignons. Il y avait une affichette indiquant qu’ils recherchaient
une assistante. Je suis entrée et j’ai dit : « Je vous aiderai
gratuitement si vous me laissez dormir dans la cuisine. » Ils ont accepté.
C’est là que j’ai appris la pâtisserie.



— Je pourrai aller avec toi à New York quand tu y
retourneras ? roucoula Origan.



Nini se leva et se mit à sauter à pieds joints sur la table
en chantant :



— New York ! New York !



— Je t’emmènerai peut-être à New York un jour, dit Lily
en posant une main sur le dos de Nini pour la calmer.



Mme Carlson faisait une grimace affreuse.



— Mais je n’ai pas l’intention d’y remettre les pieds
de sitôt. Je suis en train de créer ma propre émission de télé, vous savez ?
Ça va s’appeler 30 Minutes de Magie. C’est pour ça que je voyage à
travers le pays : pour récolter les meilleures recettes, celles qui valent
la peine d’être partagées avec le monde entier.



— Rose ! s’exclama Origan comme s’il venait d’avoir
une soudaine inspiration. On n’a qu’à lui montrer le livre !



Rose se raidit.



— Quel livre ? répliqua-t-elle sèchement.



Si Lily espérait leur voler leurs recettes magiques, elle se
fourrait le doigt dans l’œil.



— Oh, tu veux dire les livres ! continua
Rose. Les livres de comptes. Origan pense que cela vous intéresserait de voir
comment on fait tourner notre commerce.



Lily haussa les épaules avec un sourire.



— Non, ça va. Je suis pâtissière, pas mathématicienne !



Rose lança à son petit frère un regard courroucé auquel il
répondit en lui tirant la langue.



 



Le lendemain matin, Rose trouva Oliver en train de passer la
serpillère dans le hall de la pâtisserie. Avec son pantalon à pinces noir, sa
chemise classique blanche et sa veste noire, il était habillé comme un serveur
de restaurant.



— Tu es debout… à cette heure ! s’exclama-t-elle, stupéfaite.
Non mais qu’est-ce qui cloche chez toi ?



Oliver jeta des regards inquiets autour de lui.



— Rien ! Je nettoie, c’est tout.



— Et depuis quand tu sais te servir d’une serpillère ?



— Je veux juste aider notre tante, souffla-t-il.



Rose se demanda si elle aurait dû faire un effort spécial du
côté vestimentaire. Contrairement aux autres filles de l’école, qui portaient
des jeans de marque et des vestes incrustées de strass sur des hauts colorés
hors de prix, Rose n’avait jamais fait attention à ce qu’elle avait sur le dos.
Pour commencer, tout ce qu’elle portait finissait par se salir : taches de
beurre, d’huile, de farine ou d’autres ingrédients qui traînaient dans la
cuisine des Bliss. De toute façon, ce n’était pas un nouveau manteau qui lui
donnerait des allures de star de cinéma. Devin Stetson ne la remarquerait pas
davantage. Elle aurait juste l’air d’en faire trop.



Mais à côté de tante Lily et de ses vêtements fabuleux, Rose
se sentait comme un rat des champs et était tentée de courir s’acheter une
nouvelle tenue.



Elle poussa les portes battantes qui séparaient l’espace
réservé à la vente de la cuisine. Chip se tenait dans un coin et battait des
œufs en neige à l’aide d’un fouet.



— Ah, les Marines ! s’exclama Lily en agitant en l’air
des doigts recouverts de grumeaux jaune pâle.



Vêtue d’une petite robe d’été rouge à pois blancs, elle
était en train de malaxer une pâte.



— Tu sais, Rose, j’ai été chef pâtissière sur un bateau
de croisière pendant une année entière !



Au nom de Rose, Chip leva la tête.



— Bonjour, ma petite Rosie ! dit-il d’un air
affable quelle ne lui connaissait pas.



Lily posa sa longue main fine sur l’épaule musclée de l’aide
pâtissier.



— Chip, mon ange, Rose et moi avons besoin d’être
seules un moment. Va donc prendre un café et te détendre un peu.



Chip poussa un soupir ravi et s’éclipsa.



Rose resta bouche bée. Comment tante Lily avait-elle réussi
à amadouer ce râleur de Chip ? Et son frère aîné qui était en train de faire
le ménage ? Il y avait quelque chose chez tante Lily qui vous
électrisait. Elle donnait envie aux autres d’être tirés à quatre épingles et de
faire preuve de savoir-vivre. Quel était son secret ?



— Tu veux bien m’aider avec ça ? demanda Lily en
lui tendant un bol d’œufs en neige et une cuillère.



Elles disposèrent des petits tas de blancs d’œufs sur une
plaque de cuisson. Lily travaillait rapidement et sans effort, virevoltant
telle une ballerine. Son visage affichait un air serein et concentré : les
lèvres un peu serrées, les sourcils légèrement froncés.



— Alors, Rose, que veux-tu faire dans la vie ? demanda
Lily.



Rose leva les yeux au plafond. Personne ne lui avait jamais
posé cette question. Parfois, elle ne pensait qu’à faire des gâteaux, mais, de
temps en temps, elle avait envie de hurler dès qu’elle posait les yeux sur un
muffîn. Parfois, elle voulait fuir Calamity Falls, puis elle se disait que, si
elle partait, son cœur se dessécherait jusqu’à devenir une petite noix dure et noire
qui cesserait de battre.



— Je suis pas sûre, dit-elle.



Lily enfourna les meringues.



— Moi, je veux faire le tour du monde et rencontrer le
plus de gens possible. Je ne comprends pas comment on peut faire la même chose
tous les jours, se rendre aux mêmes endroits, voir les mêmes personnes. Ça me
tuerait.



Rose frissonna. Tante Lily venait juste de décrire sa vie à
elle, Rose Bliss.



— Pourtant, c’est réconfortant de faire les mêmes
choses et de voir les mêmes gens, protesta Rose en jetant un coup d’œil dans l’entrée.



Oliver était en train de retourner l’écriteau FERMÉ pour
afficher OUVERT. Il y avait déjà la queue dehors.



— Tu vois tous ces gens ? Je les connais tous.



— Parle-moi d’eux, dit gentiment Lily.



— D’accord. Tu vois le type qui a un pull avec des
grenouilles dessus, celui qui est déjà au comptoir ? Le premier arrivé ?



Lily hocha la tête.



— C’est M. Phibien, le charpentier.



M. Phibien avait des cheveux blancs hirsutes et une
moustache noire. Rose se l’était toujours imaginé comme un cousin d’Albert
Einstein. Son pull était orné de dizaines de grenouilles.



— Il prend un muffin aux carottes tous les matins.



— Et cette petite dame derrière lui, avec les cheveux
pointus ? s’enquit Lily.



Cette dame était si petite que Lily ne voyait que ses
cheveux, une masse grisâtre qui s’élevait en deux pointes de chaque côté de sa
tête, comme des oreilles de loup.



— C’est Mlle Chardon, ma prof de bio. Elle
est amoureuse de M. Phibien. Et je crois qu’il l’aime aussi. Ils ne se
parlent jamais.



— Un amour secret ! s’exclama Lily. Comment le
sais-tu ?



— Un jour, M. Phibien est venu en cours de bio
pour nous montrer des photos de ses grenouilles. Mlle Chardon
arrêtait pas de le regarder avec un sourire serein, et il détournait tout le
temps son regard d’elle. Mais on voyait bien qu’il tenait à ce qu’elle ne se
rende pas compte de ce qu’il ressentait.



Rose connaissait très bien cette technique. Elle l’utilisait
chaque fois que Devin Stetson passait à côté d’elle dans le couloir.



Lily se tourna vers Rose, les larmes aux yeux.



— J’ai un secret à t’avouer, dit-elle en se penchant
vers Rose. Je n’ai pas vraiment grandi en Nouvelle-Ecosse. Mon père était
militaire et on déménageait tous les ans. Je suis de nulle part, en fait. Voilà
pourquoi je ne comprends pas comment on peut vivre à un seul endroit toute sa
vie.



Lily secoua la tête et ferma les yeux. Quand elle les
rouvrit, son grand sourire était revenu.



— Ça me semble si ennuyeux ! C’est comme si tout
le monde ici était coincé et ne pouvait jamais changer.



— Tu parles aussi de ma mère ? dit Rose, attristée.



Lily passa son bras autour des épaules de Rose.



— Ecoute… ta mère a fait un choix. Elle a du talent. Elle
aurait pu devenir une star. Au lieu de quoi, elle a échoué ici.



Lily sourit de nouveau.



— Toi aussi, tu as du talent, Rose. Je le vois. Tu dois
simplement décider de ce que tu veux en faire.



Rose commençait à comprendre l’étrange phénomène qui avait
touché Oliver et Chip. Cette femme avait quelque chose de si grandiose qu’elle
pouvait rivaliser avec les licornes. Et puis elle trouvait toujours le mot
juste.



Oliver cria depuis le comptoir :



— Tía Lily ! Il faut plus de croissants !



Lily prit Les Recettes de Papy Brossard avec sur la
couverture le gâteau marbré banal à pleurer.



— C’est ça que ta mère utilise ? Je pensais qu’elle
se servait de quelque chose de plus… spécial.



— Non, juste ça, répondit Rose, mal à l’aise. Des
recettes ordinaires. Maman y ajoute simplement une pincée d’amour.



 



Le temps s’écoula rapidement, avec Lily aux fourneaux. Comme
toujours, Nini courait partout dans la cuisine, mais au lieu de trébucher sur
elle comme le faisait Céleste et de faire tomber les ingrédients par terre, Lily
l’évitait avec de gracieux entrechats. Elle réussit même à la calmer tout à
fait.



— Nini, mon petit, j’ai besoin que tu me répartisses
les raisins en groupes de dix. Dix dans chaque moule à muffîn. Tu t’en sens
capable ?



Nini dodelina de la tête et s’asseyant à même le sol, elle
déposa un à un les raisins secs dans leurs compartiments, jusqu’à ce qu’elle se
mette en boule et s’endorme contre le frigo.



Au comptoir, Oliver souriait aux clientes qui s’extasiaient
sur son impeccable tenue. Chip faisait des aller-retour de la cuisine au
comptoir tel un serveur dans un restaurant cinq étoiles, droit comme un I, une
main dans le dos, un plateau de cookies ou de gâteaux levé bien haut au-dessus
de sa tête. Il avait l’air si triste quand arriva la fin de son service que
Lily l’invita à dîner.



Ce soir-là, Mme Carlson fut consternée de
trouver toute la maisonnée assise en tailleur sur une couverture dans le jardin.
Chip et Lily découpaient un gigot d’agneau de la taille d’un radiateur.



— Alorrrs, quel étrrrange mets allons-nous déguster ce
soirrr ? Un curry ? dit-elle d’un ton rendu encore plus sarcastique
par son accent écossais.



— Non, madaaaame ! roucoula Origan. C’est un gigot
avec du tâtes-y-qui !



— Tzatziki, corrigea Lily en riant. C’est une
sauce au yaourt grecque.



Nini, assise sur les genoux de Chip, mangeait un bout de
viande. Origan et Oliver essuyaient leur bouche pleine de sauce avec leur
manche. En fin de compte, dès que Mme Carlson mordit dans un
morceau d’agneau, elle put à peine contenir sa joie. La viande était aussi
tendre que du beurre. Rose observait la scène, incrédule. En moins de deux
jours, sa tante avait orné de sourires les visages renfrognés des Bliss.



Nini souleva l’appareil Polaroid qui était toujours passé à
son cou et prit une photo de tante Lily.



Quand tout le monde eut terminé son assiette, Lily se rendit
dans la cuisine et revint avec une tarte jaune pâle.



— Je vous ai concocté un dessert fantastique !



Le sourire de Rose s’évanouit. Elle détestait la tarte au
citron.



— Beurk ! Du citron ! glapit Origan comme en
écho à ses pensées.



— Non, non ! s’écria Lily. Pas au citron. Je déteste
la tarte au citron ! Non, je vous assure, vous n’avez jamais rien goûté de
pareil ! leur assura-t-elle en découpant des parts avec un grand couteau. C’est
une recette d’Albatross, mon arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père.



Rose observa la tranche dans son assiette. Seule la partie
supérieure était jaune. Au-dessous, il y avait plusieurs strates de pâte
pourpres et bleues qui chatoyaient comme des écailles de saumon. Lorsqu’elle
mordit dedans, le gâteau à la texture fondante répandit dans sa bouche un doux
arôme sucré-salé. En effet, elle n’avait jamais rien goûté de pareil.



La fratrie resta silencieuse, savourant chaque bouchée de
cette sublime tarte et ne songeant qu’à la faire durer.



— Vous voyez, c’est le genre de recettes que j’essaie
de récolter partout dans le monde, expliqua Lily. Des recettes véritablement
uniques.



Le téléphone sonna à l’intérieur de la maison, mais tout le
monde était trop concentré sur la tarte pour se laisser distraire. Même Mme Carlson
dégustait sa part avec une expression d’extase.



Nini, qui, de son côté, s’était désintéressée de la tarte
dès la première bouchée, s’élança vers la cuisine et décrocha le vieux
téléphone noir à cadran. Elle hurla par la porte :



— Maman au téléphone. Oliver, viens parler à maman !



Elle laissa le combiné se balancer au bout de son cordon contre
le mur de la cuisine et courut les rejoindre dans le jardin.



Oliver se leva en grommelant.



Lily l’attrapa gentiment par le poignet.



— Termine ta part, Oliver. Je ne veux pas de gaspillage.



Oliver sourit à la vue des longs doigts élégants de tante Lily
posés sur son bras. Comme un chien obéissant, il finit sa tarte avant de se
diriger d’un pas tranquille vers la cuisine, en transe. Il attrapa le combiné
et le posa mollement contre son oreille.



Rose l’entendit répondre de la voix mécanique qu’il avait
toujours au téléphone :



— Salut… Bien… Non, rien de nouveau.



Mais c’était complètement faux ! Tante Lily était
apparue. C’était de loin le plus grand événement de toute l’histoire de
Calamity Falls !



Rose avait envie de raconter l’arrivée de tante Lily à ses
parents, pour être sûre qu’elle avait pris la bonne décision en l’invitant à
rester. Elle se dit qu’elle irait leur parler juste après cette bouchée, puis
juste après la suivante. Elle ne parvenait pas à s’arrêter de manger, tant et
si bien qu’Oliver raccrocha et revint s’asseoir dans le jardin.



— Comme d’habitude…, annonça Oliver. Ils voulaient
juste nous dire de bien nettoyer la cuisine et de nous coucher pas trop tard, blablabla.



Tante Lily le fit taire en approchant une fourchette pleine
de tarte de sa bouche. Puis, en silence, ils en dégustèrent jusqu’à la dernière
miette, léchèrent tous les ustensiles, jusqu’à ce que la moindre trace ait
disparu, à croire que la tarte n’avait jamais existé.



 



Tous les soirs avant d’aller au lit, les quatre enfants
Bliss se réunissaient dans la petite salle de bains au papier peint vert à
motif floral pour s’adonner à un rituel qu’ils nommaient « l’heure de la
brosse ». Les frères et sœurs se serraient autour du lavabo en porcelaine
blanche, vêtus de leurs pyjamas, et se brossaient les dents en même temps.



Oliver débarqua dans la salle de bains torse nu, vêtu de son
short de foot bleu, et passa vaguement sa brosse sur sa langue. Nini barbouilla
sa bouche de dentifrice puis cracha. Seule Rose se brossa correctement les
dents : de la gencive aux pointes, deux fois, à l’intérieur puis à l’extérieur.



Origan, assis dans le petit fauteuil à bascule près de la
baignoire à pattes de lion, les bras croisés sur la poitrine, faisait la moue.



— Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas, Origan ? lui demanda
Rose en aidant Nini à essuyer le dentifrice sur ses lèvres, son nez et ses
joues.



Mais elle connaissait déjà la réponse. Comme tous les autres,
il pensait à leur « tante » Lily qui, en cet instant même, occupait
la chambre d’amis au sous-sol.



— Pourquoi est-ce qu’on ne peut pas montrer le livre à
Lily ? Elle a besoin de recettes pour son émission ! Et puis quand
elle sera célèbre, on pourra aller la voir et devenir célèbres nous aussi !



Oliver cracha vivement dans le lavabo.



— Je suis de l’avis de petit frère. Elle a besoin de notre
aide. Je crois qu’elle adorerait le livre.



Les mots de Lily résonnèrent dans la tête de Rose : Toi
aussi, tu as du talent, Rose… Tu dois simplement décider de ce que tu veux en
faire. Elle baissa les yeux sur la clef en forme de fouet qui pendait à son
cou.



— On ne peut pas. J’ai promis.



— Super ! hurla Origan. Alors, juste parce que t’as
peur de papa et maman et que tu fais tout ce qu’ils disent, tante Lily doit
souffrir ? La merveilleuse et généreuse tante Lily ? Qui nous a fait
de la paella et a passé toute la journée dans la pâtisserie à nous aider ?
Qui nous a préparé un dessert unique, meilleur que tout ce que papa et maman
ont jamais fait avec leur livre de recettes débile ?



— Mais on ne la connaît même pas ! s’écria Rose.



Pourquoi son désir de prendre la décision la plus
raisonnable faisait-il toujours faire la grimace à ses frères ?



Et puis, Rose pensa à quelque chose : si, au lieu de
montrer le livre à Lily, elle copiait quelques recettes et les lui mettait sous
le nez ? Ensuite, s’ils faisaient toujours confiance à leur tante à la fin
de la semaine, ils lui montreraient le livre. Ainsi, Rose pourrait pratiquer un
peu de magie et montrer à ses frères qu’elle n’était pas complètement coincée. Dans
plusieurs années, elle l’avouerait à sa mère autour d’une tasse de thé. Et
Céleste exploserait de rire et lui dirait : « Oh, Rose, tu es
vraiment une fille responsable ! Je crois que tu es prête à prendre la
direction de la pâtisserie. »



Rose se réjouissait d’avance de cette scène pleine de
tendresse entre sa mère et elle. Finalement, elle dit à ses frères :



— Je suis d’accord, à la condition de seulement copier
quelques recettes du livre. On les apprend par cœur. On les lui enseigne. Ainsi,
elle pensera que c’est juste une recette normale avec des ingrédients bizarres.
Il ne faut surtout pas lui parler du livre !



Les garçons approuvèrent.



— Lily va être ravie ! renchérit Oliver.



Rose reposa sa brosse à dents ainsi que celle de Nini.



— Bon. On n’a qu’à se retrouver derrière la chambre
froide demain matin avant qu’elle se réveille et on copiera quelques recettes.



Les frères Bliss se tapèrent dans la main, puis passèrent un
bras autour des épaules de leur sœur. Pour la première fois de sa vie, Rose eut
le sentiment qu’ils appartenaient pour de bon à la même famille.



— Mais je vous préviens, j’ai un mauvais pressentiment,
ne put-elle s’empêcher de dire.



Oliver et Origan étaient trop occupés à faire leur danse de
la victoire pour l’entendre. Elle emporta Nini dans ses bras comme un bébé. Après
avoir bordé sa petite sœur dans ses draps rouges, Rose murmura :



— À ton avis, je fais une erreur, Anis Bliss ?



Mais Nini dormait déjà.
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Le grimoire



Le lendemain à l’aube, en chemise de nuit, Rose descendit
dans la cuisine sur la pointe des pieds. Elle était si heureuse à l’idée de
faire de la magie, qui plus est avec ses frères, que l’enthousiasme l’emportait
sur le mauvais pressentiment qui ne la lâchait pas depuis son réveil.



Dehors, sur fond de ciel gris pâle, un rideau de
gouttelettes de pluie dégoulinant sur les vitres empêchait de voir dans le
jardin. Rose distinguait à peine la forme noire de la moto de Lily devant la
maison. Nini dormait encore, et, dans la cage d’escalier, Rose avait entendu
les ronflements puissants de Mme Carlson. Quant à tante Lily, vu
que tout était silencieux au sous-sol, elle devait toujours être endormie.



Oliver était assis à la table, vêtu de son éternel short de
foot bleu et d’un débardeur blanc. Il portait sur la tête le casque du
talkie-walkie vert qu’il avait reçu pour un anniversaire.



— Bienvenue, Rosemary, dit-il en l’invitant à s’asseoir.
Tu es pile à l’heure.



Il enfonça un bouton de son appareil et parla dans le micro :



— Coriandre, tu peux venir. Viens, Coriandre.



Rose entendit la voix d’Origan dans les écouteurs :



— Coriandre à Feuille de Laurier, je suis là. Terminé.



Rose leva les yeux au ciel.



— Vous avez choisi d’autres noms de plantes pour vos
noms de code ?



— Ouais ! cria-t-il, survolté. Feuille de laurier
à Coriandre, Feuille de Laurier à Coriandre, Rosemary est là. Veuillez vous
rendre au quartier général, Coriandre.



— Et pourquoi j’ai pas de nom de code, moi ? demanda
Rose.



— Mais t’es déjà une plante ! Tu crois que ça veut
dire quoi, Rosemary ? s’esclaffa Oliver.



— Trop fort, Oliver !



Origan fît son entrée en dérapant sur ses chaussettes. Il
avait passé une veste noire sur son pyjama et chaussé des lunettes de soleil. Rose
songea que ses frères avaient l’air de s’être déguisés en espions pour une fête
costumée. Elle ricana quand Oliver lui tendit des écouteurs. Origan jeta un
regard soupçonneux autour de lui, puis s’avança à pas de loup vers la table.



— Voilà ce qu’on va faire, déclara Oliver.



Distrait un instant par son reflet dans la vitre de la
fenêtre, le bel Oliver se recoiffa en quelques pichenettes.



— On entre, on copie les recettes, et on se casse. C’est
simple, facile et sans dommage collatéral. Je lirai à voix haute. Vu que
Rose a la plus belle écriture, elle prendra les notes.



— Et moi ? glapit Origan.



Rose et Oliver échangèrent un regard.



— Tu liras par-dessus mon épaule pour vérifier que je
prononce correctement, proposa Oliver.



Origan hocha la tête, content de se voir assigner un rôle de
premier plan.



Rose ouvrit la porte de la chambre froide et les trois
espions se faufilèrent dans le couloir sombre. Le souffle de Rose se condensait
dans l’air glacial pour former de petits nuages. Soudain l’ampoule au-dessus d’eux
clignota avant de s’éteindre, les plongeant dans un noir total. Ils étaient
incapables de distinguer les œufs du fromage, ni un mur de l’autre.



— Flippant, murmura Origan.



Rose sentit sous sa main tendue la surface rugueuse de la
portière en tapisserie au bout du couloir. Elle la souleva, puis chercha à
tâtons la serrure et y inséra la délicate clef en forme de fouet. La porte de
la bibliothèque s’ouvrit.



Bien que Céleste ne lui eût jamais permis de lire le contenu
du Livre de recettes des Bliss, Rose estimait avoir mérité, après toutes
ces heures à faire les courses et à surveiller ses cadets, de partager avec ses
parents ces secrets de famille antédiluviens.



— On doit choisir les recettes les plus spectaculaires,
précisa Origan en caressant du bout des doigts la couverture en cuir gravée de
motifs dignes de la façade d’une cathédrale.



Oliver poussa Origan et ouvrit lui-même le livre.



Rose regarda par-dessus son épaule.



— Attends ! dit-elle. Trouve donc la recette de
muffins au pavot que maman faisait l’autre jour.



Ils tombèrent sur une illustration représentant une cuisine
aux murs couverts de boiseries. Une vieille dame en bonnet et tablier tirait du
four une plaque de muffins joufflus tandis que, à quatre pattes, un gentleman
coiffé d’un chapeau à larges bords et d’un manteau en fourrure brodé pleurait
en frappant du poing le parquet. Sur la page d’en face se trouvait la recette. Elle
n’avait rien d’une recette ordinaire, avec la liste des ingrédients et les
instructions étape par étape. Cela ressemblait plutôt à une histoire. Oliver la
lut à voix haute.



 



Gâteaux au pavot rouge



À la recherche des objets perdus



En l’an de grâce 1518, sur l’île aux Écumes, en Ecosse, Lady
Gresnil Bliss, arborant son tablier rouge, aida Lord Fallon O’Lechnod, l’éternel
distrait, à retrouver sa cape. « Elle est incrustée de rubis et doublée de
fourrure de furet ! Je l’ai égarée il y a déjà deux semaines. C’est un
coup de mes ennemis », lui avait déclaré Lord Fallon. Lady Bliss lui
confectionna ces gâteaux, et, en les mangeant, Lord Fallon se rappela avoir
posé sa précieuse cape sur sa chaise lors d’un dîner chez l’archevêque Pierrod
deux semaines plus tôt.



 



— Mais qu’est-ce que ça veut dire, tout ça ? demanda
Origan.



Oliver se tourna vers son petit frère. – Ça veut dire que
notre arrière-arrière-arrière-arrière grand-ché-pas-quoi a aidé un homme riche
à se rappeler qu’il avait oublié son manteau à un dîner.



Oliver poursuivit tandis que Rose écrivait frénétiquement
dans son cahier.



 



Gresnil Bliss
mit deux poignées de farine aussi pure que de la neige dans un saladier en bois,
cassa un œuf de poule dans la farine et perça le jaune d’or avec le petit doigt
de sa main GAUCHE en chuchotant par trois fois « Oublietto Desoletto ».



Puis elle
mélangea une cupule de graines noires à une cuillerée de lait de vache en
murmurant « Souviendo Reviendo ». Elle versa le lait sur la farine et
fit tourner cinq fois la cuillère en fer dans le sens des aiguilles d’une
montre. Après avoir saupoudré la mixture de salive d’éléphant, elle souffla
dessus. Pour finir, au centre de chaque gâteau, elle plaça un pétale de
coquelicot.



 



Cela continuait ainsi pendant un moment.



 



Il soufflait un vent du nord. Elle enfourna les gâteaux
dans un four CHAUD comme sept flammes, le TEMPS de six chansons, puis les
servit à Lord Fallon O’Lechnod. Une lueur verte brilla dans les yeux du Lord. Il
se rendit chez l’archevêque. Sa cape y était.



 



— J’ignorais
que les recettes étaient… comme ça, remarqua Rose.



Elle parcourut ses notes.



— Une cupule de graines noires ? Chaud comme sept
flammes ? Le temps de six chansons ? Je n’ai aucune idée de ce que
ces mesures signifient.



Elle regarda ses frères d’un air désespéré.



Oliver jeta un coup d’œil à sa montre.



— Il est sept heures. Chip ne va pas tarder. Il faut qu’on
se grouille. On n’a qu’à juste les copier, on se débrouillera après.



 



Une demi-heure plus tard, Rose, Origan et Oliver émergèrent
de la réserve secrète avec cinq recettes retranscrites mot pour mot : ils
allaient pouvoir passer la semaine à se livrer à de passionnantes expériences.



En sortant de la chambre froide, ils aperçurent par la
fenêtre de la cuisine une silhouette violette devant la maison.



— Qui ça peut bien être ? chuchota Rose.



Ils entrouvrirent la porte pour regarder.



C’était tante Lily, en pantalon à paillettes et débardeur
violets. Elle était en train de resserrer un boulon de sa moto à l’aide d’une
clef à molette nickelée. Ses cheveux courts brillaient sous la pluie.



— Qu’est-ce qu’elle fait debout si tôt ? se
demanda Rose tout haut.



Ses frères se ruaient déjà dehors pour saluer tante Lily. Rose
resta sur le seuil. Elle ne voulait pas mouiller sa chemise de nuit. Ses frères
ne s’étaient jamais précipités comme ça pour lui dire bonjour…



Lily laissa tomber son outil et ouvrit les bras pour serrer
Oliver et Origan contre son cœur.



— Pourquoi vous êtes-vous levés si tôt ? Et ce
talkie-walkie, c’est pour quoi faire ?



Origan et Oliver échangèrent un regard gêné. Origan sourit, mais
Oliver ôta ses écouteurs.



— Oh, on était juste en train de rigoler avec Origan, expliqua-t-il.
Des trucs de garçons.



— Ha ha ! fit Lily.



Et, apercevant Rose sur le seuil, elle ajouta gaiement :



— Rose ! Bonjour !



— Et toi, pourquoi tu es déjà debout, tante Lily ?
s’enquit Rose, soupçonneuse.



Le sourire que lui adressa Lily était tellement énorme qu’il
découvrit ses gencives.



— Je n’arrive jamais à me lever après sept heures. Bon,
je me suis dit que ce serait plus facile si j’emmenais l’un de vous faire les
courses sur Trixie, dit-elle en caressant le guidon en forme de cornes de sa
moto-taureau. Qui veut venir ? Les pentes, c’est plus facile à monter à
moto !



Origan leva la main bien haut et se mit à sauter sur place à
pieds joints.



— Moi, moi, moi, moi !



Oliver resta impassible, même si Rose savait très bien qu’il
bouillait intérieurement de faire un tour.



Lily tendit un casque noir à Origan. Le petit garçon attacha
la sangle sous son menton avant de sauter à l’arrière de la moto.



— Après, ce sera ton tour, lança Lily à Oliver en
appuyant ses paroles d’un clin d’œil.



— Ouais ! Super ! Cool ! dit Oliver
avant de retourner vers la cuisine. Pardon, mi hermana, dit-il en pilant
devant sa sœur.



Mais Rose refusa de lui céder le passage.



— C’est quoi, ton problème, frangine ?



Adossée au chambranle, elle tendit le bras en travers de la
porte et planta ses yeux dans les belles mirettes émeraude de son grand frère.



— Il y a quelque chose de bizarre chez tante Lily. Elle
est louche, crois-moi. Pourquoi se lèverait-elle à l’aube rien que pour
bricoler sa moto ? Et comment ça se fait qu’elle veuille régler un
problème vieux de deux cents ans comme par hasard la seule et unique semaine où
nos parents sont absents ?



Oliver repoussa le bras de Rose.



— Tu te fais des films, Rose. T’es juste jalouse parce
que t’as pas de moto, tu fais pas 1,75 m et t’es pas super canon.



Rose était trop jeune pour se sentir concernée, mais elle
fut quand même vexée. Elle savait très bien qu’elle ne serait jamais aussi
belle que tante Lily. Oliver n’avait pas besoin de le lui rappeler.



— Je vais enfiler une tenue plus présentable, annonça
Oliver en montant l’escalier quatre à quatre.



Rose poussa un soupir. « C’est vrai que je dois être
jalouse, se dit-elle. Je suis jalouse du rire éclatant de tante Lily, de ses
vêtements de reine et de sa vie parfaite. »



En traînant les pieds, elle repartit dans le couloir
ténébreux de la chambre froide, releva la tapisserie et secoua la poignée de la
porte de la bibliothèque une nouvelle fois pour s’assurer qu’elle était bien
verrouillée.



Puis, alors qu’elle s’apprêtait à quitter la pièce, elle
aperçut un petit point brillant sur le sol. Elle se pencha pour le ramasser.



C’était une paillette violette, comme celles qui étaient
cousues sur le pantalon de Lily.



Lily était entrée dans la chambre froide ce matin-là. De
plus en plus louche…
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Recette
numéro un :


les Muffins de l’amour



Rose, prise de panique, ouvrit à la volée la porte d’Oliver
et Origan. Le panneau HEURES DE VISITES dégringola au sol. Oliver était en
train de refermer le rideau qui séparait la chambre en deux.



— Tu sais pas lire ? Il est quinze heures, là, peut-être ?



Il fouilla dans une pile de vêtements pour en extraire un pantalon
de treillis froissé.



— C’est pas le moment, Oliver ! s’écria Rose. Regarde
ce que je viens de trouver par terre dans la chambre froide !



Elle posa la paillette au bout de son doigt comme si c’était
une coccinelle et la fourra sous le nez de son frère.



— Et alors ? dit-il en bâillant.



— Et alors ! Tante Lily nous espionnait !
Pendant qu’on était en train de copier les recettes ! Je t’ai dit qu’il y
avait quelque chose de louche chez elle !



— Tu n’as pas pensé, mi hermana, se moqua Oliver,
qu’elle voulait peut-être juste du lait pour son café, et que comme tous les gens
normaux dans ce pays, le lait, on le garde au froid ?



Il étala son pantalon sur son couvre-lit et tenta d’en
lisser les plis du plat de la main.



— Du café ? répéta Rose. Elle s’est préparé du
café ?



— Ouais ! opina Oliver.



Il se leva.



— Regarde, elle a même laissé la tasse dehors.



Rose regarda par la petite lucarne qui donnait sur le jardin.
Posée sur le gravier, une tasse pleine de liquide brun avait été abandonnée.



— Peut-être…, murmura songeusement Rose.



Puis elle rangea la paillette dans la poche arrière de son
pantalon, au cas où Lily aurait vraiment des mauvaises intentions et où elle
devrait fournir des preuves à la police.



— Tu es pâtissière, Rose, lui rappela Oliver. Pas
détective.



— Bien, conclut Rose. Alors, au travail.



Elle posa son cahier sur le sol tandis qu’Oliver enfilait
son pantalon sur son short de foot.



— La recette des Muffins de l’amour n’a pas l’air trop
compliquée, dit-elle en pointant du doigt son cahier.



 



Muffins aux courgettes



À bas les obstacles à l’amour



— Des
courgettes ? dit Oliver en imitant le bruit de quelqu’un qui vomit.



Rose lut ce qu’elle avait écrit :



 



En l’an de grâce 1718, dans un village d’Angleterre du nom de Gosling’s Wake, Sir Jasper Bliss réunit deux
âmes esseulées, celle du veuf James Corinthian et celle de la couturière Petra
Bidulboum, l’un et l’autre trop affligés et timides pour oser approcher les flammes
brûlantes de l’amour. Jasper livra à chacun une fournée de ces muffins aux
courgettes, puis attendit à quelques pas de la boutique de Petra Bidulboum. Deux
heures plus tard, le veuf James Corinthian courut à la porte de Petra Bidulboum
qui l’invita à prendre le thé. Le mois suivant, ils étaient mariés.



 



— Ohhh !
se moqua Oliver. C’est comme une version préhistorique de M. Phibien et de
Mlle Chardon.



— C’est vrai, approuva Rose. Tu sais comment on devrait
tester cette recette ? On pourrait faire deux muffins, et en donner un à M. Phibien
et un à Mlle Chardon quand ils viendront aujourd’hui. On verra
bien s’ils tombent amoureux !



Oliver fit une drôle de grimace : on aurait dit qu’il
venait de mordre dans un citron.



— On ne pourrait pas trouver des personnes encore plus
moches à marier ?



— C’est bien de toi, ça, grogna Rose. Écoute, ce type
porte un pull tout plein de grenouilles. À ce stade, la magie est son seul
espoir. Est-ce qu’on a tout ce qu’il nous faut pour la recette ?



Oliver lut la recette à voix haute.



 



Sir Jasper Bliss râpa une grosse courgette
en psalmodiant par trois fois les noms des deux âmes esseulées, passa au tamis
de fer une poignée de farine plus une poignée de sucre et versa lentement sur
le tout deux cupules d’extrait de vanille de Tahiti. Puis il incorpora à la pâte
un œuf d’Inséparable masqué, Agaponis personata, que sir Jasper avait eu par un
mage qui les récoltait au cœur de la forêt primitive de Madagascar.



 



Rose leva la tête vers Oliver.



— Où est-ce qu’on va bien pouvoir trouver un œuf d’Inséparable
masqué ? Tu crois qu’il faut qu’on aille jusqu’à Madagascar ?



Oliver se renfrogna.



— J’en sais rien… Papa et maman ont tout plein de trucs
bizarres. Ils ont probablement des œufs de dinosaure.



Ils se rendirent dans la chambre froide pour inspecter les
œufs. Rose ouvrit un carton sur lequel était marqué : Des œufs de poule
pour une cuisine qui roule ! à l’intérieur étaient rangés une douzaine d’œufs
ordinaires, certainement pas ceux d’un Inséparable masqué (quelle que soit l’allure
de ces oiseaux).



— C’est quoi, ce truc ? dit Oliver.



Rose se mit sur la pointe des pieds pour apercevoir ce que
lui montrait son frère. Derrière les œufs se trouvait une petite poignée en
forme de rouleau à pâtisserie.



— Cool ! dit-il. J’adore ces machins !



Il fit tourner la poignée avec force, et un souffle glacial
pénétra dans la chambre froide, déjà bien assez fraîche comme ça. Rose sentit
de la chaleur se dégager au niveau de ses chevilles. Elle baissa la tête et
constata qu’une partie du carrelage avait pivoté, révélant un escalier qui
descendait dans une cave.



Un passage secret ! Rose se tourna vivement vers Oliver ;
il avait l’air aussi sidéré qu’elle.



— Deux pièces secrètes découvertes dans le même frigo
en seulement une semaine ! s’extasia-t-il.



Rose alla chercher une lampe de poche dans un tiroir de la
cuisine et descendit les marches devant son frère. Les planches mal jointes
menaçaient de s’écrouler sous leur poids. À la faible lueur de la torche, Rose
ne voyait qu’à quelques centimètres devant elle. Son cœur battait à toute
vitesse, mais le pas d’Oliver derrière elle était calme et régulier.



Une fois au bas de l’escalier, Rose sentit un sol de béton
sous ses pieds. Soudain, elle poussa un hurlement.



Face à elle, elle venait d’apercevoir un visage dans un
bocal bleu. Un visage humain, mais en miniature.



— Qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? s’écria Oliver.



Rose avança la torche pour éclairer le bocal. Là, à l’intérieur,
sans l’ombre d’un doute, se trouvait un gnome. C’était un tout petit homme, d’environ
quinze centimètres, avec une grosse barbe blanche touffue et un chapeau vert. Non
pas mort et tout fripé, comme on aurait pu s’y attendre. Il respirait. Ou
plutôt, il ronflait. Il affichait un sourire rêveur et ses narines se
gonflaient au rythme de ses inspirations. Rose n’en croyait pas ses yeux. Une
étiquette accrochée au bocal bleu indiquait : le nain du sommeil perpétuel.



— C’est pas possible ! murmura Oliver en observant
la créature ronflante de plus près.



Rose décala le faisceau de sa lampe sur la droite, où se
trouvait un autre bocal. Celui-ci paraissait vide, à l’exception de quelques
feuilles rouge et or qui tournoyaient à l’intérieur. L’étiquette disait : le
premier vent d’automne.



Oliver s’était retourné pour inspecter un bocal rempli d’une
lueur où voletaient des grains de poussière.



— C’est quoi, celui-là ? lui demanda Rose.



— La lumière d’une éclipse lunaire, chuchota-t-il.



La substance lumineuse teintait son nez de bleu. Il jeta un
coup d’œil à un autre bocal sur l’étagère du dessous et poussa un petit cri.



— Rose, regarde !



Sa sœur éclaira un bocal plus petit. Celui-ci, à la
différence des autres, était vert et renforcé par du fil barbelé. Son bouchon
de lourd métal rouillé était verrouillé. Rose pouvait à peine distinguer ce qu’il
y avait à l’intérieur. On aurait dit une boule grise gluante, de la taille d’une
balle de base-ball. L’étiquette indiquait : œil de sorcier.



Rose et Oliver échangèrent un regard éberlué. Ils avaient vu
leur père chasser des vents, des murmures et des oiseaux exotiques. Avait-il
également chassé un sorcier pour lui subtiliser son œil ? Existait-il
réellement des sorciers maléfiques ? Le sorcier viendrait-il un jour
récupérer son œil ? Rose frissonna à cette idée. S’il y avait un Nain du
Sommeil Perpétuel dans un sous-sol secret de leur cuisine, que pouvait-il s’y
cacher d’autre ?



Oliver tapa sur l’épaule de Rose.



— Regarde, là, des œufs d’Inséparable masqué !



Dans un des bocaux bleus, elle vit une douzaine d’œufs
rouges minuscules mouchetés de noir. Oliver se saisit du bocal.



— Allons-y. Je veux pas savoir ce qu’il y a d’autre ici.



Pour une fois, Rose devait bien admettre qu’elle non plus n’avait
pas vraiment envie de le découvrir.



 



À peine Rose avait-elle posé son cahier sur le comptoir que
Lily, Origan et Chip entraient par la porte du jardin, les bras chargés de
cageots remplis de myrtilles, de fraises et de framboises.



— Comment on va faire pour cuisiner avec eux ici ?
chuchota Rose à l’oreille d’Oliver.



Il afficha un sourire diabolique.



— Laisse-moi parler à Nini.



Il monta l’escalier et réapparut avec Nini, qui ouvrait tout
grand ses adorables mirettes.



— C’est parti, mima-t-il avec ses lèvres. Dites-moi ?
ajouta Oliver en s’adressant à Chip et Lily. Est-ce que vous pouvez surveiller
Nini aujourd’hui ? La grande hermana et moi, on doit se concentrer
sur la pâtisserie.



Chip s’approcha de la porte de la pâtisserie qui donnait sur
la rue. Il y avait déjà une longue file d’attente de clients affamés et
impatients. Mme Bonnevoix, la couturière spécialiste en bobards,
l’incroyablement grand shérif Raeburn, la timide bibliothécaire Mlle Karnopolis
et des douzaines d’autres réclamaient leur petit déjeuner.



Lorsque Chip ouvrit la porte, Nini se précipita dehors en
hurlant :



— Cache-cache ! Cache-cache !



Elle disparut au coin de la rue.



Tante Lily prit Origan par la main et se mit à courir après
la petite fille.



— On va la rattraper ! hurla-t-elle par-dessus son
épaule.



— Je m’occupe des clients, cria Chip.



Pour l’instant, il n’avait d’autre choix que de laisser Rose
et Oliver tranquilles.



Rose ouvrit son cahier. Elle avait enfin l’occasion
inespérée de cuisiner quelque chose qui sorte de l’ordinaire. Un gâteau magique !
À partir d’une recette du Livre des Bliss. Alors pourquoi ses mains
tremblaient-elles ? C’était comme si elle s’apprêtait à entrer en scène
devant des millions de fans hurlants. En surface, euphorique, mais au fond, terrifiée.
Et si elle se trompait ? Et si tout le monde la huait ? Ou, pire, si
elle blessait quelqu’un ?



 



Sir Jasper
Bliss râpa une grosse courgette en psalmodiant par trois fois les noms des deux
âmes esseulées,



 



Oliver nettoya une courgette puis la fit glisser sur la
surface dentelée d’une râpe à fromage. Des confettis verts vinrent former une
petite montagne informe au fond du saladier.



— N’oublie pas de psalmodier, lui rappela Rose.



— M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon, grogna
Oliver.



— Plus fort !



— M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon !
M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon !



Chip passa la tête entre les portes battantes. Il était à
bout de souffle, en sueur, le visage cramoisi. Au-dehors, la file d’attente s’allongeait.



— Ça va, les enfants ?



— Ouais, bafouilla Oliver en rougissant. On était juste
en train d’essayer de se souvenir… des paroles d’une chanson de rap.



— On dirait ta mère, bougonna-t-il. Toujours en train
de marmonner en cuisinant !



Il disparut. Rose et Oliver poussèrent un soupir de
soulagement.



 



passa au tamis
de fer une poignée de farine plus une poignée de sucre et versa lentement sur le
tout deux cupules d’extrait de vanille de Tahiti.



 



Rose fronça les sourcils.



— Une poignée ? Ça fait combien, une poignée ?



Elle serra le poing et le compara aux doseurs de sa mère, des
petites tasses rondes empilées les unes dans les autres à la manière de poupées
russes. Une poignée faisait à peu près la taille de la plus grande des tasses.



Oliver leva son propre poing, de la taille d’un pamplemousse.
À côté, la tasse parut tout à coup minuscule.



— Rappelle-toi, mujer[4], dit-il,
les gens étaient plus petits avant. Va pour une tasse.



Il plongea le doseur dans le sac en jute et retira le
surplus avec son doigt, puis il tamisa la farine au-dessus du saladier à l’aide
d’une passoire métallique aussi fine qu’un filet à papillons.



 



Puis il
incorpora à la pâte un œuf d’Inséparable masqué, Agaponis personata, que sir Jasper
avait eu par un mage qui les récoltait au cœur de la forêt primitive de
Madagascar.



 



Rose ouvrit avec prudence le bocal bleu tout en s’assurant
que Chip ne les regardait pas. Elle cassa l’œuf au centre du saladier : un
jaune couleur de coquelicot tomba sur la pâte blanche.



Le jaune tremblota puis glissa en dessous de la mixture. Il
réapparut sur un côté, puis replongea avant de refaire surface. Il se déplaçait
de plus en plus vite. Bientôt, la pâte forma une boule au milieu du récipient.



C’est alors que le jaune explosa. La pâte craqua et crépita ;
des étincelles violettes et bleues s’en échappèrent, tels des mini-feux d’artifice,
avant de retomber mollement. La mixture prit sous leurs yeux une délicate
teinte rose. Puis le silence se fit, comme si rien d’anormal ne s’était passé.



Rose frissonna. « Rien à voir avec les muffins aux
courgettes de Papy Brossard ! »



Elle était enfin en voie de devenir une
magicienne-pâtissière. Même Oliver avait l’air ébloui.



Ils disposèrent la pâte dans une douzaine de moules à muffin
et les enfournèrent. Le four chaud de six flammes se transforma en 160
degrés, la température choisie habituellement par Céleste, et le temps de
huit chansons se transforma en une étrange demi-heure durant laquelle ils
fredonnèrent tous les chants de Noël dont ils arrivèrent à se souvenir.



Au bout de huit chansons, Rose et Oliver retirèrent du four
les muffins, qui avaient pris une belle teinte dorée. Ils en mirent deux à
refroidir.



— Qu’est-ce qu’on fait des autres ? demanda Rose.



— Je vais m’en débarrasser, déclara Oliver en les
emportant.



Jetant un coup d’œil dans la pâtisserie, Rose aperçut M. Phibien
à la tête d’une longue file de clients énervés. Il s’avançait vers le comptoir,
ses cheveux blancs hirsutes se dressant comme des fleurs de pissenlits sur sa
tête. Sur son tee-shirt on lisait : je suis un prince grenouille, embrassez-moi.



Rose se précipita dans la salle avec les deux muffins tout
chauds et bouscula presque Chip pour se frayer un passage.



— Monsieur Phibien ! Bonjour ! Que puis-je
vous servir ?



M. Phibien la regarda, confus.



— Bonjour, dit-il en faisant mine d’hésiter entre les
pâtisseries exposées. Je vais prendre… un muffin aux carottes.



M. Phibien se retourna et remarqua Mlle Chardon
juste derrière lui. Elle portait un jogging de couleur criarde.



— Mademoiselle Chardon ! s’écria Rose. Avancez !



Mlle Chardon regarda autour d’elle et pointa
du doigt sa propre personne.



— Moi ?



— Oui, vous ! dit Rose. Venez au comptoir. Aujourd’hui,
on sert deux par deux !



Mlle Chardon se plaça à côté de M. Phibien.
Ils échangèrent un regard et un sourire, puis détournèrent tous deux la tête en
rougissant.



Rose avait remarqué le même phénomène à la soirée de fin d’année
des sixièmes. Les garçons et les filles qui se plaisaient se tenaient dans des
coins opposés de la salle de danse, se souriaient, puis baissaient aussitôt la
tête. Elle s’étonna de constater que la même chose semblait s’appliquer aux
adultes.



Mlle Chardon avait la gorge serrée.



— Je voudrais un muffin aux carottes, réussit-elle à
prononcer d’une voix éraillée.



— C’est drôle que vous vouliez tous les deux des muffins
aux carottes, parce que, justement, on n’en a plus ! mentit Rose.



Elle avait les paumes humides et sa voix tremblait un peu.



— Mais on a fait des muffins aux courgettes délicieux !
ajouta-t-elle avec un sourire radieux. Ils sortent tout juste du four !



Elle leur tendit les deux pâtisseries. De la fumée s’en
échappait encore, comme de deux cheminées miniatures. M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon
contemplèrent les gâteaux en ouvrant de grands yeux et hochèrent la tête tous
les deux en même temps.



— Voilà, dit Rose en plaçant les muffins dans deux sacs
en papier individuels avant de les leur tendre. C’est… un cadeau de la maison
Bliss !



M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon se
dirigèrent tous les deux vers la porte machinalement. Sur le trottoir, ils
partirent dans des directions opposées. À cet instant précis, Nini fît
irruption dans la boutique en coup de vent. Elle zigzagua entre les jambes des
clients furieux de voir que M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon
avaient eu droit à des muffins gratuits.



Tante Lily et Origan entrèrent à la suite de Nini, mais
celle-ci avait déjà filé vers sa chambre, à l’étage. Peu importait le chaos qui
régnait dans la pâtisserie, se dit Rose. Elle s’amusait bien trop avec son
grand frère.



— Rose ! Viens ! appela Oliver depuis la
cuisine.



Rose passa les portes battantes. Son frère brandissait une
petite fiche, couverte de tâches de graisse et de l’écriture de leur mère.



— Regarde ça ! dit-il. C’est une table de
conversion. Je l’ai trouvée dans le congélateur.
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Rose fit la grimace.



— Donc une poignée de farine, c’était une demi-tasse, pas
une tasse entière !



— T’inquiète. Au pire, ils s’aimeront juste encore plus.
Oliver frissonna de dégoût à cette idée.



— Berk !



— Eh bien, il n’y a qu’un seul moyen de le savoir, dit
Rose en lui faisant un clin d’œil.



 



Trois heures plus tard, Rose et Oliver, cachés dans un
buisson de la cour de l’école primaire de Calamity Falls, espionnaient la
classe de Mlle Chardon. Elle donnait son cours d’été :
« La magie de la science ».



— Mais où est M. Phibien ? s’impatienta
Oliver. Ça fait une plombe qu’on attend. À l’heure qu’il est, il devrait être
chez lui en train de danser la valse au milieu des grenouilles.



Rose s’imaginait déjà la scène. M. Phibien arriverait
devant la fenêtre de Mlle Chardon vêtu d’un élégant costume
noir et arborant une nouvelle coupe de cheveux. Il frapperait au carreau et
dirait :



— Mademoiselle Felidia Chardon, je vous aime depuis que
j’ai croisé votre regard !



Le visage de sa bien-aimée s’illuminerait, des larmes de
joie brilleraient dans ses yeux. Elle sortirait gracieusement par la fenêtre de
la salle de classe et les deux amants s’éloigneraient main dans la main, laissant
derrière eux une bande d’élèves bouche bée.



C’était le même scénario qui lui trottait dans la tête quand
elle s’imaginait avec Devin Stetson, dans l’éventualité où elle devrait un jour
donner un cours d’été.



Mais M. Phibien restait invisible.



Rose soupira. Elle avait envie de s’arracher les cheveux. Ou
de pleurer. Ou les deux.



— Ça doit être parce qu’on n’a pas utilisé les bonnes
proportions… Mais maintenant qu’on sait ce que veulent dire ces mesures, on
pourra les appliquer correctement la prochaine fois, suggéra-t-elle en espérant
qu’ils en auraient l’occasion.



— Heu, je sais pas, bafouilla Oliver. J’ai l’impression
que c’est une perte de temps. Je voulais juste montrer à tante Lily que je… que
l’on… était capables de faire de la magie.



Il se releva.



— J’ai d’autres choses à faire, conclut-il. Jouer aux
jeux vidéo. Dormir. Demande à Origan de t’aider.



Il se débarrassa des feuilles accrochées à sa chemise et s’éloigna.



Rose le suivit à la maison, déçue.



 



Ce soir-là, Rose, assise à la table familiale, avait sur les
genoux une Nini morte de fatigue mais joyeuse.



Tante Lily caressait la tête de la petite fille.



— Oh, Nini, je me suis tellement inquiétée pour toi !
soupira Lily.



Elle avait préparé de la pizza. La pâte fine et légèrement
sucrée était recouverte de délicieuse sauce tomate, de mozzarella et d’olives. Chip
avait décidé de rentrer chez lui, épuisé par cette journée où il lui avait
fallu servir seul des dizaines et des dizaines de clients.



Mme Carlson agita un doigt devant le visage
de Nini.



— Je l’aurais trouvée, la petite coquine, dit-elle avec
assurance. J’étais une espionne, avant.



Lily annonça qu’elle devait aller aux toilettes et disparut
dans sa chambre du sous-sol, qui était équipée d’une petite salle de bains avec
douche.



Le téléphone sonna. Rose se précipita pour répondre. C’était
sa mère.



— Mon petit chat ! roucoula Céleste.



Rose sentit son pouls s’accélérer. Elle brûlait d’avouer qu’elle
avait été dans la bibliothèque et dans la cave défendue, qu’elle avait copié
les recettes, qu’elle avait utilisé la magie pour provoquer la réunion de M. Phibien
avec Mlle Chardon. Mais, surtout, elle voulait parler à sa mère
de tante Lily, s’assurer qu’elle disait la vérité, qu’elle était bien de la
famille, qu’elle n’était pas « louche ».



Elle se rendit compte qu’elle ne pouvait pas. Elle les
mettrait tous dans le pétrin. Et puis, Lily était-elle si méchante que ça ?
Après tout, elle se contentait d’aider au magasin pendant l’absence de ses
parents.



Mais, tout de même, elle devait dire quelque chose, non ?



Rose ouvrit la bouche. Seulement, dès que le nom de tante
Lily lui vint à l’esprit, sa langue devint molle, et elle fut incapable d’articuler
le moindre mot. Puis ses pensées lui échappèrent.



— Mon chat ? dit la voix affectueuse de Céleste
dans le combiné. Rose ? Est-ce que ça va ?



— Je voulais te dire un truc, mais ça m’est sorti de l’esprit.
Je dois être fatiguée.



Rose mit vite fin à la conversation et raccrocha.



Origan mordit dans sa pizza comme un animal et s’exclama, la
bouche pleine :



— Rose qui a avalé sa langue ? C’est une première !



Tante Lily revint s’asseoir à table. Nini monta sur ses genoux
et explosa d’un rire joyeux. Rose regarda tante Lily plaisanter avec ses frères
et vit leurs regards s’allumer chaque fois qu’elle leur souriait. C’était difficile
de s’imaginer un temps où Lily n’avait pas été là, à aider à la pâtisserie, à
briquer sa moto et à amadouer Chip comme on attendrit une motte de beurre.



N’empêche que Rose, depuis l’arrivée de Lily, avait en
permanence l’estomac noué.



Il y avait définitivement quelque chose de louche chez cette
« tante ». Rose le sentait dans ses tripes, comme si son corps
sonnait l’alarme.



Cette femme cachait un secret. Un sombre secret, un secret
sinistre. Et Rose était déterminée à découvrir de quoi il retournait.
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Recette
numéro deux :


les Cookies de la vérité



Une fois toutes les lumières éteintes, Rose descendit dans
la chambre au sous-sol pour dire bonsoir à tante Lily. Du moins, c’est l’excuse
qu’elle se donnait à elle-même. En fait, elle voulait fouiller dans ses bagages
afin de confirmer ses soupçons sur les intentions de sa soi-disant tante.



En descendant les marches couvertes de moquette sur la
pointe des pieds, Rose aperçut un rai de lumière sous la porte de la salle de
bains. S’en échappaient un nuage de vapeur et une douce odeur de gel douche à
la lavande. Pas surprenant que tante Lily sente toujours aussi bon !



Sa valise était ouverte dans un coin, sur un petit fauteuil
jaune. Rose ne perdit pas de temps. Il y avait une combinaison de cuir rouge, une
robe en dentelle bleue et un grand flacon avec une étiquette potion magique.



Bingo ! Elle avait percé le secret du charisme
mystérieux de tante Lily : c’était une sorcière !



Rose n’avait pas envie de penser à ce que pouvait bien
contenir cette potion magique – peut-être des ingrédients bien plus horribles
qu’un œil de sorcier maléfique. Elle ouvrit délicatement le bouchon et recula
son visage de peur que n’en jaillisse… l’esprit d’un démon hurlant, peut-être ?
Un fantôme ? Une chauve-souris douée de parole ?



Mais rien n’en sortit à l’exception d’un relent de produit
chimique.



Rose regarda à l’intérieur. Une substance blanche visqueuse.
Elle secoua le flacon pour en faire tomber quelques gouttes dans sa paume. Cette
odeur, elle lui était familière… Oui, c’était exactement celle quelle respirait
quand elle se rapprochait des joues d’Oliver. Pas de doute possible : la « potion
magique » n’était autre qu’une crème contre l’acné.



Cela ne faisait pas de Lily une sorcière.



Un bruit étouffé lui parvint du rez-de-chaussée.



Rose reposa vivement le flacon dans les affaires de tante
Lily avant de remonter, toujours sur la pointe des pieds, pour voir qui ou quoi
était la cause de ce raffut.



La cuisine était déserte et glaciale au clair de lune. Rose
tressaillit dans sa chemise de nuit bleue et ses chaussettes blanches. En temps
normal, terrifiée à l’idée d’être seule dans le noir, elle ne sortait jamais de
sa chambre, où elle se sentait rassurée par la proximité de ses parents. En
plus, Nini dormait avec une veilleuse en forme de coccinelle souriante.



Rose eut soudain un frisson au souvenir du nain endormi dans
la cave : s’était-il réveillé ?



Le bruit se produisit à nouveau, trois fois de suite. Quelqu’un
frappait à la porte de la pâtisserie.



Oliver choisit ce moment pour débouler dans la cuisine
obscure.



— C’est qui dehors ? chuchota-t-il. Et où t’étais
passée après l’heure de la brosse ?



— Je… j’étais descendue boire un verre d’eau.



— Il y a tout ce qu’il faut dans notre salle de bains, lui
rappela son frère.



— Oui, mais l’eau de la cuisine a meilleur goût, répliqua-t-elle.



C’était vrai, mais ce n’était pas pour cela qu’elle était là.
Rose ne pouvait pas confier à ses frères sa méfiance à l’égard de cette femme
qui semblait les avoir ensorcelés, leur merveilleuse tante Lily.



— Peu importe, dit Oliver. Je vais voir qui frappe
comme ça.



Rose suivit Oliver dans la pâtisserie.



— Oh, non ! grogna-t-il.



Lorsqu’elle alluma la lumière, Rose reconnut Mme Bonnevoix,
la couturière, qui tapait au carreau de la devanture comme une folle furieuse, les
sourcils si haussés sur son front qu’ils se confondaient avec sa chevelure. Elle
portait une robe rouge imprimée d’un motif de poules et s’agrippait à un sac à
main si petit qu’il devait pouvoir contenir tout au plus un dé à coudre.



— Qu’est-ce qu’elle veut, cette vieille chouette, à une
heure pareille ? bougonna Oliver en ouvrant la porte.



Mme Bonnevoix entra dans la pièce d’un pas
vacillant, à bout de souffle.



— Dieu merci, vous voilà ! J’ai cru devenir folle !



Elle s’exprimait avec un accent britannique qu’ils savaient
tous deux être imité. Mme Bonnevoix avait vécu toute sa vie à
Calamity Falls, mais son accent variait selon la ville où elle prétendait avoir
grandi. Parfois c’était Paris, d’autres fois Berlin, et une fois Tokyo, ce qui
avait été des plus bizarres. Le passé de Mme Bonnevoix était
comme un kaléidoscope : très coloré, toujours changeant et entièrement
fondé sur des illusions.



— Je sais que c’est le milieu de la nuit, mais je suis
dans un de ces pétrins ! s’exclama-t-elle. Je viens juste d’apprendre que
quelqu’un de très important me rendait visite demain pour le petit déjeuner !



— Qui ça ? Le président ? demanda
Oliver, sarcastique, sachant très bien que, quoi qu’elle leur sorte, ce serait
un mensonge.



— Du Cambodge ! Oui ! Comment as-tu deviné ?



Oliver jeta quand même à Mme Bonnevoix un
regard effaré.



— Le président du Cambodge vient vous voir demain matin
pour le petit déjeuner ? Ils ont vraiment un président, au Cambodge ?



— Mais bien sûr ! rétorqua-t-elle. Lui et d’autres
chefs d’État très importants viendront dans la matinée. J’ai l’intention de
servir du thé. Et des cookies. J’ai besoin de biscuits à la cannelle ! Des
douzaines de biscuits à la cannelle ! Il faut qu’ils soient prêts à la
première heure !



— Et pourquoi est-ce qu’ils viennent vous voir ? insista
Oliver.



Rose se tourna vers lui et lui fit signe d’arrêter. Mais il
était trop tard.



Mme Bonnevoix se recoiffa un peu.



— Je suis contente que tu me poses la question, commença-t-elle.
Tu vois, mon père était cascadeur et, à une époque, il a présenté une émission
de télé où il parcourait le monde entier et apprivoisait les plus dangereuses
créatures. Je voyageais avec lui. Une année, on est allés au Cambodge pour
dresser un lynx à barbe noire, le plus féroce des fauves de la jungle. Mon père
a réussi à le faire ronronner sur ses genoux comme un petit chaton. Le
président du Cambodge a été si impressionné que mon père et lui sont devenus de
grands amis. Ils partaient souvent ensemble faire des safaris. Et aujourd’hui
le président du Cambodge est en visite aux Etats-Unis. Alors, naturellement, il
vient discuter le bout de gras chez moi et manger des cookies. Voilà.



Ce discours n’avait ni queue ni tête. Oliver plissa les yeux
et s’avança un peu plus vers Mme Bonnevoix. Rose le surveillait.
Même s’il était évident que la cliente mentait de toutes ses dents, ils ne
devaient pas se moquer d’elle. Leurs parents la laissaient toujours déblatérer
ses histoires. Maintenant qu’ils étaient absents, c’était à eux de faire en
sorte qu’elle se sente chez elle à la pâtisserie Bliss.



— Ça m’a l’air fantastique, opina Rose en s’interposant
entre eux. Mais tout le monde est en train de dormir. Je ne pense pas que les
biscuits seront prêts avant demain après-midi.



— Non ? dit Mme Bonnevoix, toute
tremblante. Mais j’ai besoin de dix douzaines de biscuits à la cannelle pour
demain matin ! Je paierai le double du prix habituel !



Rose savait que pour produire une telle quantité de biscuits,
Oliver et elle seraient obligés de passer une nuit blanche. Elle se tourna vers
son frère.



— Tu te sens d’attaque ?



Oliver haussa les épaules. De toute façon, il restait
souvent debout jusqu’à cinq heures du matin à jouer à ses jeux vidéo.



Rose hocha la tête.



— Très bien, madame Bonnevoix. Revenez demain matin
pour vos biscuits à la cannelle. Ce sera un honneur de préparer le petit
déjeuner du président du Cambodge.



— Qui sait ? Il vous décernera peut-être une
médaille ! Il raffole des médailles, décréta Mme Bonnevoix
en se dirigeant vers la porte. Je serai là à neuf heures tapantes !



Et elle se volatilisa dans la nuit noire.



 



Rose et Oliver prirent soin de se déplacer dans la cuisine
sur la pointe des pieds et en chaussettes, afin de ne pas réveiller tante Lily,
et de travailler à la lueur de bougies pour éviter de troubler le sommeil de Mme Carlson,
qui était très sensible à la lumière.



— C’est grotesque, murmura Oliver en s’asseyant sur le
comptoir, ses beaux bras hâlés croisés sur son torse parfait.



Rose feuilletait Les Recettes de Papy Brossard.



Cacao… café… canneberge…



— Attends, l’arrêta Oliver.



La lueur de malice qui pétillait dans ses yeux était
accentuée par le reflet des flammes dansantes des bougies.



— Va chercher les recettes qu’on a copiées. Je suis
certain que l’une d’elles nous permettra de punir Mme Bonnevoix
pour ses mensonges. Le président du Cambodge ! Et puis quoi, encore ?



— Oliver, on ne doit pas utiliser la magie juste pour nous
amuser aux dépens de Mme Bonnevoix. Ce livre n’est pas là pour
ça.



— Tu as raison.



Oliver, déçu, prit un air boudeur.



— C’est juste que… vu qu’on n’a pas réussi hier, je
voulais vraiment réessayer… Je… j’adore faire de la pâtisserie.



Rose écarquilla les yeux. Elle était tellement sidérée par
cette déclaration qu’elle céda.



— Bon, d’accord, soupira-t-elle. Je vais chercher les
recettes.



Le cœur de Rose battait à tout rompre. Oliver était en train
de la manipuler et feignait de s’intéresser à la cuisine dans le seul dessein
de donner une bonne leçon à cette menteuse de Mme Bonnevoix. Et
après ? Peu importait sa véritable motivation. Ce n’était pas gentil de
jouer un tour à cette dame, mais d’un autre côté ce n’était pas bien de duper
les gens. Et Mme Bonnevoix était la pire menteuse de tout
Calamity Falls. Oliver avait peut-être raison.



Rose fouilla dans son tiroir à sous-vêtements à la recherche
des recettes. Nini dormait d’un sommeil de plomb. Origan surgit sur le seuil de
la chambre des filles. Ses cheveux roux bouclés faisaient penser à un feu d’artifice
du 14 Juillet.



— Qu’est-ce qui se passe, gémit-il. Où est Oliver ?
Pourquoi vous êtes pas couchés ?



Rose cacha le cahier derrière son dos.



— Rien du tout, dit-elle. Oliver et moi on fait la
vaisselle. Retourne te coucher. On sera là dans une minute.



Origan ouvrit tout grand les yeux et la bouche, et laissa
échapper un cri enthousiaste.



— Je veux vous aider !



— Depuis quand tu aimes faire la vaisselle ?
demanda-t-elle.



Mais elle connaissait déjà la réponse. Depuis l’arrivée de
tante Lily. Sa présence avait tout chamboulé.



— On n’a pas besoin de ton aide, Origan, dit-elle un
peu trop sèchement. Va te coucher.



Si elle cédait, Origan risquait de provoquer un tintamarre
qui réveillerait tante Lily et Mme Carlson. Origan fronça les
sourcils.



— Bon, d’accord, dit-il en retournant d’un pas lourd
dans sa chambre.



Rose se sentait coupable d’avoir écarté son petit frère, mais
elle n’allait pas le laisser gâcher sa nuit blanche avec Oliver.



Lorsque Rose revint à la cuisine, ils feuilletèrent son
cahier jusqu’à retrouver la recette à laquelle il pensait.



 



Kœkjes van
waarheid



(Les Cookies de la vérité)



En l’an de grâce 1618, à Zandvoort, un village
minier de Hollande, Lady Birgitta Bliss dévoila la véritable nature d’un voleur
de bijoux du nom de Gerhard Boots en lui faisant avaler un Cookie de la vérité.
À grand renfort de larmes, il avait clamé son innocence concernant sept de ses
victimes, de pauvres paysans qui n’avaient pour toute fortune que les quelques
joyaux qu’il leur avait dérobés.



Après avoir dégusté un Kœkje van waarheid de Lady Birgitta, tout en
se tapant en vain des deux mains sur la tête et sur les épaules pour s’empêcher
de parler, le brigand avait avoué son forfait.



 



— C’est pile ce qu’il faut à Mme Bonnevoix !
s’exclama Oliver, enthousiaste. Peut-être qu’après dix douzaines de cookies
comme ça, elle arrêtera de se radiner au milieu de la nuit pour de fausses
urgences diplomatiques.



 



Lady Birgitta Bliss mélangea deux poignées de farine, deux
poignées de sucre brun, trois œufs de poule et le souffle doux endormi d’un qui
n’avait jamais menti. Cela se révéla être une mesure de correction modérée pour
les plus abominables menteurs…



Et cetera.



 



— Que remplace le « Et cetera » ?
pensa Rose à haute voix.



Tandis qu’elle copiait la recette sous la dictée d’Oliver, il
avait lancé « Et cetera » en précisant que le reste des instructions
était complètement standard, du genre « Laissez refroidir les cookies
avant de les manger… ». Rose s’était contentée de prendre en note ce qu’il
avait dit. Mais à présent, elle craignait d’avoir raté quelque chose.



— On s’en fiche, répliqua Oliver. La vraie question, c’est :
qui on connaît qui n’a jamais menti et qui est en train de dormir ?



Rose se demanda si son propre souffle conviendrait. Quelques
jours plus tôt, cela aurait été le cas (elle avait toujours détesté le mensonge),
mais les événements de la semaine étaient venus tout gâcher. Depuis que tante
Lily était arrivée, en effet, Rose avait enchaîné les tromperies. Elle avait
tellement honte…



— Je ne sais pas, dit Rose.



Oliver s’exclama soudain en relevant la tête :



— Nini ! Nini sait à peine parler ! Alors, mentir,
tu penses !



 



Rose et Oliver allèrent chercher un des bocaux bleus que
leurs parents utilisaient pour attraper les ingrédients magiques et montèrent
au chevet de leur petite sœur.



Elle était enroulée dans sa couverture, comme un saucisson. Son
nez coulait à cause de ses allergies. Sa respiration était si lourde que chaque
fois qu’elle inspirait, on aurait dit une tondeuse à gazon qui démarrait. Ce n’était
pas vraiment ce qu’on pouvait appeler un « souffle doux » mais cela
ferait l’affaire.



Oliver dévissa le couvercle du bocal et chuchota :



— Qu’est-ce que je fais avec ça ?



Rose leva les mains au ciel.



— J’en sais rien. Mets-le sous son nez.



Après avoir jeté un coup d’œil aux crottes de nez qui
dépassaient des narines de Nini et tremblaient à chaque expiration, Oliver
donna le bocal à Rose :



— Je peux pas.



— OK, d’accord, soupira-t-elle. Je m’en charge.



Elle plaça le bocal devant le nez dégoulinant de sa petite
sœur et attendit.



Quelques respirations plus tard, un brouillard se forma dans
le pot que Rose referma délicatement.



— Je l’ai, chuchota-t-elle.



Ils redescendirent en silence.



Ils savaient désormais traduire les mesures du Livre de
recettes des Bliss. Ils multiplièrent donc les ingrédients de la recette
par dix pour faire dix douzaines de cookies, ce qui revenait à dix tasses de
farine, dix tasses de sucre brun et trente œufs. Ils versèrent les ingrédients
dans le plus grand saladier en métal qu’ils purent trouver. Sur le plan de
travail, le bocal plein du souffle de Nini se balançait au rythme de ses
ronflements.



Alors qu’Oliver ajoutait la dernière dose de sucre brun à la
mixture, le bocal s’agita tant et si bien qu’il roula et tomba par terre. Rose
se jeta au sol comme pour attraper un ballon de rugby et le bocal atterrit sur
ses genoux avec un bruit mat.



Oliver, qui ne manquait jamais un match à la télé, regarda
Rose, sidéré.



— Bien attrapé, mi hermana !



Il se pencha pour lui taper dans la main. Elle rougit de
fierté. De toute sa vie, Oliver ne lui avait jamais adressé un seul compliment.



Une fois qu’il eut cassé le dernier œuf vint le moment où la
magie devait s’opérer. Rose ouvrit le bocal au-dessus de la pâte. Rien ne se
passa dans un premier temps, puis, peu à peu, la brume se rassembla au centre
pour former de petits grumeaux, et le souffle « honnête » s’abattit
comme une bombe dans la mixture. Il coula tout au fond, puis refit surface et
glouglouta comme dans un chaudron. La pâte se gonfla, siffla puis cracha de l’air.
Cela sentait très fort la moutarde et le pastrami.



— Berk, dit Oliver. C’est ça qu’y avait dans le souffle
de notre petite sœur ?



— Tourner douze fois dans le sens des aiguilles d’une
montre à l’aide d’une cuillère en os, récita Rose.



Il leur faudrait se contenter d’une cuillère en plastique. Rose
touilla de toutes ses forces la mixture qui devenait de plus en plus épaisse. En
fait, la pâte s’était mise à ronfler : elle se contractait et se
relâchait en cadence, comme si elle possédait de petits poumons. Un instant
elle semblait bouillir et vouloir déborder du saladier, et le suivant elle se
calmait et reprenait l’aspect d’une petite mare liquide bien tranquille. On
aurait cru que la pâte était vivante.



— C’est dégoûtant, commenta Rose.



— Je trouve ça plutôt cool, murmura Oliver.



Après trois tours de cuillère, l’odeur de viande disparut ;
après sept tours, la pâte se métamorphosa en une soupe brunâtre. Puis, à chaque
tour, elle s’éclaircit : d’abord chocolat noir, puis chocolat au lait, puis
couleur de beurre pour enfin devenir toute blanche. À la fin des douze tours, la
mixture avait repris la forme et l’odeur d’une pâte à cookies.



Rose et Oliver formèrent de petits tas sur des feuilles de
papier cuisson – dix exactement – puis ils enfournèrent le tout. Il était
quatre heures du matin. Rose ne se souvenait pas de s’être jamais sentie aussi
fatiguée. Même Oliver bâillait à s’en décrocher la mâchoire. Lorsque le
minuteur de la cuisine retentit, ils sortirent les cookies, les posèrent sur le
plan de travail afin de les laisser refroidir, puis montèrent se coucher, épuisés.



— Mets ton réveil à sonner à 7 h 45, recommanda
Rose à Oliver.



— Pas de problème, frangine, marmonna-t-il.



— On doit remettre ces cookies à Mme Bonnevoix
en main propre !



Mais il avait déjà disparu dans sa chambre, et Rose fut
bientôt endormie, douillettement emmitouflée dans ses couvertures.



Rose fut réveillée par de terribles secousses, à croire qu’elle
était ballottée par une vague géante. Elle ouvrit les yeux, effrayée, et
aperçut Origan et Nini qui sautaient au bout de son lit comme sur le trampoline.



— Rose ! Rose ! criait Origan. Réveille-toi !
Chip a dit que tu devais jouer avec nous parce qu’on n’arrange pas ses affaires
à la cuisine !



Nini donna par mégarde un coup de pied dans les côtes de
Rose, lui arrachant un hurlement de douleur. Elle se retourna pour regarder le
petit réveil électrique sur sa table de chevet et sursauta.



Il était 11 h 14.



— Laissez-moi ! cria Rose à Origan et Nini.



Elle jeta violemment ses couvertures à terre puis se
précipita dans la chambre d’Oliver. Son frère était encore en train de dormir.



Rose descendit à toute vitesse, le cœur battant. Chip s’affairait
à la cuisine.



— Ah, te voilà enfin ! dit-il d’un ton bourru.



Au même instant, tante Lily sortit de la chambre froide
vêtue d’un pantalon à fines rayures et d’un long tablier, les bras chargés de
boîtes d’œufs. Ses cheveux d’un noir de jais brillaient comme l’aile d’un
corbeau.



— Rose, ma chérie !



— Mais pourquoi personne m’a réveillée ? gémit
Rose.



— On s’est dit qu’on allait te laisser dormir ! Tu
as travaillé si dur !



Puis Rose s’aperçut que les cookies n’étaient plus là. Les
dix douzaines avaient disparu !



— Mme Bonnevoix est venue chercher sa
commande ? interrogea Rose en priant le ciel pour que tout se soit passé
comme prévu.



— Oui, répondit Chip. Elle a parlé d’une histoire de
ministre des Fiji, qu’elle avait besoin de cookies.



Qu’était devenu le Cambodge ? Parfois, Mme Bonne-voix
avait du mal à suivre le fil de ses propres mensonges.



Rose soupira de soulagement.



— Mais, continua-t-il, elle n’en a pas voulu. Elle a dit :
« Je veux des biscuits à la cannelle, et ça, ce n’en est pas ! »



Chip avait imité l’accent anglais affecté de Mme Bonnevoix.



Lily s’écria avec un rire forcé :



— Ah, Chip !



Rose était furieuse contre elle-même. Si seulement elle s’était
réveillée à temps, elle aurait pu expliquer à Mme Bonnevoix que
ces cookies étaient en fait une variété spéciale de biscuits à la cannelle, très
prisée en Océanie. Hélas, tout ce travail pour rien ! Oliver allait être
dégoûté.



— Alors, vous les avez jetés ? demanda Rose.



— Oh, du tout, répondit Chip avec un sourire satisfait.
Je ne gâche jamais de la nourriture ! Je les ai offerts.



Rose ouvrit de grands yeux.



— Quoi ?



— Mais bien sûr. J’ai donné un cookie gratuit à chaque
client.



Rose sentit sa gorge se nouer. Oh non ! Cela faisait à
peine dix minutes qu’elle était levée, et elle avait déjà réussi à empoisonner
toute la ville avec ses Cookies de la vérité.



Ça n’allait pas être beau à voir.
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La vérité et
ses conséquences



Rose se laissa tomber à terre, accablée. Ses jambes s’étaient
dérobées sous elle et, quand on n’a plus de jambes, on s’assied où on peut.



— Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas, mon ange ? demanda
tante Lily d’une voix douce.



Sur son beau visage se lisait une vive inquiétude. Rose
éprouva un pincement de jalousie : comment Lily faisait-elle pour paraître
toujours aussi belle ? Rose, de son côté, n’avait pas besoin de se
regarder dans un miroir pour savoir qu’elle avait les joues rouges, le front
plein de sueur et les yeux encore gonflés par le sommeil.



Parfois, la vie était vraiment trop injuste.



Chip se pencha vers elle.



— Heu, tu veux une chaise ?



Il venait de distribuer plus d’une centaine de cookies
magiques destinés à la seule Mme Bonnevoix. Était-ce si grave ?
La recette disait que les Kœkjes van waarheid se révéleraient « une
mesure de correction modérée pour les plus abominables menteurs ». Or,
la seule abominable menteuse qu’elle connaissait, c’était Mme Bonnevoix.



Quoique Rose s’était elle-même transformée en distributeur à
mensonges ces derniers jours. Elle avait menti à tante Lily, à Chip… même à M. Phibien
et Mlle Chardon. Et, par-dessus le marché, elle avait menti à
ses propres parents.



Oui, si Rose avait dégusté un de ces Cookies de la vérité, elle
aurait été dans le pétrin. Mais le reste de Calamity Falls risquait-il quelque
chose ?



— Rose ! hurla Origan. Viens jouer avec nous !



Origan et Nini sautaient joyeusement sur le trampoline
derrière la maison. Mme Carlson, installée non loin de là sur
une chaise longue, sirotait du thé glacé écossais tout en regardant un
feuilleton sur sa télé portable, un triste petit cube avec des antennes en
forme d’oreilles de lapin qu’elle devait traîner avec elle depuis le milieu des
années 80.



— Les enfants t’ont réclamée toute la matinée ! dit
tante Lily.



En temps normal, Rose aurait pris cette remarque comme un
compliment, mais pas ce jour-là. Elle avait autre chose à faire.



— Pas maintenant, cria Rose en direction de la porte.



Puis elle se tourna poliment vers Chip.



— À qui est-ce que tu as donné des cookies ?



— C’est quoi cet interrogatoire ? coassa Chip en
plissant les yeux et en croisant ses bras musclés sur sa poitrine. Ils étaient
empoisonnés ou quoi ?



Tante Lily posa doucement une main sur l’épaule de Chip.



— Allons, allons, Chippy…



— Heu… il y avait… de la poudre de noix de pécan dedans,
et je voulais juste vérifier que tu n’en avais pas donné à des gens allergiques,
mentit Rose.



Chip lui sourit.



— Je comprends. J’en ai donné à M. Phibien, le
type aux grenouilles, et à Mlle Chardon, la prof… À tous les
profs, en fait… et aux membres du club de golf, aux banquiers, aux médecins, à
la coiffeuse. Ils les ont tous trouvés délicieux. Mais ne t’inquiète pas, j’en
ai gardé pour nous, dit-il en désignant une petite assiette pleine de biscuits
dorés sur le comptoir.



Finalement, il n’y aurait pas tant de personnes que ça
atteintes de vérité, se consola Rose. La situation ne serait pas impossible à
gérer.



— Tu es sûr que c’est tout ?



Chip prit une grande inspiration et gratta son crâne chauve.



— Laisse-moi réfléchir. Qui d’autre ?



Une grosse veine bleue se gonfla comme une rivière sur son
front lisse.



— Ah ! dit-il. Un groupe de bibliothécaires est
passé. Elles sont descendues d’un car d’écoliers jaune.



— Oui, dit Rose. Les L.L.L.



Chip et tante Lily tournèrent vers Rose des regards étonnés.



— La Ligue des Littéraires Lettrées, dont tous les
membres sont des femmes. Elles viennent en ville une fois par semaine. Elles
vont au musée, ou au parc, ou faire du cheval, et parfois elles viennent ici. Maman
les adore.



— Elles sont cool, dit Chip. Super polies.



Rose allait lui demander s’il avait donné des cookies à d’autres
personnes, lorsqu’un bruit fracassant retentit dans la rue. Rose regarda par la
grande fenêtre. Un car jaune avec sur son flanc les lettres LLL peintes en bleu
venait de s’arrêter devant la pâtisserie, manquant de percuter les voitures en
stationnement.



La bibliothécaire de l’école, Mme Canterbury,
émergea du car, les cheveux trempés de sueur et les joues cramoisies. Elle fit
valser la porte d’entrée de la pâtisserie et fonça droit sur le comptoir.



Rose franchit en toute hâte les portes battantes pour la
saluer.



— Bonjour, jeune Rose, commença Mme Canterbury
dans un murmure. Les filles veulent encore de ces petits cookies bruns que vous
avez distribués plus tôt. Personnellement, je ne peux pas manger de sucre, donc
je n’ai pas pu les goûter, mais elles les ont vraiment, vraiment adorés,
et elles ont dit que si je ne revenais pas avec trois douzaines de plus, je les
cite, elles me « casseraient la gueule ».



— Cela ne ressemble pas aux L.L.L. de dire des gros
mots, s’étonna Rose.



— Je ne sais pas ce qu’elles ont aujourd’hui, elles
sont un peu… sur les nerfs, soupira Mme Canterbury en jetant un
coup d’œil ennuyé vers le car.



Les bibliothécaires, vêtues de leur veste en tweed et de
leurs pulls à col en V, avaient collé leurs visages aux vitres du véhicule et
fixaient la devanture de la pâtisserie avec des regards affamés.



Rose n’avait jamais vu une chose pareille. Les Kœkjes van
waarheid y étaient peut-être pour quelque chose, mais comment était-ce
possible ? Ils étaient supposés n’affecter que « les plus abominables
menteurs », ce qui n’était sûrement pas une définition s’appliquant à des L.L.L..



Ou bien elle se trompait ?



— Vite, s’il vous plaît ! supplia Mme Canterbury.
Je suis inquiète. Les filles sont vraiment bizarres.



Une deuxième bibliothécaire bondit soudain du car et entra
dans la boutique en courant. Rose reconnut Mlle Karnopolis, la
bibliothécaire qui lisait des histoires aux enfants en primaire. Son chignon
était défait et ses cheveux voletaient autour de sa tête.



— Bonjour ! hurla-t-elle. Enfin, est-ce vraiment
une « bonne journée » ? J’ai le visage qui me gratte et je n’ai
pas réussi à aller aux toilettes depuis trois jours. Alors, en fait, c’est une
matinée plutôt médiocre ! Et ce papier peint à la noix n’aide pas du tout.
Non mais vraiment, des rayures. C’est une pâtisserie ou un cirque, ici ?



— Augustine, voyons ! la gronda Mme Canterbury.



— Voyons toi-même, Pat ! riposta Mlle Karnopolis.
Il est temps de dire la vérité sur cet endroit. La personne qui a choisi ce
papier peint mérite une bonne taloche !



Chip s’avança dans la boutique, la veine de son front
vibrant comme la gorge d’une grenouille qui coasse.



— C’est moi qui l’ai choisi, grogna-t-il.



Tante Lily se précipita derrière lui.



— Ce papier peint est fantastique, Chippy, dit-elle. Enfin,
pour du papier peint.



Puis elle se tourna vers Mlle Karnopolis et
ajouta :



— Personnellement, j’ai toujours préféré une bonne
couche de peinture.



Mais Mlle Karnopolis ne prêtait pas la
moindre attention à tante Lily. Elle avait ouvert grand la bouche à la vue du
torse musclé de Chip.



— Mais… mais…, balbutia-t-elle, je… je… je… mais… mais…



Chip repassa les portes battantes à reculons en marmonnant :



— Peu importe, c’est pas grave.



Tante Lily étouffa un petit rire puis se reprit.



— Augustine ! Mais quelle mouche t’a piquée, bonté
divine ! s’écria Mme Canterbury.



Mlle Karnopolis se pencha sur le comptoir et
tira Rose vers elle.



— Rose, tu as de magnifiques cheveux. Tu devrais être
contente, tant qu’ils ne tombent pas avec l’âge. Tu n’as pas un visage aussi
beau que ton frère Oliver. Ce que je veux dire, c’est que si Oliver était une
fille, il serait plus joli que toi, et si toi tu étais un garçon, tu ne serais
pas aussi beau.



Rose la contempla avec horreur. Des pensées semblables lui
traversaient parfois l’esprit quand elle était seule, par exemple avant de s’endormir.
Mais elle ne s’était jamais doutée que d’autres personnes pensaient la même
chose, surtout pas la gentille et douce bibliothécaire de l’école primaire.



Rose se racla la gorge.



— Heu… Merci.



Tante Lily posa une main rassurante sur l’épaule de Rose.



— Ne t’en fais pas, ma chérie, dit-elle. Tu as quelque
chose qu’Oliver n’a pas.



Avant que Rose ait eu le temps de lui demander quoi, dix
bibliothécaires en colère entrèrent avec fracas dans la pâtisserie. Le grelot
accroché à la poignée carillonna comme à la foire.



Ces dames se regroupèrent par deux ou trois et se mirent à
se chamailler à tue-tête. Mme Hackett, la spécialiste des romans,
et Mme Crisp, qui s’occupait des ouvrages de sciences humaines,
beuglaient devant le comptoir.



— Tu ne saurais même pas comment classer des articles
universitaires ! criait Mme Crisp.



— Oh ! Ferme-là, espèce d’excrément de perroquet !
rétorqua Mme Hackett.



Et ainsi de suite… Le vacarme était de plus en plus
insupportable. Chip jeta un coup d’œil inquiet par-dessus les portes battantes.



— Oh, tu sais, c’est pas leur jour, lui dit Rose pour
le rassurer, tout en sachant qu’en réalité, c’était bien plus grave que ça.



Mme Hackett et Mme Crisp se
dirigèrent vers la partie du comptoir où étaient disposés les gâteaux aux sept
saveurs, une spécialité des Bliss : crème de noix de coco, ananas, chocolat,
banane, carotte, fondant à la fraise, et une couche onctueuse de noix de pécan,
que Céleste appelait tout simplement Bouchée de Paradis. Ils trônaient sur le
comptoir dans des assiettes de porcelaine recouvertes de cloches en verre
munies de petites poignées rouges.



— Admets-le, dit Mme Hackett à Mme Crisp.
Tu n’as aucun respect pour moi, juste parce que je ne suis pas une
universitaire coincée comme toi !



Mme Crisp la regarda de haut.



— Je préfère être une universitaire coincée qu’une
experte en romans à l’eau de rose !



Et là, tout à coup, les membres de la Ligue des Littéraires
Lettrées se turent et tournèrent vers Mme Hackett et Mme Crisp
des visages aux expressions horrifiées.



— Répète un peu pour voir ! gronda Mme Hackett.



— Tu m’as bien entendue ! rétorqua Mme Crisp,
dont la lèvre inférieure tremblait.



Mme Hackett souleva un des dômes de verre et,
se saisissant d’un gâteau recouvert de crème de noix de coco, le plaqua sur la
figure de Mme Crisp.



Mme Crisp n’émit pas un son. Sa bouche, ses
yeux, son nez, tout avait disparu sous une épaisse couche de glaçage parsemée
de copeaux de noix de coco. Puis un bout de langue rose pointa et deux lèvres
apparurent : elle se léchait les babines.



— J’aime pas la noix de coco, articula-t-elle d’une
voix étouffée en soufflant par le nez.



Il y eut un éclat de rire général. Après quoi, les
bibliothécaires recommencèrent à se crêper le chignon. Mme Canterbury
se réfugia derrière la table à café en acier et se couvrit les yeux tandis que Mlle Karnopolis
se précipitait derrière le comptoir pour la bombarder de muffins aux myrtilles.
Mme Hackett et Mme Crisp luttaient par terre au
milieu des restes du gâteau à la crème et d’un cercle de collègues qui les
encourageaient en tapant dans leurs mains.



Origan et Nini arrivèrent en trombe du jardin pour voir ce
qui causait un pareil tapage. Mme Carlson, sur leurs talons, hurlait
avec son effroyable accent écossais : « Espèces d’animaux ! ».
La bagarre réveilla aussi Oliver, qui surgit à moitié endormi en se frottant
les yeux.



— Chip a donné nos cookies aux L.L.L., lui annonça Rose.
Je crois qu’ils ont marché.



Oliver ébaucha un sourire goguenard.



— Cool.



Non, ce n’était pas vraiment cool, se dit Rose. C’était
plutôt dangereux.



— Je vais mettre les petits en sécurité, hurla Mme Carlson
en poussant Origan et Nini vers la cuisine.



Quelques minutes plus tard, Chip arriva à la rescousse. Il
passa les portes en brandissant un fouet électrique sans fil et une torche à
crème brûlée.



— Ça suffit, hurla-t-il. Il enclencha le fouet et
alluma le chalumeau de cuisine. Un jet de flammes bleues s’éleva dans les airs.



Les bibliothécaires reculèrent vers la porte en murmurant
que Chip était aussi beau qu’un diable mais qu’il manquait cruellement de
charme. Lorsqu’elles furent toutes remontées dans le car, Chip poussa le verrou
de la porte d’entrée.



— Je crois qu’il vaut mieux fermer pour le reste de la
journée.



Il avait l’air sous le choc. Et pourtant il avait vu les
pires horreurs à la guerre. Mais qui aurait pu imaginer qu’un jour il
menacerait une horde de harpies lanceuses de gâteaux avec une torche à crème brûlée ?



— Allons, nettoyons tout ça, Chip, dit tante Lily avec
son éternel optimisme.



— Bonne idée, opina Rose. J’arrive dans une minute. Faut
que j’aille chercher un truc dans la chambre froide. Elle entraîna Oliver dans
la bibliothèque.



Rose et Oliver feuilletèrent frénétiquement le Livre de
recettes des Bliss. Ils retrouvèrent la recette des Cookies de la vérité. Dans
la marge, une gravure représentait une scène similaire à celle dont ils
venaient d’être témoins : des gnomes et des bonnes femmes avec des sabots
de bois et des chapeaux hollandais pointus se lançaient des miches de pain à la
figure en hurlant.



Rose trouva le passage qu’elle cherchait :



 



Lady Birgitta Bliss mélangea deux poignées de farine, deux
poignées de sucre brun, trois œufs de poule et le souffle doux
endormi d’un qui n’avait jamais menti. Cela se révéla être une mesure de
correction modérée pour les plus abominables menteurs*



 



Il n’y avait pas d’« Et cetera ». Il s’agissait d’un
astérisque. En bas de la page, elle trouva une note dissimulée dans l’illustration.
Elle était difficile à déchiffrer, surtout avec la lampe de poche miniature de
Rose, mais elle y parvint tout de même.



 



* À administrer avec un bol de lait. Sans la texture de
lait de vache, de chèvre, de mouton ou de chat, non seulement les langues des
menteurs seront affectées, mais le venin sagement retenu par les plus polis
sera libéré. Le chaos s’ensuivra.



 



— Oliver ! Tu m’as dit que ce n’était pas
important ! C’est super important, au contraire !



— Tu es trop dure avec moi, Rosita, dit-il. Je retourne
me coucher.



Il lui jeta un regard mauvais avant de fermer la porte et
lui lança :



— Comme si je ne faisais jamais rien correctement. Tu
es bien comme maman !



Rose réprima un frisson. Elle savait exactement ce que son
frère ressentait.



Rose referma le livre et se précipita hors de la
bibliothèque, oubliant presque de refermer la porte. Puis elle s’élança hors de
la chambre froide et percuta de la tête une grande femme en pantalon rayé et
tablier.



Rose se releva en s’époussetant, le souffle court.



Tante Lily.



Tante Lily attendait, le visage enduit de maquillage et de
mystère.



— Tu veux bien m’expliquer ce que tu fabriquais
là-dedans ? demanda-t-elle.
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Les hautes
voltiges de l’amour



— Mais qu’est-ce que tu fabriquais là-dedans ? répéta
tante Lily. Tu es toute blanche ! Rose se retourna vers la porte en métal
de la chambre froide, qui pouvait faire office de miroir, et constata que sa
peau avait pris la couleur de son dentifrice.



— Je… je buvais un verre de jus d’orange, mentit Rose. Tante
Lily s’agenouilla devant elle et posa la main sur sa joue.



— Rose, tu es restée là-dedans plus de dix minutes, et
je ne vois pas de jus de fruits. Sans compter que tu es gelée !



Elle l’entoura de ses bras.



— Viens donc t’asseoir là.



Rose, engourdie par le froid, se percha sur la cuisse rayée
de gris comme une enfant sur les genoux du Père Noël.



— Dis-moi la vérité, maintenant, dit tante Lily d’une
voix tendre. Qu’est-ce que tu caches derrière cette tapisserie ?



Rose réprima un geste de surprise. Comment Lily savait-elle
qu’il y avait quelque chose derrière la tenture ? Les avait-elle espionnés
quand ils avaient copié les recettes, le jour où elle avait trouvé la paillette
de pantalon sur le sol de la chambre froide ?



Rose avait très envie de révéler à sa tante l’existence du
livre, de lui apprendre que les Muffins de l’amour n’avaient pas marché, et que,
malheureusement, les Cookies de la vérité, eux, avaient trop bien marché. Mais
ses parents lui avaient ordonné de préserver le secret du Livre de recettes
des Bliss. Elle devait leur obéir.



Alors, au lieu de tout avouer, Rose répondit à la question
de sa tante par une autre question :



— Pourquoi tu nous espionnais hier matin ?



Tante Lily plongea son regard dans le sien. Rose ne put s’empêcher
d’admirer ses yeux marron qui brillaient entre ses longs cils, aussi
papillonnants que ceux d’une jeune fille dans un dessin animé.



— Parce que je m’inquiétais, Rose. Trois enfants qui se
lèvent tôt le matin pour aller jouer dans une chambre froide, et qui, après, restent
debout toute la nuit pour faire des cookies !



— Pourtant on a été super silencieux ! murmura
Rose.



Tante Lily fit sonner son rire en cascade.



— Rose ! Je suis un oiseau de nuit.



Elle caressa la tête de Rose comme si elle avait cinq ans, et
pas douze. Rose détestait ça.



— Écoute, je suis ravie de voir que tu t’intéresses
autant à la pâtisserie, continua Lily. Tu as du talent. Mais si tu fais toutes
ces cachotteries parce que tu as des ennuis, ou parce que tu as un secret…



Le pouls de Rose s’accéléra et elle sentit un truc remonter
dans sa gorge, comme quand on s’apprête à régurgiter son dîner ou à cracher la
vérité. Tante Lily était bien trop maligne. Elle ne pouvait décidément rien lui
cacher.



— Peut-être un secret qu’on t’a demandé de garder. Un
ami, ou peut-être… un de tes parents.



Rose frémit.



— Aucun adulte ne devrait jamais demander à un enfant
de garder un lourd secret, déclara tante Lily d’un ton grave. C’est trop
injuste.



Elle serra affectueusement l’épaule de Rose.



La jeune fille était sur le point de tout dévoiler. Lily
avait raison, ses parents n’avaient pas à exiger d’elle qu’elle garde leur
secret. Pas seulement celui du grimoire caché, mais aussi de leur talent de
magiciens. Les seules personnes avec qui elle pouvait discuter d’éclairs en bouteille,
de nuages, de chants de rossignols ou d’œil de sorcier maléfique, c’étaient ses
frères, et ses frères n’en avaient rien à faire. Ses parents s’étaient arrangés
pour qu’elle ne puisse se montrer honnête avec personne.



— Je… je…, commença Rose.



L’impatience qui se peignit un instant sur le visage de
tante Lily, aussi fugace qu’un nuage emporté par un vent de tempête, suffit à
réveiller la méfiance de Rose.



Qu’y avait-il chez tante Lily qui paraissait si louche aux
yeux de Rose ?



— Derrière la tapisserie, il y a une autre chambre
froide où mes parents gardent le chocolat de qualité supérieure, improvisa Rose.
On s’y est introduits hier matin pour en manger. Mais on n’aurait pas dû. Alors
j’ai fermé la porte et j’ai gardé la clef pour qu’Oliver et Origan ne
reviennent pas en chaparder.



Son étouffement fut-il provoqué par l’énormité de son
mensonge ? Toujours est-il que Rose fut prise d’une quinte de toux. Un bon
prétexte pour quitter les genoux de sa tante.



— Merci de ta franchise, dit Lily assez sèchement, et
elle se leva à son tour.



À cet instant, Nini et Origan entrèrent en trombe dans la
cuisine et se mirent à sauter à pieds joints. Les casseroles et les plats
vibrèrent et s’entrechoquèrent comme s’ils jouaient des castagnettes.



— Mme Carlson… s’est endormie… devant
sa télé, annonça Origan, son débit entrecoupé par ses bonds.



— Arrêtez de sauter, tous les deux, leur ordonna Rose.



— J’peux pas ! dit Origan. J’peux plus m’arrêter !
Il faut que je mange quelque chose pour me faire redescendre.



— Et qu’est-ce que tu veux manger ? demanda Lily.



Origan était sur le point de répondre quand Nini le devança :



— Escargots !



— Berk ! s’écria aussitôt Origan en faisant mine
de vomir et en se roulant par terre.



Rose savait qu’il ne jouait pas la comédie : rien que
de parler d’escargots lui donnait la nausée.



Même tante Lily fit la grimace.



— Elle veut manger des escargots du jardin ? interrogea-t-elle.



— Non, répondit Rose. Elle veut déguster des escargots
chez Pierre Guillaume.



Rose avait l’habitude de ce rituel. Chaque semaine, ils
déjeunaient en famille dans ce restaurant français. C’était étrange qu’une
fillette de trois ans aime autant les escargots, mais depuis que Nini avait
goûté un de ces mollusques caoutchouteux enrobés d’ail et de beurre, elle ne
pouvait plus s’en passer.



— Nini a besoin de manger des escargots une fois par
semaine, sinon elle est de mauvaise humeur.



Le visage de tante Lily s’éclaira.



— Un bistro ? s’écria-t-elle en imitant l’accent
français.



Puis tante Lily se tourna vers Origan qui se tenait encore le
ventre en se tortillant sur le sol.



— Et Origan ?



— Oh, il évite de la regarder quand elle mange.



 



Rose enfila sa robe préférée, bleue avec une taille très
haute. Elle savait qu’elle ne serait jamais belle : ses sourcils étaient
trop noirs, son nez trop court. Mais au moins, dans cette tenue, elle était
plus avenante… Plus jolie ?



Elle aida Nini à ôter son tee-shirt à rayures rouges et
blanches crasseux. Puis elle lui passa la tenue rouge et blanc de rechange qu’Albert
et Céleste gardaient à portée de main pour les occasions où leur cadette devait
être présentable. Nini insista pour emmener son appareil Polaroid.



Pendant ce temps-là, tante Lily descendit fouiller dans sa
valise qui semblait receler une garde-robe infinie. Quand elle remonta, elle
avait un look indéniablement français : un tee-shirt marin rayé bleu et
blanc complété par un béret noir posé de travers sur sa tête. Chip garda la
chemise qu’il portait et Origan parut satisfait du tee-shirt bleu trop grand
dans lequel il avait transpiré toute la matinée. Au moins, ils respiraient la
joie de vivre, à défaut d’être « chic ».



À l’exception de tante Lily, qui aurait eu l’air
merveilleuse même vêtue d’un sac à patates. Elle posa sur son nez une jolie
paire de lunettes de soleil, ouvrit grand les bras et s’écria :



— Nous voici tous prêts ! La pâtisserie est fermée
pour la journée, et nous allons en profiter !



Si leur tante avait bien une qualité, se dit Rose, c’était
de répandre la gaieté autour d’elle.



Ils se dirigèrent vers la grande place. Accrochée aux mains
de Rose et de Lily, la petite Nini se balançait entre elles tel un singe. Chip
et Origan fermaient la marche.



Rose jeta un regard à sa tante qui, le visage levé vers le
soleil, savourait chaque seconde de cette belle journée comme s’il s’agissait d’un
pudding à la vanille.



— Tu sais ce que je ressens en cet instant, Rose ?
demanda Lily avec un sourire.



Rose secoua la tête.



— Je me sens insouciante, ajouta Lily d’une voix
sifflante, in… sssssssou… ssiante. Je suis sans souci ! N’est-ce pas
merveilleux ?



— Dans ce cas, moi aussi je suis insouciant, intervint
Chip.



Rose relâcha ses épaules qui étaient si tendues depuis
plusieurs heures quelles touchaient presque ses oreilles. Sa robe de coton s’agita
au vent et vint lui caresser les jambes comme un chaton câlin. Pendant un
instant, elle eut l’impression que tout allait bien se passer. Quelques
bibliothécaires trop honnêtes, ce n’était pas la fin du monde. Les cookies
finiraient par épuiser leur pouvoir, et l’ordre serait rétabli. Rose reprendrait
son rôle de fille sage qui faisait tout comme il faut.



 



Ils débouchèrent bientôt sur la grande place de briques
rouges qui étincelait au soleil. Au centre trônait la statue du fondateur de la
ville, Reginald Calamity, immortalisé en train de traire une vache. Pendant l’été,
la statue se transformait en fontaine : des jets d’eau s’échappaient des
pis de l’animal. Rose trouvait que c’était de mauvais goût. Le conseil
municipal de Calamity Falls aurait dû la remplacer par quelque chose de moins… laiteux.



Tante Lily s’arrêta devant la vache-fontaine.



— Hum… Intéressant.



Alors qu’ils dépassaient la statue pour se diriger vers la
terrasse de chez Pierre Guillaume, Rose aperçut une file d’attente de plus de
cinquante personnes devant le restaurant.



— Qu’est-ce qui se passe ? s’exlama-t-elle. Depuis
quand on a besoin de réserver chez Pierre Guillaume ?



Puis elle se rendit compte que c’était plutôt un
attroupement bruyant qu’une file d’attente. Tout le monde avait les yeux rivés
sur le toit du restaurant, sur lequel Pierre Guillaume, quelques mois
auparavant, avait fait édifier une réplique de la tour Eiffel d’une hauteur de
quatre étages.



Et elle comprit soudain ce que les gens regardaient.



M. Phibien escaladait le symbole de la France !



Ayant atteint le toit grâce à une échelle adossée à la
façade, il grimpait à présent sur la tour elle-même. Les habitants de la ville
hurlaient.



— Monsieur Phibien ! Ne faites pas ça !



— Revenez ! Descendez de là !



Mais le charpentier faisait la sourde oreille.



Pierre Guillaume, accoutré de son tablier et de sa toque de
chef, sortit de son restaurant, pour accueillir la foule.



— Oh la la ! s’écria-t-il. Je n’ai jamais vu
autant de clients ! Certains d’entre vous vont devoir attendre, mais ne
vous inquiétez pas, tout le monde sera serv…



Il s’arrêta quand il se rendit compte que l’attroupement n’était
pas causé par sa gastronomie.



— Oh la la la la ! répéta-t-il en apercevant M. Phibien.
Il se retourna et regarda en l’air.



Le cœur de Rose se mit à battre très fort. Cet exploit d’alpiniste
était-il le résultat du cookie que Chip avait offert tout à l’heure à M. Phibien ?
Était-il dû au muffin de la veille ? Serait-ce la conséquence naturelle
des deux recettes magiques qui s’étaient mélangées dans l’estomac de cette
grenouille timide ?



Pierre Guillaume était au bord des larmes.



— Monsieur ! Monsieur ! cria-t-il en français.
Excusez-moi ! Vous ne pouvez pas grimper là-dessus ! C’est une tour
Eiffel, elle ne peut pas soutenir votre poids ! Monsieur ! Vous
risquez de vous rompre le cou !



M. Phibien, imperturbable, poursuivait son ascension.



Pierre Guillaume, paniqué, courut vers la caserne des
pompiers.



— À l’aide, à l’aide ! L’homme-grenouille est sur
ma tour !



M. Phibien atteignit le sommet. Il enroula ses bras
maigrichons et ses jambes frêles autour des piliers en faux acier, tout à fait
comme une grenouille. Il s’agrippa de toutes ses forces quand une rafale de
vent fouetta ses cheveux blancs hirsutes.



Il baissa les yeux vers la foule, l’air terrifié, puis leva
la tête vers le ciel. Rose espérait qu’il était juste devenu fou, et que cet
incident n’avait rien à voir avec les cookies, les muffins ou Mlle Chardon.



C’est alors qu’il se mit à hurler.



— Moi, Bertrand Phibien, j’aime à la folie Mlle Felidia
Chardon !



Rose serra les dents. Le pire était arrivé. Les Muffins de l’amour
et les Cookies de la vérité avaient fusionné en un sort encore plus puissant.



— Je brûle de mordiller ses doigts de fée ! lança-t-il
avec un sourire extatique. Oh, je veux lui embrasser le nez et lui faire la
cuisine ! Je veux lui mettre de la crème sur les joues et lécher son
adorable visage.



Les habitants en bas étaient si gênés qu’ils baissèrent la
tête.



— Felidia Chardon est la créature la plus incroyable de
toute la ville ! continua M. Phibien. Et de toutes les villes, d’ailleurs.
Je veux la voir écraser du raisin avec ses pieds ! Je ferai d’elle ma
reine !



Sur ces paroles, M. Phibien leva les bras en l’air tout
en restant cramponné avec les jambes. La tour grinça et se mit à pencher un peu
vers la droite. Une horrible grimace déforma les traits du charpentier perché
et il agrippa de nouveau la tour avec ses quatre membres.



Mais personne ne le regardait plus. Tout le monde s’était
tourné vers la statue de marbre de Reginald Calamity, d’où Mlle Chardon
regardait le toit de Pierre Guillaume comme si un vaisseau spatial venait d’y
atterrir.



M. Phibien aperçut lui aussi Mlle Chardon
devant la fontaine.



— Felidia ! hurla-t-il. Tu es mon ange, mon cake à
l’orange, ma petite crêpe ! La seule que j’aime ! Dis-moi que tu m’aimes
aussi !



Mlle Chardon sembla sur le point de dire
quelque chose, mais elle plaqua ses mains sur sa bouche et son discours resta
coincé entre ses dents.



Lâchant de nouveau les mains, M. Phibien retira son
pull à grenouilles et tout le monde put découvrir son tee-shirt minuscule sur
lequel était écrit épouse-moi ! en lettres rouge sang.



— Felidia ! Laisse-moi être ton prince grenouille !
hurla-t-il.



Mlle Chardon cria :



— Je…



Mais le son de sa voix fut étouffé une nouvelle fois, ce
coup-ci parce qu’elle s’était couvert la tête avec son pull à col roulé.



M. Phibien fit alors quelque chose de franchement
embarrassant. En se tenant d’une main seulement à la tour, il défit les boutons
de son pantalon et, enlevant une jambe après l’autre, le laissa tomber sur le toit
de Pierre Guillaume.



M. Phibien tourna vers la foule son postérieur
recouvert d’un boxer rouge à pois où il avait écrit au feutre les mots suivants :
oui ou non ?



— C’est dégueulasse, marmonna Chip.



La petite Nini gloussa.



Origan avait l’air de plus en plus nauséeux.



Tante Lily se tourna vers Rose.



— Il faut avouer qu’il a du cran, apprécia-t-elle.



Mais Rose ne pouvait quitter du regard Mlle Chardon,
qui secouait la tête si violemment que ses lunettes avaient valsé dans la
fontaine.



— Bertrand Phibien ! cria-t-elle enfin. Moi aussi
je t’aime ! Je te veux pour prince grenouille ! Jamais de toute ma
vie je n’ai vu un homme si magnifiquement Phibien ! Tu es mon trésor !
Viens m’embrasser !



Quand elle eut terminé, Mlle Chardon loucha
puis se couvrit à nouveau la bouche, horrifiée, comme si celle-ci l’avait
trahie. Elle partit en courant en direction de l’école.



— Reviens, ma tendre Felidia ! cria M. Phibien.



Une sirène déchira l’air et, l’instant d’après, le camion de
pompiers de Calamity Falls fit son entrée sur la place.



— Là ! hurla Pierre Guillaume en désignant du
doigt le toit du restaurant. Cet homme est sur le point de briser ma Tour
Eiffel !



La foule s’écarta pour laisser passer le camion.



Le capitaine Conklin sauta à terre et leva son mégaphone.



— Bertrand Phibien ! Si vous ne descendez pas tout
de suite, on vient vous chercher !



M. Phibien secoua la tête.



— Je ne bougerai pas d’ici tant que la femme que j’aime
n’aura pas accepté de m’épouser !



Deux pompiers déplièrent la grande échelle de douze mètres
et l’appuyèrent contre le sommet de la tour.



— Non mais… il a pris quoi, ce type ? grogna l’un
d’eux.



Rose déglutit. Elle savait exactement quoi. Tout était sa faute.
Que feraient ses parents s’ils étaient là ? Ils auraient sûrement une
solution pour réparer sa bêtise. Même si, pour commencer, ils ne se seraient
jamais mis dans une situation pareille.



M. Phibien n’avait pas plus tôt été ramené sur la terre
ferme que la tour se mit à gronder et à chanceler sous l’effet du vent.



— Oh, non ! dit Rose.



— Ouais ! s’écria Origan, les yeux écarquillés. La
tour s’écroule !



Nini pointa son appareil photo en l’air et appuya sur le
bouton.



Une nouvelle rafale donna le coup de grâce au faux monument.
On entendit un grand « crac » et la tour tomba lentement, droit sur la
foule.



— Dégagez le terrain ! hurla Chip en soulevant
Nini d’un coude et Origan sous l’autre bras.



La foule se dispersa sur les côtés tandis que la tour s’effondrait
au milieu de la place. Les débris bombardèrent le trottoir et la chaussée pile
devant le restaurant avec un fracas assourdissant.



— Nooooooonnn ! hurla Pierre Guillaume en se
prenant la tête entre les mains, puis il éclata en sanglots.



Rose sentit quelqu’un taper sur son épaule. Elle se retourna
et vit Oliver qui se passait la main dans ses cheveux savamment ébouriffés.



— C’est quoi ce cirque ? marmonna-t-il, peu
impressionné par les dégâts. Je faisais la sieste, j’ai tout loupé.



Il portait un jean légèrement froissé et une chemise bleu
marine à manches longues.



— Il faut qu’on parle, chuchota Rose en entraînant son
frère vers la fontaine. M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon sont
devenus fous. M. Phibien a escaladé la fausse tour Eiffel et déclaré sa
flamme à Mlle Chardon, et Mlle Chardon n’a pas
pu s’empêcher de lui déclarer la sienne. La combinaison Muffin de l’amour et
Cookie de la vérité est mortelle ! Il faut qu’on trouve un moyen de
réparer ça, tout de suite, avant que tante Lily ne se rende compte de ce qui se
passe, et surtout avant que papa et maman apprennent que toute la ville est
devenue dingue par notre faute.



Oliver fronça son beau nez droit.



— Aïe !



— Quoi, encore ? demanda Rose en levant les yeux
au ciel.



— Il y a pire, déclara Oliver, l’air coupable. J’ai
refilé des Muffins de l’amour et des Cookies de la vérité…



Après une seconde d’hésitation, il termina sa phrase :



— … à quelques filles de ma classe.
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Gris en tous
genres



Il n’y avait plus rien à voir.



La foule qui s’était rassemblée pour observer M. Phi-bien
se dispersa. Quelques vieilles dames allèrent s’asseoir sur la margelle de la
fontaine Reginald Calamity. Elles soupiraient en disant qu’elles aimeraient
bien qu’un homme monte sur une tour rien que pour les demander en mariage. Plusieurs
messieurs sirotaient leur café en se plaignant que les tours n’étaient plus
aussi solides que de leur temps. Lily et Chip, plantés devant le menu de Pierre
Guillaume, discutaient de ce qu’ils allaient manger. Les sanglots du grand
cuisinier étaient noyés dans le vacarme de la grue jaune qui soulevait les
débris de la tour et les laissait retomber avec fracas dans une benne en métal
rouillé.



Rose et Oliver se tenaient dans l’ombre de l’auvent, devant
le cabinet de Karen Publickson, l’avocate. Ils se demandaient ce qu’ils
allaient bien pouvoir faire.



Par la fenêtre, Rose distinguait la silhouette de maître
Publickson assise à son bureau. Elle était très chic dans son tailleur bleu
marine, avec ses cheveux noirs bien coiffés en queue-de-cheval. « Peut-être
devrais-je devenir avocate plutôt que magicienne-pâtissière, se dit Rose. Quand
une avocate commet une erreur, il arrive rarement qu’un homme monte sur une
tour et descende son pantalon. »



Elle avait les lèvres pincées de rage et de désespoir.



— Oliver, parvint-elle toutefois à articuler, pourquoi
tu as donné des Muffins de l’amour et des Cookies de la vérité à des filles de
ta classe ?



Oliver haussa les épaules. C’était pas croyable : il
était content de lui !



Rose se retint de lui taper sur la tête. Car, au fond, si l’occasion
se présentait de faire consommer à Devin Stetson des Muffins de l’amour et des
Cookies de la vérité, résisterait-elle à la tentation de lui en offrir ? Rien
n’était moins sûr.



À cet instant, le calme de la place baignée de soleil fut
rompu par un cri strident. Une agression ? Personne n’avait jamais été
attaqué à Calamity Falls, et encore moins en plein jour sur la grande place.



C’était Lindsey Borzini. Elle fonçait droit vers le cabinet
de Karen Publickson. Ou plutôt… droit sur Oliver.



— C’est lui ! hurla-t-elle. C’est… c’est… Oliver !



Lindsey, la fille aînée de M. Borzini, le propriétaire
de la graineterie du même nom, était connue pour avoir le pire bronzage de tout
Calamity Falls. Si son père ressemblait à une cacahouète, elle avait tout d’une
carotte à deux bras rôtie.



D’une main elle brandissait un magazine à la couverture colorée
et de l’autre un marqueur. Était-ce le dernier numéro de Fan 2 ? Oliver
aurait-il récemment enregistré une chanson à l’insu de Rose ? Une chanson
en train de devenir un tube ?



En fait de magazine, il s’agissait de l’album annuel du
collège de Calamity Falls. Oliver l’ayant quitté en juin, il y avait une photo
de lui en compagnie de ses camarades de classe. Ce jour-là, ses cheveux bruns
étaient encore plus pointus et pleins de gel que d’habitude.



Deux choses étaient claires :



1. Lindsey Borzini voulait l’autographe de son frère.



2. Lindsey Borzini était sous l’influence des gâteaux
magiques.



À la seconde où l’adolescente allait piler devant eux,
M. Borzini déboula de nulle part, se jeta sur sa fille et la plaqua au sol.
Ils luttèrent un moment sur le pavé de la place. Lindsey hurlait et tendait les
bras vers Oliver. M. Borzini la maintenait au sol par les épaules et
tentait d’éviter ses coups de poings furieux.



— Mais qu’est-ce qui te prend, mon petit chou à la
crème ? s’écria le grainetier.



Lindsey n’avait qu’un mot à la bouche :



— Oliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiver !



M. Borzini leva un regard ahuri vers Oliver.



— Elle est comme ça depuis ce matin. Je ne sais pas ce
qui ne tourne pas rond chez elle. Peut-être que tu pourrais… lui dire bonjour ?



Oliver s’approcha et se mit à genoux. Lindsey s’agrippa à
son jean.



— Heu… bonjour, murmura Oliver.



Les yeux de Lindsey s’écarquillèrent, son visage prit une
expression sereine et ses yeux se fermèrent.



— Elle s’est encore évanouie, soupira M. Borzini. Pour
la cinquième fois aujourd’hui. Dès qu’elle entend ton nom, Oliver, ou qu’elle
regarde ta photo.



Oliver eut un sourire en coin. Rose lui donna une petite
tape sur l’arrière du crâne.



— Je ne comprends pas. Je sais bien que tu es beau, Oliver,
dit M. Borzini, mais faut quand même pas exagérer.



Le grainetier souleva Lindsey dans ses bras et s’éloigna d’un
pas lourd, accablé.



Comme s’il avait lu dans les pensées de sa sœur, Oliver se
tourna vers Rose.



— Je sais, je sais. On va trouver une recette
pour tout arranger.



Lily et Chip s’avancèrent vers eux, flanqués d’Origan et de
Nini.



— C’était quoi, cette histoire ? demanda Origan.



— On dirait qu’Oliver a une grande admiratrice ! s’exclama
tante Lily en posant sa main sur son épaule. Ce n’est pas surprenant, mon ange.
Tu as l’air d’un top model. En petit et très jeune. Un top model miniature !



Les belles joues d’Oliver virèrent au cramoisi.



— Eh ! dit Origan. Ça aurait pas quelque chose à
voir avec ce que vous fabriquiez hier ? Vous nous avez fait courir toute
la journée après Nini, non ? Et je sais que vous avez fait des cookies
cette nuit.



Il mit ses mains sur ses hanches, comme leur mère quand elle
les grondait. Les taches de rousseur sur son nez ressortaient. Rose se dit qu’il
était peut-être temps d’arrêter de lui mentir. Son petit frère était plus
perspicace qu’elle ne l’avait cru.



— Vous auriez fait exprès de me faire courir après Nini ?
marmonna Lily, sidérée.



— Bien sûr que non, mentit Oliver d’un ton faussement
indigné. On ne ferait jamais une chose pareille à notre tata préférée.



Il y avait peut-être un moyen de sortir de cette fâcheuse
situation, se dit Rose.



— Dites, les amis, les apostropha-t-elle, je vous
rappelle que nous avons laissé la pâtisserie dans un bazar noir et qu’il serait
largement temps de nettoyer.



— On dirait qu’une bombe à gâteau y a explosé, enchérit
Oliver.



— Alors, vous savez quoi ? Oliver et moi on va
aller faire le ménage, et vous, vous n’avez qu’à savourer un excellent repas
français. Qu’en dites-vous ?



— Ouais ! Oliver et Rose vont tout nettoyer !
se réjouit Origan.



— Ah, non, dit Rose, toi, tu vas venir nous aider, Origan.



Lily et Chip échangèrent un regard perplexe, puis tante Lily
haussa les épaules.



— Bon, d’accord ! C’est gentil ! Et
maintenant, des escargots pour Nini !



Nini secoua la tête.



— Non, veux pas.



Lily fît une moue amusée.



— Comme tu voudras, mais Chip et moi on va quand
même déjeuner. D’ailleurs, j’avais justement besoin de parler à Chip seule
à seul.



Elle se fendit d’un sourire malicieux… ou plutôt diabolique.



Chip hoqueta d’émotion quand Lily passa son bras sous le
sien et l’entraîna à l’intérieur.



Origan faisait la tête.



— Pourquoi je suis obligé de vous aider à nettoyer ?



Rose, Origan et Oliver se mirent en cercle. Nini se faufila
entre ses frères et sa sœur, s’assit au centre et retira ses chaussures.



— Origan, je suis sur le point de te révéler des
informations top secrètes. Tu crois que tu peux tenir ta langue ? demanda
Rose.



Origan retrouva d’un seul coup le sourire. Il hocha la tête
avec enthousiasme.



— Je le jure sur ma vie !



Cela n’avait rien de rassurant, mais Rose poursuivit tout de
même :



— On a des problèmes avec tu-sais-quoi, expliqua-t-elle.
On a utilisé une recette, et elle a mal tourné.



Oliver lui coupa la parole :



— En fait, elle a trop bien marché. Maintenant il faut
qu’on retourne à la maison et qu’on trouve un moyen d’annuler ses effets.



— Exactement…, opina Rose. Alors, ta mission, si
toutefois tu l’acceptes…



— Tu peux compter sur moi, déclara Origan.



— … est de surveiller Nini pendant qu’Oliver et moi on
s’occupe de trouver la recette-qui-va-tout-arranger.



Rose sourit, heureuse d’associer son petit frère à leur
aventure.



— Ah, non ! cracha Origan en faisant mine de s’éloigner.
Le baby-sitting, ça n’a rien à voir avec du travail d’espionnage ! Je veux
être en plein dans l’action !



Nini se releva tout à coup en criant :



— Moi aussi, action !



— Bon, d’accord, grogna Oliver.



— On n’a pas beaucoup de temps devant nous, dit Rose. Et
cette fois, on n’a pas le droit à l’erreur.



 



Alors qu’ils longeaient la pelouse devant l’école primaire
de Calamity Falls, Rose, Origan, Oliver et Nini entendirent des enfants hurler
comme s’ils étaient montés sur un manège fou. Éparpillés sur le gazon, ils
étaient près de deux cents à jouer à la guerre.



La moitié d’entre eux avaient peint leur visage en jaune vif
et protégeaient la partie nord. Les autres, au visage bleu vif, patrouillaient
dans le sud. Les bleus se cachaient derrière des bureaux de professeurs qu’ils
avaient traînés dehors et qui leur servaient de barricade. Un tas de bombes à
eau – des ballons bleus – étaient empilées à côté d’eux.



— C’est un jour de semaine, murmura Rose. Pourquoi ne
sont-ils pas en classe ?



— M. Fanner ne va pas être content, fit observer
Origan d’un ton cérémonieux.



Rose et Oliver, qui étaient tous deux passés par l’école
primaire de Calamity Falls, avaient vécu dans la terreur du directeur. Chaque
matin, M. Fanner arpentait les couloirs et distribuait des heures de colle
sur papier rose pour le moindre lacet défait.



Il se produisit alors quelque chose d’étrange. Les
enseignants chargés des cours d’été (à l’exception de Mlle Chardon)
défilèrent au milieu du champ de cette bataille de ballons, dans le plus grand
silence et sans le moindre geste de protestation. Ils suivaient le directeur
comme des moutons. Avec son éternelle veste en tweed et ses petites lunettes
rondes, M. Fanner ressemblait à un prof de l’ancien temps. Et aujourd’hui,
il souriait !



Rose ne l’avait jamais vu sourire, au point qu’elle s’était
demandé s’il avait bien des dents.



Mais lorsque M. Fanner aperçut les enfants Bliss sur le
trottoir, son sourire s’évanouit. Il leva un doigt et se mit à l’agiter.



— Pourquoi n’êtes-vous pas à la pâtisserie ? s’enquit-il,
furieux.



— Oh, monsieur le directeur, expliqua Rose, on a eu
quelques petits problèmes techniques. La pâtisserie est fermée jusqu’à demain.



Le groupe des profs poussa des soupirs de déception.



— Et maintenant qu’est-ce qu’on fait ? s’écria Mme Spatz,
la maîtresse de CE2 dont les deux dents de devant se chevauchaient.



M. Fanner pointa son doigt entre les deux yeux de Rose.



— J’ai fermé l’école plus tôt exceptionnellement parce
que j’ai une envie irrésistible de gâteaux. Mes amis ici présents en veulent
aussi. Et tu es en train de nous dire que nous n’en aurons pas ?



Rose se souvint soudain de la liste de ceux qui avaient
ingurgité les Cookies de la vérité : « Mlle Chardon… tous
les profs, en fait. » C’était bien ce qu’avait dit Chip, n’est-ce pas ?



Elle n’aurait jamais cru que des profs pouvaient être aussi
gourmands.



— Puisque c’est comme ça, déclara M. Fanner, on
ira ailleurs. Au Starbucks de Humbleton.



Il passa d’un air hautain devant Rose et s’éloigna, suivi de
la ribambelle des profs.



— Mais qu’est-ce que vous avez fait ? lança
Origan, horrifié, à son frère et à sa sœur.



 



Rose, Oliver, Origan et Nini trouvèrent dans la cuisine de
la pâtisserie Bliss une Mme Carlson follement agitée.



— Où étiez-vous, les enfants ? s’exclama-t-elle
avec un accent écossais encore plus prononcé que d’habitude.



— Vous vous étiez endormie, madame Carlson, alors on
est sortis déjeuner, expliqua Origan.



— Je veux bien passer l’éponge pourrr une fois, grommela-t-elle.
Mais ne disparrraissez plus de ma vue comme ça. Vos parrrents ont téléphoné. J’ai
été obligée de leur mentirrr en leur disant que vous étiez tous sous la douche !



— En même temps ? demanda Oliver.



— Je ne sais pas s’ils m’ont crrrue… En tout cas, je ne
vous quitte plus des yeux.



Elle était si énervée que les rouleaux de ses bigoudis
pendouillaient, à moitié détachés de ses boucles blondes.



— D’accord, madame Carlson, acquiesça Rose. Mais vous
voulez bien surveiller Nini dans le jardin pendant qu’on nettoie ce bazar ?



Mme Carlson hocha la tête. Une minute plus
tard, elle poussait la petite fille sur la balançoire. Rose l’entendit crier :



— Tu n’as pas intérrrêt à me prrrendre en photo, mon
lapin !



Rose poussa un soupir de soulagement.



Certains à présent que Mme Carlson ne les
verrait pas, ils entrèrent dans la chambre froide à la queue leu leu, Oliver
ouvrant la marche avec une lampe torche.



— Ouf, murmura Rose en refermant la porte derrière elle.



Origan souleva deux boîtes d’œufs sur l’étagère, à quelques
centimètres de la poignée en forme de rouleau de pâtisserie qui ouvrait le
passage vers la cave secrète.



— Remets ça à sa place ! hurla Rose en replaçant elle-même
les boîtes.



— Ben quoi ? protesta-t-il. C’est que des œufs !



— Fais ce que te dit Rose, lui ordonna Oliver.



Origan adressa à Rose un sourire penaud. Il faisait tout ce
que son grand frère lui commandait, même se montrer sympa avec sa sœur.



Rose fît un clin d’œil à Oliver et ouvrit la porte de la
bibliothèque. Tous trois entourèrent le Livre de recettes des Bliss, qui
trônait sur son pupitre en bois. Allaient-ils trouver un antidote à toute cette
folie ? Une sorte de gomme magique ?



— Là, indiqua Oliver.



Rose lut la recette à voix haute.



 



Biscuits
assis-et-plus-un-mot



Madame Hannah Bliss confectionna ces biscuits en 1895 dans
le Lower East Side de Manhattan, où elle était maîtresse d’école. Cette
année-là, elle eut dans sa classe des élèves si turbulents quelle leur en fit
avaler. Ils ne furent plus capables de prononcer un seul mot de toute l’année
scolaire. On aurait dit que leurs lèvres étaient scellées.



 



Nota bene : Madame Hannah Bliss regretta par la
suite d’avoir utilisé ces biscuits. En effet, elle fut accusée d’avoir rendu
muets les enfants sous sa responsabilité.



 



Oliver hocha la tête avec un sourire



— Ça devrait faire taire tout le monde, non ?



— Non, Oliver ! s’exclama Rose. On ne veut pas les
rendre muets, on veut seulement annuler les effets des gâteaux précédents. Inverser
les choses…



Rose se rendit à la fin du livre. Elle y trouva une série de
feuilles reliées, plus petites, cachées dans un repli de la couverture.



La première page de la section était intitulée L’APOCRYPHE D’ALBATROSS.
Le papier était différent, plus fin, plus gris, rugueux comme une langue de
chat. Aucune des recettes ne comportait de date ni d’anecdote illustrant ses
origines. Et puis ce nom, Albatross… c’était très étrange, vraiment. Lily ne
leur avait-elle pas dit que son arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père s’appelait
justement Albatross ?



Elle sortit le cahier gris de sa cachette et le feuilleta
rapidement. Une recette retint son attention :



 



Gâteau
retourné, inversé, renversé



 



— C’est exactement ce qu’il nous faut, dit Rose
avec assurance. Quelque chose pour tout inverser.



Origan secoua la tête.



— Je sais pas… Ce livret m’a l’air plutôt louche.



— Oui mais je préfère encore essayer quelque chose qui
a été ajouté au livre plus tard que de coudre les lèvres de tout le monde, déclara
Rose.



Oliver et Origan échangèrent un regard approbateur et Rose
sortit son cahier pour recopier la recette.



 



En sortant de la chambre froide, ils trouvèrent Mme Carlson
dans la cuisine avec Nini.



— Il y a quelque chose qui ne tourrrne pas rrrond chez
cette enfant, déclara Mme Carlson.



Son visage était encore plus perplexe que d’habitude.



Rose tourna un regard interrogateur vers Nini, qui était
assise sur le sol. La petite fille chantait à tue-tête :



— Ma famille a un livre de recettes magiques ! Ils
le gardent dans le frigo ! Rose a la clef ! Ma famille a un livre de
recettes magiques ! Ils le gardent dans le frigo ! Rose a la clef !



Rose regarda l’assiette de Cookies de la vérité : il n’en
restait que des miettes.



— Nini a mangé des cookies ? demanda-t-elle.



— Et comment ! soupira Mme Carlson.
Je l’ai amenée ici parce que j’avais besoin d’aller aux toilettes, et elle a
avalé tout le contenu de l’assiette ! On laisse cette enfant seule une
minute, et voilà ce qui arrive !



— Ma famille a un livre de recettes magiques ! hurla
Nini.



— Anis Bliss, arrête ! Tais-toi ! cria Oliver.



Mais Nini continuait de brailler les mêmes phrases, comme un
disque rayé.



— Pourquoi parle-t-elle d’un livrrre de rrrecettes
magiques ? interrogea naïvement Mme Carlson.



— J’en sais rien, répondit Rose. Elle a toujours eu
beaucoup d’imagination.



Rose paniqua. Et si tante Lily revenait maintenant ? Elle
découvrirait leur secret !



Rose n’eut même pas le temps de réfléchir à une solution qu’un
raz de marée de hurlements déferlait sur la pâtisserie.



— Qu’est-ce que c’est que ce vacarrrme ? marmonna Mme Carlson.



Rose compta à vue de nez une vingtaine de filles en train de
griffer la porte avec leurs ongles, de frapper aux carreaux et de presser leurs
lèvres contre la vitrine. Et il y en avait d’autres derrière elles. Toutes
brandissaient l’album de fin d’année du collège.



— Oliver, dit Rose, tu m’avais parlé de quelques
filles !



— Heu… fit Oliver d’un ton détaché… Quelques dizaines ?
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Recette
numéro trois :


Le Gâteau retourné-inversé-renversé



Six filles enragées se pressaient à la porte donnant sur le
jardin, leurs faces rouges écrasées contre la vitre. D’autres sautaient sur le
trampoline dans l’espoir d’apercevoir Oliver dans la cuisine par-dessus les
têtes de leurs camarades. Il y en avait plusieurs perchées sur la balançoire. Une
fille téméraire était même montée sur la grille du barbecue tout rouillé. Elles
ouvraient des yeux gros comme des balles de ping-pong.



C’était un spectacle effrayant.



Lorsque le bel Oliver redressa un des épis de sa coiffure en
pétard, il s’éleva à l’extérieur un cri de ravissement unanime.



— Qu’est-ce que ces ados en furrrie font là ? s’écria
Mme Carlson.



Rose franchit les portes battantes qui séparaient la cuisine
de la pâtisserie.



En la voyant, la foule devant la vitrine laissa échapper un « Hoooooooooou »
de déception.



— Allez-vous-en ! hurla Rose. Oliver ne vous aime
pas !



Il y avait tellement de tapage qu’elle aurait aussi bien pu se
taire.



Une voix se détacha pourtant du brouhaha :



— S’il ne sort pas tout de suite, je fais un malheur !



Une grande fille musclée se fraya un passage en bousculant
les autres sans vergogne. Rose la reconnut tout de suite : c’était Cléa
Molett.



Ses longs cheveux bouclés étincelaient de blondeur. Ses
lèvres étaient d’un rouge éclatant. Sur son épaule se balançait un sac dont
dépassait la tête d’un chihuahua tremblant de peur. Les autres filles n’osèrent
pas protester.



Cléa frappa la vitrine des deux poings en hurlant :



— Je vais mettre le feu à tous les meubles de la boutique
de mon père, et je vais les lancer dans cette pâtisserie !



Les autres l’imitèrent et se mirent à frapper la vitrine de
toutes leurs forces. Craignant que le verre ne se brise, Rose pensa qu’il
valait peut-être mieux leur donner ce qu’elles voulaient.



— D’accord, d’accord, dit-elle. Je vous l’amène. Mais, s’il
vous plaît, arrêtez de cogner !



Cléa Molett leva une main autoritaire. Les coups et les cris
cessèrent d’un seul coup.



De retour dans la cuisine, Rose trouva Oliver recroquevillé
derrière la table à découper roulante.



— Elles veulent te voir, déclara Rose.



— Cette mascarrrade est grrrotesque ! protesta Mme Carlson.



Sur ce, elle se rendit côté pâtisserie et entrouvrit la
porte d’entrée.



— Vous devrrriez avoirrr honte ! Rrretournez chez
vos parents !



Cléa Molett saisit Mme Carlson par ses
bigoudis et peu à peu l’Écossaise disparut, happée par la foule en folie.



Rose se tourna vers Oliver.



— Il faut que tu ailles à la porte. Tout de suite !
Elles ont Mme Carlson ! Qui sait ce qu’elles vont lui
faire !



Oliver dévisagea sa sœur d’un air terrorisé.



— Mais… mais… je n’aime aucune de ces pestes !



— Dépêche-toi, dit Rose en le poussant. Tu es le seul à
pouvoir les calmer.



— Ah, vraiment ? Et comment je dois m’y prendre, tu
peux me dire ?



Rose pensa à son bien-aimé Devin Stetson.



— Embrasse leur chef. Cléa Molett.



— Cette gosse de riche prétentieuse ? Je
préférerais encore embrasser Mme Carlson !



— Ça peut s’arranger, dit Rose en rigolant.



Oliver tomba carrément à genoux.



— Rose, je t’en supplie ! Si je m’approche de
cette bouche de poisson pailletée, ma vie sociale au lycée sera fichue. Cléa me
gardera prisonnier comme ce pauvre petit chihuahua. Tu veux faire de moi un
chien dans un sac à main, Rose ? C’est ça, ta magie ?



Rose poussa un soupir d’exaspération.



— Tu n’es pas obligé de l’embrasser pour de vrai. Tu
dois juste faire en sorte qu’elle s’évanouisse… pour qu’elle ne casse pas la
vitrine ! C’est pourtant pas compliqué.



Rose entraîna Origan et Nini à la suite de leur frère, qui
se rendit dans la pâtisserie en traînant les pieds. Lorsqu’elles l’aperçurent, les
filles se mirent à hurler comme s’il s’agissait de Justin Bieber.



— C’est encore plus merveilleux que quand papa m’a
acheté un hélicoptère pour mes seize ans ! hurla Cléa Molett. Et j’adooooooooore
les hélicoptères !



— Qui ne tente rien n’a rien, marmonna Oliver.



Il sortit le mégaphone d’Albert du placard et, s’agenouillant
devant la porte, en plaqua le pavillon contre la fente de la boîte aux lettres.



— Cléa Molett, prononça timidement Oliver à travers le
porte-voix.



— Oui, mon délicieux canari !



— Heu… embrasse-moi. Heu… à travers la vitrine.



— Ouiii ! s’écria Cléa.



Sa bouche étincelante se colla contre le verre comme un
mollusque gluant. Oliver approcha ses lèvres avec prudence.



Origan eut un haut-le-cœur. Nini proclama en riant :



— Ma famille a un livre de recettes magiques !



Et elle prit une photo de la foule hurlante.



— Ça marche ! cria Rose à son grand frère. Regarde !



Oliver n’avait pas plus tôt posé ses lèvres sur la vitre que
Cléa était entrée en transe. Elle s’effondra sur le sol.



— Fais la même chose avec les autres !



— Tu crois ? fit Oliver, dégoûté.



— Non, heu… dis-leur des choses tendres. Elles seront
tellement bouleversées quelles en tomberont dans les pommes !



En fait, Rose s’amusait énormément. Voir son grand frère
terrifié, ce n’était pas banal. Lui qui crânait tellement d’habitude, et qui se
fichait de tout, de la pâtisserie, de sa sœur… voilà qu’il se tournait vers
elle pour lui demander des conseils !



— Des choses tendres ? gémit Oliver. Mais
regarde-les ! Tu trouves qu’elles méritent qu’on soit sympa avec elles ?



— On n’a pas le temps de discuter, Oliver ! Il
faut agir ! Alors vas-y, invente des trucs gentils.



— Callie, dit Oliver dans le mégaphone.



Une fille avec des couettes châtain foncé s’avança vers la
vitrine.



— Tu as une chevelure souple.



Les yeux de Callie roulèrent derrière ses paupières. À son
tour, elle s’effondra de plaisir.



— Jenna, dit-il à une petite myope aux dents
appareillées. Tu portes des lunettes et un appareil dentaire.



Jenna devint aussi raide qu’un tronc d’arbre et glissa à
terre.



— Lisa…



Une fille attifée d’une robe que Rose aurait qualifiée de « sac
à patate » se détacha du groupe.



— Lisa. Tu es… vivante.



Lisa tourna sur elle-même comme une toupie avant de tomber dans
les vapes.



Rose observa la scène comme on regarde un film d’horreur :
les mains plaquées sur la bouche.



— Promets-moi que tu ne te mettras dans cet état pour personne,
Anis Bliss, dit-elle en pinçant les joues rebondies de sa petite sœur.



Oliver continua à distribuer les compliments les plus nuls
que Rose ait jamais entendus. Mais la ruse fonctionnait à tous les coups. Il ne
restait plus qu’une dizaine d’adolescentes.



— Ne t’arrête pas !



— Je connais même pas leurs noms ! protesta Oliver.



— Bon, alors essaie de leur chanter quelque chose, dit-elle
en échangeant un sourire complice avec Origan.



— Ah ça, non !



— Oliver, on n’a pas le temps.



— Mais je ne connais aucune chanson.



— Chante n’importe quoi.



Oliver replaça le mégaphone contre la fente de la boîte aux
lettres.



— Vive le vent, j’ai pas le temps…, commença
Oliver timidement.



Les dernières filles s’élancèrent contre la vitrine et s’écroulèrent
une à une.



— … de me brosser les dents.



Oliver abandonna le mégaphone et se mit à danser dans la
pâtisserie, fredonnant et sautillant. Devant la boutique, le trottoir était
jonché de filles inertes. Retrouvant soudain sa dignité, Oliver se racla la
gorge et défroissa sa chemise.



— Bien joué, Oliver, lui lança Rose en étouffant un fou
rire.



— Une bonne journée de travail, plaisanta Oliver. Il
jeta un regard pétillant à Origan qui imitait sa danse dans un coin.



Mme Carlson fit irruption dans la pâtisserie,
l’air encore sous le choc.



— Madame Carlson, vous n’avez qu’à rester ici et monter
la garde avec Nini. Oliver, Origan et moi, on va faire des gâteaux à ces filles
pour qu’elles s’en aillent, suggéra Rose.



— Vous croyez vraiment que ces crrréatures adolescentes
déchaînées peuvent être amadouées par un bon vieux gâteau ! beugla-t-elle.



— C’est un gâteau spécial, répliqua Rose.



Nini proclama de nouveau :



— Ma famille a un livre de recettes magiques !



Mme Carlson attrapa la petite fille et la
posa sur ses genoux.



— Faites vite, alorrrs. Avant que ces chipies ne se
réveillent !



 



Rose, Oliver et Origan se rassemblèrent autour de la table à
découper afin de consulter la copie de la recette du Gâteau
retourné-inversé-renversé. Rose jeta un coup d’œil à l’horloge.



— Lily et Chip sont encore au restaurant. Avec ces
menus français à rallonges, ils en ont encore pour deux heures.



Oliver remonta ses manches avec un sourire en coin.



— Chez Pierre Guillaume ? Deux heures,… s’ils sont
rapides. Cet endroit a le plus mauvais service de toute l’histoire de la
restauration.



La liste des ingrédients était plutôt banale : du lait,
de la farine, des œufs, du sucre, du beurre, de la levure, du sel, des fraises.
Un seul sortait de l’ordinaire.



Les larmes d’un
sorcier maléfique*+



Rose avait pris soin de recopier la note qui l’accompagnait.
Elle avait retenu la leçon : les astérisques étaient importants.



 



* L’œil d’un sorcier
maléfique ne produit pas de larmes de tristesse, car un sorcier maléfique ne
ressent rien. Lorsqu’il pleure, c’est un chavirement total, une véritable
catastrophe. C’est de ce renversement des sentiments qu’on a besoin pour
cette recette.



+ Ce gâteau
fera immédiatement effet, mais atteindra sa puissance maximale après douze
heures.



 



Rose se tourna vers Oliver.



— Tu n’as qu’à aller chercher l’œil de sorcier. Oliver
secoua vivement la tête.



— Vas-y toi-même ! J’ai assez donné pour aujourd’hui.
Non mais t’as vu comment Cléa Molett a léché la vitre ? Ça va me hanter
toute ma vie !



— Bon, très bien, j’y vais. En attendant, Origan et toi,
vous devriez fermer les stores. Il ne manquerait plus que quelqu’un nous
espionne.



 



Rose fut soulagée de constater que tous les bocaux étaient
là où ils les avaient laissés : le Premier Vent d’Automne tournoyait
derrière le verre bleu, le Nain du Sommeil Perpétuel ronflait toujours, et l’œil
de Sorcier… flottait encore dans son jus jaunâtre. Lorsqu’elle tendit la main
vers le bocal, elle s’aperçut soudain que la cave était traversée par un
étrange courant d’air.



Le vent semblait entrer et sortir par intermittence. Elle
crut d’abord qu’elle était le jouet de son imagination. Puis elle remarqua qu’un
peu de vapeur grise léchait le sol. Y avait-il une bouche d’aération dont elle
ignorait l’existence ?



Sur la pointe des pieds Rose fit le tour de l’étagère. Le
verre bleu des bocaux lui donnait la sensation de marcher sous l’eau. Elle
chercha l’origine du souffle. Il n’y avait aucune grille d’aération au mur. Seulement
des rangées et des rangées de bocaux. Quoi que cela puisse être, cette chose
provenait de sous la maison.



Elle s’agenouilla lentement et commença à ramper.



Dans un coin de la cave, elle trouva une petite grille
rouillée qui ressemblait à celle dont s’échappait le chauffage de la maison. Seulement
celle-ci n’était pas chaude, mais glacée. Un peu de vapeur s’en échappait.



Rose se pencha pour y coller son oreille. Elle entendit
alors un lourd bruit de respiration, comme si l’air entrait dans de larges
poumons avant de ressortir. Il y avait quelque chose – quelqu’un ? – sous
la maison. De quoi avoir la chair de poule.



Rose se redressait quand la clef en forme de fouet s’échappa
de son col et se colla contre la grille.



Le bruit de respiration cessa. Et une voix si caverneuse que
Rose en ressentit les vibrations jusque dans ses os demanda :



— Qui est là ?



Rose retint son souffle.



— Je t’entends, dit la voix. Je peux te
sentir.



Rose ferma les yeux et tenta de respirer sans bruit tout en
se dirigeant vers l’escalier.



Une fille plus jolie qu’elle, ou moins modeste, ne se serait
jamais retrouvée dans une situation pareille : à quatre pattes dans une
cave magique alors qu’un truc terrifiant venait de se réveiller et s’apprêtait
à faire on ne savait quoi.



— Et je te connais, continua la voix. Aide-moi,
et je t’aiderai et réaliser tous tes désirs. Veux-tu être riche et célèbre ?
Est-ce la beauté qui te fait envie ? Alors trouve l’ingrédient suivant :
la Teinture de Vénus. Ajoutée à la bonne recette, elle fera de toi une femme
plus belle qu’Hélène de Troie, plus belle que ta tante Lilly ! Essaie d’en
ajouter une pincée à ton thé.



Rose avait atteint le pied de l’escalier, elle ne pouvait
plus voir la grille de métal. Quelle que soit la chose qui habitait en dessous
de la cave, non seulement elle était au courant pour tante Lily mais encore
elle connaissait les désirs les plus secrets de Rose.



Elle se releva en silence et prit le bocal contenant l’œil
de Sorcier.



Derrière, elle entraperçut un autre pot, presque vide, à l’exception
d’un petit poudrier en forme de coquillage aux bords rougeoyants. Les mots teinture
de venus étaient inscrits en lettres d’or sur l’étiquette.



Que n’aurait-elle pas donné pour être aussi jolie que tante
Lily, pour avoir tout le monde à ses pieds ? Ces jeunes filles, tout à l’heure,
avaient perdu la tête pour Oliver parce qu’il était beau. Et si elle devenait
resplendissante de beauté ? Les garçons de l’école lui courraient-ils
après ? Sûrement.



Rose s’imagina dans le couloir du collège. Toutes les têtes
se retourneraient sur son passage. Tout le monde voudrait parler avec elle, être
son ami. Personne ne songerait plus à lui donner des surnoms ridicules comme « Croustipate ».



Elle se figura les autres élèves, et même les professeurs, en
train de boire ses paroles. Ses frères seraient peut-être plus sympa avec elle.
Ses parents lui permettraient de se servir du Livre de recettes des Bliss. Ils
lui enseigneraient enfin l’art de la magie. À moins qu’une fois belle comme le
jour, elle n’ait plus besoin de la magie. Elle quitterait la pâtisserie Bliss, elle
quitterait Calamity Falls pour aller conquérir le monde…



— Rose ! Dépêche-toi ! hurla Oliver dans le
haut de l’escalier.



Ses frères. Ils avaient besoin d’elle.



Rose jeta un dernier regard à la Teinture de Vénus, puis s’adressant
à la vapeur qui tournoyait toujours par terre comme si c’était l’air lui-même
qui lui avait parlé, elle déclara :



— Non, merci. Pas maintenant.



 



Rose trouva Oliver et Origan ajoutant les dernières mesures
de farine et plusieurs cuillerées de levure dans le récipient en métal du mixer
géant.



— En voilà pour quarante-quatre gâteaux, annonça Origan.
Il faut qu’il y en ait assez pour tous les habitants de la ville. Comme ils sont
environ deux mille deux cents, si on coupe cinquante parts super fines dans
chaque gâteau, quarante-quatre, ça devrait suffire…



Rose posa le bocal entouré de fil barbelé sur le comptoir. L’œil
s’agita dans son jus jaunâtre. L’iris était couleur de lavande et une traînée
bleue dépassait à l’arrière. Rose savait que c’était le nerf optique qui
reliait l’œil au cerveau. Un spectacle à la fois magnifique et hideux.



Origan eut un mouvement de recul en apercevant l’œil en
conserve.



— Berk ! Qu’est-ce que c’est que ce truc ?



Il souleva le bocal. Dans la pénombre de la cuisine, l’œil
roula sur lui-même puis dévisagea Origan.



— Où est-ce que t’as trouvé ça ?



De peur que son frère ne lâche le bocal, Rose le lui reprit
des mains. Elle brûlait de parler à Oliver de la voix qu’elle avait entendue
dans la cave, mais elle ne voulait pas qu’Origan en apprenne plus qu’il n’en
savait déjà.



— Papa et maman gardent des trucs… exotiques, ironisa
Oliver. On te montrera tout à l’heure.



— Et maintenant, dit Rose, comment est-ce qu’on fait
pleurer cet œil ?



Oliver croisa un bras sur sa poitrine et se caressa le
menton de l’autre main.



— Hum. Je pense qu’on devrait commencer par le sortir
de son bocal et le tenir au-dessus de la pâte. Il faut être prêt à récolter les
larmes.



— Bonne idée, opina Rose tendant le récipient à Oliver.



— Ah, non ! J’y touche pas ! s’exclama-t-il, dégoûté.



— Tiens, Origan, toi qui veux participer, fit Rose, et
elle poussa le bocal vers son petit frère.



Origan recula d’un bond en se couvrant le visage de ses
mains.



— Bon, d’accord, j’ai compris, soupira Rose.



Elle défit le fil de fer barbelé et dévissa le couvercle.



Lorsqu’elle ouvrit le bocal, une odeur indescriptible leur
sauta à la figure. On aurait dit l’eau d’un vase de marguerites pourries. Ou du
vinaigre qu’on aurait utilisé pour donner un bain à une grenouille malade. Ou
un yaourt datant du Moyen Âge. Ou encore la transpiration d’un corps en
décomposition, si les morts pouvaient transpirer.



— Qui a pété ! cria Origan.



Rose se boucha le nez d’une main et saisit le nerf optique
de l’autre. L’œil se débattit comme un poisson rouge. Rose, non sans mal, réussit
à enrouler le nerf autour de son doigt et à extraire l’organe de son bocal.



Oliver et Origan avaient l’air sur le point de vomir.



— Comment on va bien pouvoir le faire pleurer ? grogna
Oliver.



— J’en sais rien, marmonna Rose. Qu’est-ce qu’on dit en
général à quelqu’un pour le faire chialer ?



Origan se pencha au-dessus de l’œil.



— Ton chien est mort ! asséna-t-il.



L’œil se retourna vers Origan comme pour dire : « Perdu ! »



— T’es la chose la plus moche que j’aie jamais vue, tenta
Oliver.



La paupière se referma comme dans un sourire.



— Mec, là, tu lui fais un compliment ! commenta
Origan.



Rose fronça les sourcils. Comment faire pleurer quelqu’un, ou
plutôt un morceau de quelqu’un, dénué de sentiments ?



Une idée lui traversa l’esprit.



— Oliver ! Prends ça ! cria-t-elle en
fourrant l’œil dans la main de son frère, qui ne s’y attendait pas.



Il hurla comme un bébé en refermant les doigts sur le globe
gluant.



Rose se précipita vers un placard et en sortit un couteau et
un oignon, le plus gros oignon jaune qu’elle pût trouver. Elle le coupa en deux
puis le hacha en petits cubes.



L’odeur piquante de l’oignon pénétra dans son nez. Bientôt
ses yeux se mirent à piquer si fort qu’elle pouvait à peine respirer. Tout
naturellement, elle se mit à pleurer. Elle pleura à cause de la voix dans la
cave : tout ce qu’elle avait dit était vrai. Elle rêvait d’être belle, célèbre,
admirée. Belle surtout…



En reniflant, elle glissa la planche à découper sous l’œil
de sorcier, qu’Oliver tenait au-dessus de la pâte.



Les garçons avaient tous les deux caché leur visage dans
leur manche. Rose vit l’œil cligner de colère avant de laisser échapper une
grosse larme noire et luisante, puis une autre, et encore une autre, jusqu’à ce
qu’une morve noire se mette à dégouliner des deux côtés de l’œil.



— Vous autres, chuchota Rose, regardez !



L’œil s’éclaira d’une froide lueur violette, et les larmes
noires qui étaient tombées dans la pâte se mirent à siffler et à exploser. Soudain,
le gigantesque récipient tourna sur son axe, faisant vibrer le métal, d’abord
doucement puis de plus en plus vite, comme ces attractions de fête foraine qui
donnaient toujours affreusement mal au cœur à Rose.



Ils reculèrent tous les trois.



— J’ai un mauvais pressentiment, souffla Origan.



— Tais-toi, lui ordonna Oliver qui tenait l’œil à bout
de bras.



La pâte explosa et se mit à bouillir, toutefois sans
déborder. La cuve continua de tourner. Peu à peu, la pâte s’éleva dans les airs
jusqu’à former une boule flottante difforme qui monta au plafond. La mixture
prit alors l’apparence d’un visage humain avec de grands sourcils froncés et
des yeux creux qui fixaient Rose. Une bouche se forma et se mit à articuler
silencieusement des mots.



— Laisse-moi tranquille ! hurla Rose.



L’œil s’éteignit, ses paupières se fermèrent avec un petit
claquement. Le visage se fondit dans la masse de la pâte, qui retomba
lourdement dans le mixer.



C’était terminé.



Oliver reposa l’œil du sorcier dans son bocal. Rose referma
fermement le couvercle et partit ranger le récipient dans la cave secrète. Alors
qu’elle le replaçait sur l’étagère, elle aurait juré l’entendre grogner (à
moins que ce soit quelque chose d’autre).



 



Origan, Rose et Oliver remplirent tous les moules à gâteau
de la cuisine avec la pâte gluante, qui avait pris une teinte gris-rose, et les
glissèrent dans les fours (les quatre fours traditionnels plus le four en nid d’abeilles),
à la température maximale. Il faisait aussi chaud que dans la salle des
machines d’un paquebot à vapeur.



Quarante minutes plus tard, le petit minuteur rouge qu’utilisait
Céleste émit un « ding » enthousiaste. Les trois aînés des Bliss se
remirent au travail. Oliver et Origan retirèrent les gâteaux des fours pour les
laisser refroidir. Rose commença à découper de fines parts qu’elle disposait
sur des assiettes en papier, avec une fourchette en plastique.



Aucun d’eux ne pipa mot jusqu’à ce que ce soit terminé. La
cuisine croulait sous les morceaux de dessert magique.



Entre-temps, la plupart des filles s’étaient réveillées. Ils
les entendaient frapper à la vitrine sans relâche.



Ayant disposé deux douzaines d’assiettes sur un plateau, avec
l’aide d’Origan, Rose déposa le tout près de la porte.



— Dépêchez-vous ! Les bêtes rrreviennent à la
charge ! dit Mme Carlson qui jouait avec Nini.



— Silence ! hurla Rose en direction de la porte.



Tante Lily et Chip seraient là d’une minute à l’autre. Il fallait
agir vite.



Oliver cria à travers le mégaphone :



— Taisez-vous !



Au son de sa voix, les adolescentes se turent et écoutèrent
avec un fol espoir.



— Je vous aime tellement, dit-il, que je vous ai fait
un gâteau ! annonça-t-il en brandissant une part devant la vitrine.



Il y eut un grand soupir collectif.



— Si vous en voulez, vous devez faire la queue à la
porte. Une par une !



— C’est comme si la liberté des femmes n’était plus qu’un
rrrêve ! marmonna Mme Carlson.



Les filles se battirent pour se mettre en ligne, se griffant
les unes les autres pour les premières places. Les mains tremblantes, Rose
déverrouilla la porte. Elle se voyait déjà écrasée par un troupeau de
demoiselles hystériques.



— Si vous finissez votre assiette, expliqua Oliver
comme s’il s’adressait à un groupe de maternelles, alors je… je vous serrerai
dans mes bras et je signerai votre album de mon nom.



— Juste ton nom ? s’indigna une des filles.



Oliver haussa les épaules.



— Et je ferai un smiley, ajouta-t-il.



— Ouais ! Ouais ! Ouais !



Rose entrouvrit la porte de quelques centimètres – juste
assez pour laisser passer une assiette en carton. Alors qu’elle leur tendait à
chacune sa ration, ces folles n’avaient d’yeux que pour Oliver.



Cléa Molett fut la première à goûter au gâteau. Ses jolies
boucles blondes n’étaient désormais plus qu’une tignasse hirsute pleine de boue.
Rose lui tendit une fourchette, mais elle attrapa sa part de ses mains
manucurées et l’engloutit d’une seule bouchée.



Cléa commença par écarquiller les yeux, puis elle pivota sur
elle-même et s’éloigna d’un pas assuré. Le même manège se reproduisit avec
chaque fille.



— C’était quoi, comme gâteau ? demanda Mme Carlson.
On dirait qu’elles n’ont pas aimé. Moi, j’avalerais pas ce trrruc grrris.



Rose soupira. Mme Carlson avait raison. Même
si elles l’avaient dévoré, elles ne semblaient pas l’avoir apprécié.



— Tu crois que c’est normal ? chuchota Oliver en
croisant ses bras musclés sur sa poitrine.



Rose n’en était pas certaine. C’était étrange, en effet. Les
filles s’étaient éloignées comme des robots. Mais n’était-ce pas là ce qu’ils
voulaient ? Qu’elles s’en aillent ?



En outre, la recette ne ferait complètement effet que dans
douze heures, pas avant le lendemain matin.



Nini, assise sur le sol crasseux de la pâtisserie, levait
les bras dans l’attente d’un câlin, ou d’une part de gâteau.



— Ma famille a un livre de recettes magiques ! cria-t-elle.
Ils le gardent dans la chambre froide ! Rose a la clef !



Rose tendit à sa sœur une part de la substance grise et Nini
n’en fit qu’une bouchée.



Soudain, la petite fille se tut. Elle regarda dans le vide.



— Nini ? Ça va ? demanda Rose.



La petite hocha la tête, le regard toujours perdu au loin, puis
elle sortit de la cuisine à quatre pattes et monta l’escalier.



— Mais où elle va ? demanda Origan.



Rose la suivit et regarda Nini escalader son lit, allumer sa
veilleuse, puis tirer ses couvertures jusqu’au menton. Elle resta là sans
bouger, silencieuse, puis ferma les yeux.



— Est-ce que ça va ? demanda à nouveau Rose. Nini ?



Mais Nini était déjà en train de ronfler. Cela ne lui ressemblait
pourtant pas d’aller se coucher au milieu de la journée, sans manger.



Dans le couloir, Rose croisa Mme Carlson.



— Puisque la petite fait la sieste, annonça-t-elle, je
vais l’imiter. Il y a eu trrrop d’agitation aujourd’hui, c’est mauvais pourrr
ma tension. Monsieur Muscle et Miss America vont pas tarrrder à rentrrrer. Ils
pourrront se charrrger du nettoyage. Vous êtes une famille bien étrrrange.



Mme Carlson s’éloigna sans rien ajouter.



Dans le jardin, Oliver et Origan étaient en train d’entasser
des assiettes de gâteau dans le petit chariot rouge qu’Albert rangeait au
garage. Autrefois, il arrivait à leur père de les entasser dans ce chariot pour
aller faire les courses.



— Nini a l’air bizarre, déclara Rose. Elle est allée se
coucher.



— Au moins, comme ça elle ne sera pas dans nos pattes, commenta
Oliver.



— Mais tu ne trouves pas ça curieux, toi ?



Rose avait une boule dans l’estomac. Le gâteau avait
transformé les filles en robots et Nini, après en avoir mangé, s’était
immédiatement endormie. Était-ce bon signe ? Cette recette ne ressemblait
pas au reste du livre, et en plus elle nécessitait les larmes noires et
huileuses d’un sorcier. Rose aurait voulu appeler ses parents à l’aide. Mais, bien
sûr, c’était impossible.



— On n’a pas fait tout ça pour rien, dit Oliver. Je
vais personnellement m’assurer que chaque habitant de cette ville goûte à ce
stupide gâteau !



Il croisa les bras sur sa poitrine.



— Rose, voyons, il faut qu’on guérisse tout le monde
avant le retour de papa et maman !



Oliver sortit un plan de Calamity Falls de sa poche et s’éloigna
en tirant le chariot d’une main.



— Ça devrait prendre… heu… dix-sept heures, grommela-t-il.



Une fois Oliver dans la rue, Rose et Origan retroussèrent
leurs manches.



Maintenant, il fallait ranger.



L’épisode des filles avait achevé de semer le chaos dans la
pâtisserie. Quarante-quatre plats sales s’empilaient dans l’évier ; des
morceaux de pâte gris-rose avaient séché non seulement sur les parois du mixer
mais aussi sur les murs et sur les portes des placards. Rose n’avait aucune
idée de ce qu’étaient ces flaques claires sur le sol – de l’eau, du blanc d’œuf,
de la sueur ou du liquide d’œil de Sorcier Malfaisant ?



Et c’était compter sans les déchets devant la maison : des
dizaines d’assiettes et de fourchettes en plastique éparpillées sur le trottoir.
La horde de filles avait piétiné les parterres de fleurs du jardin et jusqu’aux
buissons. Il y avait un trou béant dans le trampoline.



Lorsqu’ils eurent fini de ranger le jardin et qu’ils
retournèrent dans la cuisine, Chip et tante Lily – alias Monsieur Muscle et
Miss America – étaient de retour de chez Pierre Guillaume.



— Je croyais que vous deviez tout nettoyer ! fulmina
Chip en tressaillant de tous ses muscles.



Excédé, il alla chercher les produits d’entretien.



— Vraiment, Rose, à quoi tu pensais ? demanda
tante Lily en papillonnant des cils, d’une beauté à couper le souffle, belle à
faire peur…



Avant que Rose ait eut le temps de trouver un mensonge
plausible, Origan balbutia :



— Tout ça, c’est à cause du livre de recettes !
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Mentir à
tante Lily



— Un
livre de receeeeeeetttes ! répéta Lily en allongeant le mot à l’infini.



— Oui, heu… Les Recettes de Papy Brossard ! répondit
Rose avec la sensation que l’air qu’elle respirait était aussi épais que du
sirop d’érable. Tu vois, notre gâteau était tellement délicieux qu’ils se sont
battus pour en avoir.



Lily ôta son béret, secoua ses cheveux courts et s’agenouilla.
Lily s’agenouillait toujours quand elle avait quelque chose d’important à dire,
afin que ses yeux soient à la même hauteur que ceux de Rose.



— Et vous avez fait quoi comme gâteau ? demanda
Lily en plissant les paupières comme pour dire « C’est vrai, ce mensonge ? »



— Un gâteau à la fraise, l’informa Rose du tac au tac.



— Dis-lui ce qu’on a vraiment fait ! hurla alors
Origan. Rose ne fit ni une ni deux : elle poussa Origan dans la chambre
froide puis s’appuya contre la porte. Il la supplia de le laisser sortir, mais
comme ses cris étaient étouffés, il aurait tout aussi bien pu être en train de
demander une Wii pour Noël.



— Origan vous a aidés ? s’étonna tante Lily, de plus
en plus soupçonneuse.



Rose opina vigoureusement. Derrière elle, la porte de la
chambre froide tremblait sous les coups de son frère.



— Rose, la gronda Lily, tu me caches quelque chose, c’est
évident. On n’enferme pas pour rien son frère dans une chambre froide ! Allons,
ce n’est sûrement pas si grave que ça ! Moi aussi j’ai été jeune. Une fois,
j’ai mis de la super-glu sous les chaussures de mon père. On ne pouvait plus
les détacher du sol !



À cet instant, Rose fut propulsée à quatre pattes par terre.
Origan jaillit de la chambre froide, triomphant.



— Je suis un champion ! crâna-t-il. Je suis super
fort !



— Je n’en doute pas une seconde, plaisanta tante Lily.



— Rose vous ment ! accusa-t-il en nouant ses bras
autour du cou de Lily. On a fait un gâteau en utilisant le vrai livre de
recettes !



— Quel livre ? s’enquit Lily.



— On a un livre de recettes magiques dans la famille, déclara
Origan. Nos parents nous ont dit de ne pas y toucher, mais on a convaincu Rose
de désobéir.



Rose se releva et épousseta ses genoux. Elle était sur le
point de courir vers le téléphone dans l’intention d’appeler sa mère et de lui
dire : « Maman, on s’est servis du livre de recettes et on a presque
détruit toute la ville, et maintenant Origan est en train de tout déballer à
notre fausse tante super belle… » Mais sa langue était collée à son palais
comme une chaussette mouillée.



Troublée, Rose tenta de se rappeler comment on comptait en
latin.



— Unus. Duo. Tres, murmura-t-elle. Quattuor.
Cinque, Quinque ?



C ou Qu ? Ne confondait-elle pas latin et
italien ? Toujours est-il que la langue de Rose retrouva peu à peu sa
mobilité.



« Je veux parler à maman de tante Lily », pensa
Rose, puis elle essaya de le dire tout haut.



Mais sa langue était de nouveau paralysée : une force
mystérieuse s’opposait à ce qu’elle parle de tante Lily à sa mère. En attendant,
Origan était toujours dans les bras de Lily, à cracher le morceau par petits
bouts, comme un sac de lentilles troué.



— Je vois, dit tante Lily. Et où se trouve ce livre de
recettes magiques ?



— Derrière la tapisserie, au fond de la chambre froide,
dit le traître Origan.



— Comme c’est intéreeeeeeeeessant ! roucoula Lily.



Le visage rayonnant d’amour, elle se pencha vers Rose et lui
tendit sa belle main aux ongles parfaits.



— Rose, je sais que tu as menti pour protéger tes
parents. Mais si ce livre de recettes t’a causé des ennuis, alors il faut que
tu te confies à un adulte. Quelqu’un de ta famille, une personne qui porte une
marque de louche sur l’épaule.



Rose prit son courage à deux mains. Si elle avait réussi à
gérer une horde d’adolescentes en furie, elle était capable de faire face à
tante Lily.



— On a tout arrangé, dit-elle.



— Comment ?



— Avec du gâteau.



— Très bien, mon ange, dit Lily, mais son sourire s’évanouit
quand elle ajouta : Je crois maintenant qu’il faut que tu me donnes la
clef de la réserve. Au cas où un autre enfant serait tenté d’y pénétrer. Si je
comprends bien, ce livre peut être dangereux.



À l’idée de remettre la clef à tante Lily, Rose sentit
toutes les fibres de son corps résister.



— Je ne peux pas, dit-elle. Papa et maman me l’ont
confiée.



— Rose, voyons, dit Lily en découvrant ses ravissantes
dents blanches dans un sourire enjôleur. Ne leur avais-tu pas aussi promis de
ne pas t’en servir ?



Tante Lily avait mis en plein dans le mille. Tout bien
réfléchi, Rose n’était peut-être pas une future magicienne-pâtissière ni même
quelqu’un à qui on pouvait faire confiance. Une grosse larme roula jusqu’au
coin de sa bouche.



Origan leva le doigt bien haut en s’exclamant :



— C’est moi qui vais garder la clef !



— Quoi ? protesta Rose. Tu es le moins responsable
de nous tous !



— Personne ne me laisse jamais rien faire ! couina-t-il.



— Rose, dit tante Lily, je pense que tu devrais lui
céder. Il a besoin qu’on le prenne au sérieux.



Rose se tourna vers Origan. Elle aimait beaucoup son petit
diable de frère qui savait si bien faire le clown, et elle se rappelait à quel
point elle-même était frustrée quand ses parents ne lui donnaient pas de
responsabilités à la pâtisserie, à quel point leur manque de confiance en elle
la rendait insignifiante à ses propres yeux. Tante Lily avait raison : son
petit frère méritait d’avoir sa chance.



Rose posa une main sur l’épaule d’Origan qui sautait sur
place d’impatience.



— D’accord, dit-elle. C’est à toi de garder la clef.



Origan s’arrêta net, l’air de ne pas trop y croire.



— Mais quand tu seras grand, promets-moi que tu seras
acteur.



— Tu veux que je devienne un acteur ? répéta-t-il,
éberlué.



— Ou que tu fasses carrière dans la politique. Un
métier où il faut savoir s’exprimer. Alors je te confie la responsabilité de la
clef pendant quelques jours. Mais tu ne dois laisser personne d’autre la
toucher. Tu m’entends, personne.



Elle désigna d’un signe de tête Lily, qui attendait debout
devant les portes battantes de la cuisine, ses mains fines posées sur ses joues
au teint de pêche.



Rose souleva ses cheveux pour enlever le cordon de son cou
et le passa par-dessus la tignasse rousse d’Origan, comme si elle le faisait
chevalier.



Origan la serra si fort dans ses bras que Rose dut le
repousser pour pouvoir respirer. Elle lui fit un large sourire.



 



Rose passa le reste de l’après-midi à récurer des moules à
gâteau pendant que Lily et Chip nettoyaient la pâtisserie. Origan et une Mme Carlson
à moitié endormie allèrent ramasser les assiettes et les fourchettes qui
jonchaient le trottoir.



Oliver rentra à dix heures du soir. Sa chemise était trempée
de sueur, son visage couvert de poussière et ses mains pleines d’ampoules à
force de tirer le chariot.



Rose lui versa un verre d’eau.



— Alors, c’est fait ? demanda-t-elle.



Les yeux fermés, il but l’eau d’un trait en faisant signe
que oui.



— Tout le monde a eu sa part ? insista-t-elle.



— Tous ces gens… tellement de gens…, marmonna-t-il.



— Origan a tout raconté à tante Lily, il lui a parlé du
livre de recettes. Elle voulait la clef de la bibliothèque, mais je l’ai donnée
à Origan.



Alors qu’Oliver se dirigeait en titubant vers l’escalier, Rose
le suivit.



— Tu m’écoutes, Oliver ?



Dans la chambre qu’il partageait avec Origan, ils virent une
grande silhouette penchée au chevet de leur frère.



C’était tante Lily. Origan était endormi et elle lui
caressait les cheveux.



— Mais qu’est-ce que tu fais là ? chuchota Rose.



— Tu m’as fait peur ! s’exclama tante Lily en
sursautant. Je… je disais juste bonne nuit à Origan.



Se faufilant avec grâce entre Rose et Oliver, elle sortit de
la chambre d’un pas léger.



Rose poussa un soupir de soulagement en voyant la petite
clef argentée sur le torse d’Origan, toute luisante dans la clarté lunaire :
la clef était toujours là où elle devait être.



Oliver plongea dans son lit. Rose s’apprêta à partir, mais
son frère la retint par la main.



— Hé, Rosita, dit-il. On s’est quand même bien amusés
aujourd’hui.



Rose ne put s’empêcher de sourire.



— Enfin, si on oublie que j’ai été obligé de chanter et
de traîner un chariot de gâteaux dans toute la ville sous un soleil de plomb, ajouta-t-il
en bâillant. Mais quand même, on a fait du bon travail.



Rose aurait voulu lui dire : « Merci, ça me touche
beaucoup. Des fois, j’ai l’impression que tu t’en fiches, de moi, parce que t’es
trop occupé à être un beau gosse super populaire et que je suis juste ta petite
sœur couverte de farine qui t’embête tout le temps, mais je t’aime plus que je
ne saurais le dire, alors je suis contente que tu penses que je suis douée pour
quelque chose. »



Mais comme il ronflait déjà, elle se contenta d’un :



— Bonne nuit, fais de beaux rêves, Oliver.



Elle ferma la chambre des garçons et se dirigea vers la
salle de bains afin de débarbouiller son visage noir de crasse.



Quand le téléphone sans fil sonna, Rose répondit en fermant
la porte derrière elle. C’était bien ce qu’elle craignait : sa mère !



— J’espère que je n’appelle pas trop tard, mon cœur, mais
on vient seulement de rentrer à l’hôtel ! Je voulais savoir comment vont
mes enfants chéris ! Tout s’est-il bien passé aujourd’hui ?



— Oui ! affirma Rose avec une conviction qui l’étonna
elle-même.



Tout s’était bien terminé, n’est-ce pas ? Certes, la
ville avait été mise sens dessus dessous, mais, avec l’aide de ses frères, elle
avait tout arrangé. Rose savait qu’un jour elle raconterait l’histoire à sa
mère autour d’une tasse de thé et que celle-ci lui pincerait le menton en
disant : « Ma bonne petite pâtissière ! »



— C’est peut-être un peu tôt pour juger, ajouta-t-elle
malicieusement, mais je crois qu’Oliver, Origan et moi, on forme une sacrée
équipe.



Céleste éclata de rire.



— C’est merveilleux, ma chérie. Qu’est-ce qui s’est
passé ?



— On a fait de la pâtisserie ensemble.



— C’est ce qui rend la pâtisserie magique, Rose.



Rose sourit en ajoutant intérieurement : « Ça et
tous les trucs qui se trouvent dans la cave secrète. »



— Bonne nuit, mon ange.



— Bonne nuit, maman.



Dehors, la nuit était tombée et la première étoile brillait
au firmament, peut-être un peu plus brillante et plus rose qu’une étoile.
« C’est peut-être une planète, pensa Rose. C’est peut-être Mars. »



Mars était la planète préférée de Rose. Elle tirait son nom
du dieu de la guerre dans la mythologie romaine. Et en cet instant, Rose se
sentait aussi forte qu’une guerrière.









[image: bliss-16]


13


SREVNE’L A



Lorsque Rose se réveilla le lendemain, elle avait trop chaud
et cela la démangeait de partout.



La veille, elle avait assisté à des phénomènes étranges
comme certaines personnes n’en voient jamais de leur vie. « Pourvu qu’aujourd’hui
soit une journée ordinaire », se dit-elle.



Il lui fallait s’assurer que la pâtisserie restait ouverte
et que le livre de recettes magiques, en revanche, restait fermé. Ainsi, à leur
retour, leurs parents trouveraient la pâtisserie Bliss impeccablement propre. Elle
laverait aussi les cheveux de Nini.



Rose enfila son tee-shirt préféré, celui à rayures roses et
orange, et s’aspergea le visage d’eau fraîche. Sa peau était pleine de boutons
rouges enflammés. Cela arrivait souvent l’été, quand Rose s’épuisait à la
cuisine et transpirait à grosses gouttes.



Quelqu’un frappa à la porte de la salle de bains.



— Une minute ! dit-elle.



Elle se pencha vers le miroir pour observer ses boutons de
plus près. La potion magique de tante Lily ne serait pas du luxe.



Comme si elle avait lu dans ses pensées, une voix dit :



— C’est ta tante Lily ! Je peux entrer ?



Sans attendre sa réponse, Lily entra dans la pièce et posa
un sac de toilette noir sur le tabouret.



— Il est temps de nous mettre au travail !



— Je sais, dit Rose, qui ne put s’empêcher d’admirer la
tenue de sa tante.



Elle portait un chemisier violet à manches courtes et un
jean moulant noir qui lui donnaient une allure décontractée mais chic. Rose
baissa les yeux sur son tee-shirt en se disant que les rayures n’étaient
peut-être pas une bonne idée, après tout.



— Il est temps de descendre à la cuisine.



— Je ne parlais pas de ça, dit Lily en ouvrant son sac.



Rose vit qu’il était plein de produits de beauté. Céleste ne
permettait jamais à sa fille de se maquiller. Elle disait que cela rendait les
filles « aussi peu appétissantes qu’un beignet de chez Stetson ». Mais
Rose s’était toujours demandé si un petit peu de blush – une touche de glamour
– n’était pas justement ce qui lui manquait.



— Rester jolie, ce n’est pas toujours facile, déclara
tante Lily. Je ne me maquillais pas avant. Mais un jour, quelqu’un m’a dit que
ma bouche ressemblait à celle d’un lapin. Depuis, je ne sors jamais sans rouge
à lèvres.



Rose, hypnotisée, regarda sa tante passer du crayon rouge autour
de ses lèvres.



— Même du gloss transparent, ça peut faire l’affaire. Un
peu d’éclat, quoi.



Tante Lily, qui était déjà belle, devint éblouissante. Rose
ne put s’empêcher de repenser à la voix dans la cave, qui avait sous-entendu qu’elle
ne serait jamais belle et était condamnée à rester insignifiante.



Tante Lily était peut-être un personnage assez louche, mais
c’était aussi la première personne dans la vie de Rose qui comprenait ce que c’était
que d’être une femme belle et intelligente. Elle avait sûrement
quelque chose à lui enseigner dans ce domaine.



— Tante Lily ?



— Oui, ma chérie ?



— Est-ce que tu penses que… peut-être… que tu pourrais
me… m’aider ?



Tante Lily s’arrêta entre deux applications de mascara.



— Tu veux que je t’aide à être jolie ?



Rose hocha la tête.



— Oh, j’ai cru que tu ne me le demanderais jamais, ronronna
tante Lily.



 



Rose entra dans la cuisine d’un pas dansant avec la
sensation d’être belle comme le jour.



Chip était en train de recouvrir un gâteau aux sept saveurs
d’une couche onctueuse de noix de coco.



— Bonjour, Chip ! s’écria joyeusement Rose.



— Tu sais, Rose, j’ai dû passer cinq heures à nettoyer,
grogna Chip. J’ai même été obligé de ramasser un dentier de bibliothécaire. Ça
ne fait pas partie de mes fonctions.



— Je suis désolée, Chip. Je ne sais pas ce qui leur a
pris, à toutes ces dames.



Chip l’observa :



— Tu as l’air… différente, Rosie.



Rose jeta un regard à tante Lily qui lui fit un sourire
magnifique.



— Je pense qu’elle est toujours la même, dit tante Lily
de sa voix musicale, en un peu plus… chatoyante.



L’idée d’être « un peu plus chatoyante » plut
beaucoup à Rose.



— Je vais ouvrir la pâtisserie, annonça-t-elle. Il y a
probablement déjà la queue dehors.



Rose passa les portes battantes d’un pas léger, un sourire
amical aux lèvres, prête à accueillir chaleureusement la foule habituelle.



Mais il n’y avait pas l’ombre d’un client.



Même pas le moindre habitué. Ni M. Phibien, ni Mlle Chardon,
ni Mme Bonnevoix. Pas de professeurs, pas de bibliothécaires, pas
d’élèves en vacances. Pas un chat.



— De quoi a-t-on besoin, Rose ? Plus de muffins ?
s’enquit tante Lily en pénétrant dans la boutique. Oh, mais… ! Il n’y a
encore personne.



Chip, les mains pleines de copeaux de noix de coco, entra en
marmonnant :



— Tiens, c’est bizarre. Le jeudi, on est généralement
débordés.



— Oui ! C’est étrange ! approuva tante Lily. On
dirait qu’il y a quelque chose qui cloche.



Rose haussa les épaules.



— Ils vont arriver. C’est sûr, ils ne vont pas tarder.



Rose rassembla quelques muffins sur un plateau, repositionna
les gâteaux aux sept saveurs sous leurs cloches en verre puis balaya le
carrelage en damier noir et blanc, passant sous les chaises en fer forgé dont
les dossiers ressemblaient à des entrelacs de fleurs. Elle alla jusqu’à secouer
le vieux paillasson.



Puis elle se planta derrière le comptoir et attendit.



 



Trois heures s’écoulèrent. Toujours pas le moindre client. Seule
Mme Carlson avait pointé le bout de son nez pour annoncer que
Nini était « un mollusque paresseux » qui ne voulait pas se réveiller
et que par sa faute elle allait rater une journée de bronzage. Remarquant
soudain le nouveau look scintillant de Rose, elle avait poussé un cri d’indignation
puis était remonté aussi sec dans la chambre de Nini.



Pas une âme n’était passée devant la pâtisserie, pas même
une voiture. Rose, qui commençait à s’embêter ferme, avait téléphoné à sa
copine Alexandra. Aucune réponse. À croire que le monde s’était arrêté.



Chip abandonna ses fourneaux et s’attela à une grille de
Sudoku sur la table de la cuisine. Tante Lily astiqua la vitrine. Rose se livra
à quelques calculs dans sa tête : Oliver avait distribué les dernières
parts de gâteau vers dix heures la veille au soir. Il était midi maintenant. La
recette disait que la formule ne faisait complètement effet qu’après douze
heures. Alors pourquoi personne n’était-il venu ? Avaient-ils eu leur dose
de sucre avec le gâteau, pour ne pas vouloir de muffins ? Mais qui aurait
pu se refuser un muffïn pour le petit déjeuner ?



Un peu plus tard, Oliver et Origan descendirent l’escalier, en
chemise bleue, leurs cheveux roux hérissés de gel. Origan ressemblait à une
version miniature d’Oliver, en plus joufflu et plus farceur.



— Oh, vous êtes magnifiques, tous les deux ! s’écria
tante Lily.



Dès qu’ils aperçurent Rose, ils s’exclamèrent d’une seule
voix :



— Qu’est-ce qui es arrivé ?



— Les grands esprits se rencontrent ! s’écria
Origan.



— C’est quoi, cette vieille expression ? dit Rose.



— Tu as l’air… différente, commenta Oliver en tournant
en rond autour de sa sœur, les bras croisés sur la poitrine. Qu’est-ce qui a
changé ?



Rose ne put s’empêcher de sourire.



— Devine.



— Je sais ! dit Origan. Tu ne portes pas de sous-vêtements !



— Raté. Essaie encore, dit Rose en secouant la tête.



— Un nouveau tee-shirt ? suggéra Oliver, avant de
faire la grimace. Non, c’est pas ça, t’as toujours eu ce vieux truc moche à
rayures.



— Non !



Ses frères étaient-ils aveugles pour ne pas voir ce qui
avait changé ?



— Je suis maquillée !



— Ah, c’est tout ? dit Oliver d’un air déçu. C’est
pour ça que la pâtisserie est vide ? Parce que tu t’es maquillée ?



— Non. Qu’est-ce que le maquillage a à voir avec la
pâtisserie ?



Il ramassa un muffin pour le renifler.



— Je sais pas. C’est juste bizarre qu’il n’y ait aucun
client.



— Je suis bien d’accord. Personne n’est venu nous
voir ce matin, opina Rose en tentant de contenir sa mauvaise humeur devant
tante Lily. Pas un seul client. C’est vraiment étrange. Je commence à penser
que notre affaire a mal tourné.



— Peut-être qu’ils ont bloqué la rue pour
tourner un film ! suggéra Origan, toujours optimiste.



Sauf que, dehors, rien ne bougeait sauf la haie de leurs
voisins, qui s’agitait sous la légère brise d’été. Oliver se tourna vers Rose.



— Tu as raison. C’est bizarre. Allons voir sur la
grande place. D’accord ? Rien que pour nous rassurer…



— Tante Lily, dit Rose du ton calme et professionnel qu’utilisait
sa CPE quand elle l’aidait à organiser son emploi du temps, ça ne te dérange
pas de surveiller la caisse pendant qu’on va faire un tour sur la place ?



— Mais pas du tout. Allez-y, pas de problème !



Oliver, Rose et Origan longèrent l’école silencieuse, le
parking vide de l’église, la caserne de pompiers et le jardin public déserts. Les
voitures étaient toujours garées devant les maisons. Les magasins affichaient
tous des pancartes FERME.



La place de briques rouge était brûlante et désolée comme un
désert. L’air vibrait au-dessus de la statue de Reginald Calamity et du toit de
Pierre Guillaume. On ne voyait personne jeter des pièces dans la fontaine, ni
attendre son coq au vin, ni même déguster une bonne glace au café.



Rose se retourna en entendant un bruit de l’autre côté de la
place.



Mais ce n’était qu’un pigeon bien gras qui picorait des
miettes.



— Je comprends pas, dit Origan. Tout devrait être
revenu à la normale.



Oliver se gratta la nuque d’une main, le menton de l’autre, signe
qu’il faisait marcher ses méninges à cent à l’heure.



— Peut-être qu’ils font juste la grasse mat’, conclut-il.
Peut-être qu’ils sortiront de leurs lits pour le goûter ?



Mais à sept heures du soir, la situation était inchangée. Nini
était encore en train de ronfler. Elle dormait depuis plus de vingt-quatre
heures. Mme Carlson avait téléphoné au médecin, mais personne n’avait
décroché. Vers cinq heures, Chip avait décidé de rentrer chez lui.



Le ciel commençait à s’assombrir quand tante Lily prit Rose
à part.



— Soit tout le monde en ville a pris un somnifère, soit
ils sont sous le charme d’une sorcière maléfique.



Une sorcière maléfique ? La gorge de Rose se serra d’angoisse,
puis, avec un frisson d’horreur, elle se rendit compte que cette sorcière, c’était
sans doute elle, Rosemary Bliss.



— Et ce gâteau que vous avez distribué à toute la ville
hier ? Celui qui, disiez-vous, allait tout arranger ? demanda
Lily d’une voix sourde.



Tout ce que Rose avait voulu faire, c’était prouver à ses
parents qu’elle était digne de confiance, qu’elle était assez grande pour
garder le secret du livre de recettes magiques et quelle était une pâtissière
accomplie. Au lieu de quoi, elle avait provoqué une si grande catastrophe qu’elle
avait la sensation de patauger dans un marécage hanté.



Tante Lily savait-elle lire dans les pensées ? Toujours
est-il qu’elle déclara :



— Rose, je sais ce que tu ressens. Avant, j’étais une
fille quelconque, et puis j’ai appris la pâtisserie. Toi et moi, on cuisine
parce qu’on aime ça, et aussi parce qu’on a envie qu’on nous remarque, on veut
être extraordinaires. Et, parfois, on va trop loin. Tu vois ce que je veux dire ?



Tante Lily avait trouvé les mots justes. Rose se décida
soudain : autant passer aux aveux.



— Tout a commencé quand on a donné des Muffins de l’amour
à M. Phibien et à Mlle Chardon, et puis après on a fait
des Cookies de la vérité pour Mme Bonnevoix, mais Chip les a
distribués à tout le monde par erreur. Ensuite les bibliothécaires se sont
battues dans la boutique, et Oliver a donné des Muffins de l’amour et des
Cookies de la vérité aux filles de sa classe parce que lui non plus il n’est
pas très sûr de lui. Les filles sont devenues folles comme si elles étaient à
un concert de Justin Bieber. Après ça, on a fait un Gâteau
retourné-inversé-renversé qu’on a fait manger à tout le monde, mais maintenant
je pense que le plan a mal tourné parce que la ville semble… s’être arrêtée…



Tante Lily prit les joues de Rose en coupe entre ses mains.



— Rose, tu es incroyable. Tu es la jeune personne la
plus intelligente et la plus talentueuse que j’aie jamais vue. Tu as d’immenses
qualités, le sais-tu ?



Rose eut alors l’impression que de l’or coulait dans ses
veines. Elle aurait voulu mettre son bonheur en bouteille, pour pouvoir en
boire une gorgée chaque matin avant de se lever.



— Mais.. ajouta tante Lily.



Rose sortit immédiatement de sa rêverie.



— … quand on est aussi doué que toi, on doit aussi
savoir admettre quand on a besoin d’aide. Et si quelque chose a mal tourné, alors
il est possible que je puisse t’aider. J’ai un peu d’expérience en la matière.



Lily voulait-elle dire qu’elle en connaissait un rayon
question pâtisserie, ou bien qu’elle avait déjà géré un désastre magique ?



À cet instant, Mme Carlson se mit à hurler
du haut de l’escalier :



— À l’aide ! C’est Nini !



Rose et tante Lily se précipitèrent à l’étage. Elles
trouvèrent Mme Carlson aux prises avec la petite Anis Bliss qui
riait aux éclats en se tortillant comme un ver et en agitant ses bras potelés. Origan
les rejoignit dans la seconde.



— Où est Oliver ? lui lança Rose, affolée.



— Il sort la poubelle. Qu’est-ce qu’elle a, Nini ?



— Cette enfant est possédée ! Appelez un prrrêtre !
hurla Mme Carlson qui maintenait à grand-peine la petite au sol.



— Elle est juste joyeuse, fit observer Rose.



— Satan a prrris possession de son âme !



— N’importe quoi, dit tante Lily de sa voix flûtée en
écartant Mme Carlson.



Une fois libérée, Nini, à quatre pattes, se déplaça à
reculons sur le tapis comme un agneau qui refuse d’entrer dans son enclos.



Et quand elle ouvrit la bouche, ce fut plus étrange encore.



— Ej illeppa’m Sin a ! grogna-t-elle. Ej illeppa’m !



Origan pointa Nini du doigt.



— Oh ! C’est vrai qu’elle a l’air possédée !



Soudain, un hurlement leur parvint du jardin. Rose, Origan
et Lily se précipitèrent à la fenêtre de la salle de bains. C’était Oliver.



Debout près de la benne à ordures, il ressemblait moins à
Oliver qu’à une statue d’Oliver tant il était pétrifié.



Huit hommes en tenue grise, transportant chacun un
sac-poubelle noir bien rempli, l’encerclaient. D’abord, Rose crut qu’ils s’éloignaient
puis elle remarqua qu’en réalité ils convergeaient vers Oliver en marchant à
reculons.



Le cercle des hommes en gris se rétrécit autour d’Oliver qui,
brusquement, sortit de son immobilité et plongea derrière la benne en criant au
secours.



Les hommes l’ignorèrent.



Ils lâchèrent leurs sacs-poubelle autour de la benne, puis, toujours
en reculant et en trébuchant çà et là sur les buissons, ils prirent la
direction de la rue. En plissant les paupières, Rose lut ce qu’il y avait d’écrit
sur leurs uniformes : propreté de calamity falls.



Les huit hommes s’entassèrent tant bien que mal dans la
cabine du camion poubelle, et, en marche arrière, passèrent à la maison
suivante.



— Alors ça, ce n’est pas normal ! s’exclama
tante Lily avec des trémolos dans sa belle voix.



Ils sortirent rejoindre Oliver.



— Qu’est-ce qu’il s’est passé ? demanda Rose en
délogeant d’une pichenette une pelure de fruit sur la manche de son frère.



— Il frappa un des sacs noirs du pied.



— Les éboueurs viennent de nous livrer des poubelles.



— Ce sont les nôtres ? demanda Origan en faisant
une grimace de clown. Ça ne sent pas la rose…



— Mais pourquoi marchaient-ils à reculons ?
s’étonna Rose.



— S’il n’y avait que ça ! dit Oliver. Regarde !



Rose se tourna. La rue revenait enfin à la vie. Les lampes s’allumaient
dans les maisons et quelques personnes en peignoir traversaient leur jardin à
reculons pour déposer leurs journaux bien pliés sur l’herbe. Quelques portes de
garage s’ouvrirent et les voitures s’engagèrent dans la rue en marche arrière.
M. Roller se mit à enduire sa Corvette de boue. Peter Strickland, le
livreur de journaux, arriva à l’envers sur son vélo pour ramasser les journaux
sur les pelouses. Mme Burns traîna son chien sur le trottoir, munie
d’un petit sac en plastique bleu.



— Je préfère ne pas savoir ce qu’elle va faire à cette
pauvre bête, soupira Oliver.



De l’autre côté de la rue, Rose vit Mme Calhoun
déposer un baiser sur la tête de Kenny et lui tendre son déjeuner. Kenny partit
en courant et à reculons, avec son sac à dos, en direction de l’école primaire.



— Mais qu’est-ce qu’ils ont tous ? s’exclama-t-elle.
Il fait nuit ! Ils devraient être en train de se préparer à aller se
coucher.



Tante Lily dégagea une mèche de cheveux du visage de Rose.



— On dirait que le Gâteau retourné-inversé-renversé
produit exactement l’effet promis.



— Ouais, dit Oliver. Finalement, ce gâteau n’était pas
une si bonne idée.



— Alors, c’est la faute du gâteau ? demanda Origan.



— C’est notre faute, corrigea Rose, qui avait
mal au cœur tout à coup.



Oliver et elle, en voulant tout arranger, n’avaient fait qu’aggraver
la situation.



Leur voisine, Mme Daublin, s’avança à leur
rencontre à reculons, vêtue d’un caftan et d’un turban. Elle regarda Rose avec
une expression amicale dont elle n’était pas coutumière, elle qui se montrait
toujours si revêche.



— Tulas, Esor ! lança-t-elle en levant un pied et
en l’agitant.



Elle perdit l’équilibre, tomba et se tordit de rire.



Rose aperçut Mme Bonnevoix qui s’éloignait à
toute allure en marche arrière dans sa belle Cadillac blanche. Elle lui courut
après. La voiture s’arrêta net au feu vert et, quand elle aperçut Rose, Mme Bonnevoix
entrouvrit sa portière et agita le pied dehors.



— Esor ! cria-t-elle. Ej sius enu enamohtym !



Puis elle accéléra au rouge et disparut au coin de la rue.



— Esor ? dit Rose. Mais qu’est-ce que ça veut dire ?



Origan sortit une craie de sa poche et écrivit Esor sur le
trottoir.



— Esor. Esor.



Puis il leva un doigt en l’air et s’écria :



— Esor, c’est Rose à l’envers ! Ils parlent tous à
l’envers !



— Ils parlent à l’envers, saluent avec leur pied et
font tout le contraire de ce qu’ils font d’habitude, dit Rose.



Tante Lily regarda autour d’elle, inquiète.



— Mon Dieu. Vous avez vraiment un gros problème sur les
bras.



— On aurait dû choisir la recette qui coud les bouches,
observa Oliver.



 



Ils firent le trajet jusqu’à la grande place dans un silence
total. En longeant la pelouse de l’école, ils virent des élèves aux cheveux gominés
qui grondaient leurs professeurs en tailleur ou en costume cravate en train de
jouer à chat et de construire des châteaux de sable au clair de lune. À la
caserne des pompiers, le capitaine Conklin et ses hommes tentaient sans succès
de grimper à leur poteau de descente. Des ouvriers dévissaient la structure d’une
maison, un jardinier répandait de l’herbe coupée sur une pelouse, un enfant en
bas âge tirait sa mère dans une poussette. Dans le jardin public, les retraités
avaient à première vue l’air de pratiquer leur tai-chi comme d’habitude, sauf
qu’ils essayaient de tenir sur la tête.



Sur la place, Rose, sa tante et ses frères passèrent devant
la fontaine de Reginald Calamity, où les passants entraient dans l’eau pour prendre
des pièces. Les bibliothécaires, Mme Hackett et Mme Crisp,
faisaient le tour de la place en arrachant les livres des mains des lecteurs. Chez
Pierre Guillaume, M. Guillaume était attablé, l’air affamé, tandis que les
clients lui apportaient des plats de la cuisine, à reculons. La plupart d’entre
eux se cassaient la figure et envoyaient valser gratins, filets de sole et
crèmes brûlées à travers la pièce.



— C’est moi qui me trompe, dit tante Lily, ou est-ce
que cette femme vient juste de servir un plat de filet mignon à M. Guillaume ?



Rose hocha lentement la tête.



— Oui, oui.



— Ça ne peut plus durer, décréta tante Lily. J’ai une
idée. Peut-être que si on leur donne à tous du lait, ça les encouragera à
retourner se coucher. Origan, où puis-je me procurer une grande quantité de
lait ?



Alors qu’Origan s’éloignait avec tante Lily, Rose se
rapprocha d’Oliver.



— Il faut appeler papa et maman à la rescousse, annonça-elle.



— Pas question, protesta Oliver. Ils vont nous gronder !



— Ce sera pire si papa et maman, à leur retour, prennent
une contravention pour conduire dans le bon sens, dit Rose.



— Pourquoi on ne demanderait pas de l’aide à tante Lily ?
Je te rappelle qu’elle a la même louche que nous sur l’épaule…



Rose observa de loin la silhouette élancée de tante Lily, aussi
élégante qu’un cygne, la marque de la famille Bliss brillant comme un bijou sur
son omoplate. Au moins tante Lily ne fonctionnait pas à l’envers. En plus, elle
croyait en Rose, l’avait complimentée pour son talent, encouragée, bien plus
que sa mère ne l’avait jamais fait. N’empêche, à la perspective de voir le
livre entre les mains de Lily, Rose fut prise d’une angoisse indescriptible.



— C’est juste que…



Elle laissa sa phrase en suspens en voyant Origan revenir au
pas de course. Rose remarqua que la clef d’argent ne brillait plus autour du
cou de son petit frère.



— Origan ! Où est la clef ?



Origan se couvrit le visage de ses mains roses potelées.



— Me frappe pas ! hurla-t-il, même s’il n’avait
jamais été frappé de sa vie (sauf une fois par le bord du trampoline après un
saut maladroit). Je l’ai donnée à tante Lily !



— Mais pooooouuuuurquoi ?



— Parce qu’elle me l’a demandée ! Parce qu’on a
besoin de son aide ! Parce qu’elle sait ce qu’elle fait ! Elle
voulait trouver un moyen de résoudre le problème par la magie. Je te parie qu’elle
est déjà en train de potasser le livre.









[image: bliss-17]


14


Une nouvelle
pâtissière aux fourneaux



Lorsque Rose, Oliver et Origan débarquèrent dans la cuisine,
ils y trouvèrent Lily penchée sur le Livre de recettes des Bliss, qu’elle
avait posé sur la table à découper roulante. Avec sa robe blanche à petit col
rond et manches courtes boutonnée par devant, elle ressemblait à une
technicienne de laboratoire, ou à une infirmière de la Seconde Guerre mondiale.



Le premier réflexe de Rose fut de lui arracher le livre, mais
tante Lily avait posé les deux coudes dessus. En plus, elle avait la clef
pendue autour du cou. Que pouvait faire Rose ?



Puis elle vit une petite lumière rouge clignoter sur le
répondeur.



— Quelqu’un a appelé ? demanda-t-elle.



— Oui, répondit tante Lily sans relever la tête. Ton
père. J’ai dit à Mme Carlson de laisser sonner. Je n’avais pas
envie de lui expliquer ce qui se passait ici. Il a dit qu’ils rentraient
après-demain, et que si vous aviez mis le feu à la maison, vous aviez intérêt à
tout réparer avant leur retour. C’est lui qui l’a dit, pas moi.



Rose se frotta le front vigoureusement des deux mains, comme
sa mère quand elle était vraiment inquiète.



— C’est fini. Je vais mourir. J’ai tout fait de travers,
et maintenant, je suis morte.



— Rooooose, s’écria tante Lily en articulant comme si
elle parlait à une sourde qui lisait sur les lèvres. On forme une famille. Et
on va tout arranger, en famille. Souviens-toi, quand on est aussi talentueuse
que toi, on doit aussi savoir admettre quand on a besoin d’aide.



Vaincue, Rose se sentit devenir aussi molle qu’une poupée de
chiffon. Elle avait échoué sur tous les plans, s’était révélée incapable non
seulement d’aider la ville mais aussi de protéger sa petite sœur et le bien le
plus précieux de sa famille : le Livre de recettes des Bliss. Ce
livre avait plus de valeur que la maison elle-même. Il était comme un cinquième
enfant. Et voilà qu’il était entre les mains d’une personne en qui Rose n’avait
pas entièrement confiance, une personne qu’elle trouvait même très louche.



Malgré tout, le spectacle de Lily penchée sur le livre, avec
son air savant, avait quelque chose de rassurant. Au moins, maintenant, Rose n’était
plus seule à assumer toutes les responsabilités.



— Montrez-moi la recette qui a rendu tout le monde fou,
lui dit tante Lily.



Oliver et Origan se frottèrent les mains comme s’ils s’apprêtaient
à accomplir une tâche de la plus haute importance et se placèrent autour de la
table à découper. Oliver se rendit à la dernière page, où reposait dans sa
cachette la section intitulée L’Apocryphe d’Albatross.



Lily sortit le livret et passa ses doigts dessus. Il était
recouvert d’une poudre grise, mais ce n’était ni de la poussière ni des cendres.
C’était autre chose. Une sorte de pourriture. Contrariée, tante Lily s’essuya
les mains sur sa robe blanche.



— J’avais entendu parler de cette partie du livre, murmura-t-elle,
mais je pensais que c’était une légende.



Rose releva la tête et regarda tante Lily d’un air
soupçonneux.



— Je croyais que tu ne connaissais même pas son existence,
dit-elle.



— Je… j’ai entendu dire que mon
arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père Albatross avait écrit ses propres recettes. Ce
doit être celles-là.



— Les recettes d’Albatross chlinguent, commenta Origan
en agitant la main devant son nez.



Lily explosa de rire.



— Votre arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-oncle avait le
chic pour semer la pagaille. Je parie que toutes ses recettes déchaînent les
forces du mal. Si on veut sauver la ville, il faut chercher ailleurs dans le
livre.



Lily replaça le livret en décomposition dans sa cachette. Puis
elle revint au début du livre et tourna une à une les épaisses pages couleur
crème en lisant les notes dans la marge. Cookies chauds comme l’été, Mousse
pour enfants obéissants, Gâteau aux carottes pour faire démarrer les entreprises…
plus elle lisait, plus elle était émerveillée. Tante Lily semblait rajeunir à
vue d’œil. Sa peau laiteuse prenait une couleur plus rose et ses yeux
brillaient comme un lac au coucher du soleil. Seul son sourire figé reflétait
plus la cupidité que la joie aux yeux de Rose.



— Vous savez, c’est incroyable ce que ce livre est
capable d’accomplir, murmura tante Lily. Vos parents n’ont jamais pensé à le
publier ? C’est un peu égoïste de garder ces recettes dans une chambre
secrète où seuls les membres de la famille qui tient la pâtisserie Bliss
peuvent en profiter. Vous ne trouvez pas ?



— En fait, ils le gardent enfermé pour qu’il ne tombe
pas entre les mains de quelqu’un qui abuserait de son pouvoir, lui fit
remarquer Rose tout en sachant que Lily ne l’écoutait pas.



Lily s’arrêta à une page ornée de deux dessins dans la marge :
une ville plongée dans le chaos – tout comme l’était Calamity Falls en ce
moment même – et une ville où tout le monde paraissait paisible et heureux.



 



Tarte
aux mûres du retour à la normale



Pour
la restitution des conditions premières



En l’an de grâce 1717, Sir Albatross Bliss fit manger à
toute la ville de Tyree, en Écosse, une tranche de Gâteau renversé, et la
population au complet se mit à marcher et à parler de la plus étrange des
manières. Son but était de mettre sens dessus dessous la cérémonie de mariage
de son frère Filbert. Filbert Bliss quitta l’église pour se précipiter dans la
cuisine, où il concocta cette Tarte aux mûres, qui annula les effets de la
formule d’Albatross. Tous se présentèrent à la cérémonie de mariage sans le
moindre souvenir de leur folie antérieure.



 



Tante Lily baissa la tête, honteuse pour son
arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père.



— Cette recette devrait faire l’affaire, n’est-ce pas ?
Elle lut la liste des ingrédients à voix haute :



 



Filbert mélangea quatre poignées de chocolat, une poignée
de beurre, une poignée de sucre, une poignée de farine et quatre œufs de poule
au-dessus d’un chaudron à problèmes. Puis il tira le Nain du Sommeil Perpétuel
de son sommeil perpétuel et l’invita à murmurer le secret du temps dans la pâte.
Il la mit à cuire pendant onze chansons, à la chaleur de cinq flammes. Il versa
sur la tarte une sauce aux mûres et au sucre.



 



Oliver tapota l’épaule de Lily.



— T’inquiète, tia Lily, dit-il en riant. On sait
tout sur les poignées, les flammes, les chansons et tout.



— Un chaudron à problèmes ? Qu’est-ce que c’est ?
s’interrogea Origan.



Tante Lily se dressa sur la pointe des orteils comme une
ballerine.



— C’est là qu’avoir une tante magicienne-pâtissière peut
être utile ! Je sais exactement ce que c’est qu’un chaudron à problèmes, et
je sais comment l’utiliser. N’ayez crainte, mes petits, cette Tarte du retour à
la normale sera prête en un rien de temps !



Lily tendit une main. Oliver et Origan posèrent leur main
sur celle de leur tante Lily comme une équipe de foot avant un match.



— Rose ? dit tante Lily en levant un sourcil et en
désignant le cercle de la tête.



Mais Rose n’était pas certaine de vouloir poser sa main sur
celle de tante Lily. Elle avait besoin d’aide, certes, et tante Lily avait l’air
de s’y connaître, mais elle avait vu une drôle de lueur briller dans les yeux
de Lily devant le Livre des Bliss. Cette dernière était prête à tout
pour s’approprier ces recettes. Rose la comprenait : elle avait déjà
éprouvé ce sentiment.



Oliver et Origan, quant à eux, n’avaient conscience de rien.



— Allez, Rose, dit Oliver en entourant les épaules de
sa sœur de son bras libre pour la rapprocher d’eux. On a besoin de toi.



Rose lança un regard à Origan : lui aussi attendait qu’elle
pose sa main. Elle ne voulait pas les laisser tomber. Pas maintenant, à l’heure
où ils avaient besoin d’elle. Elle avait déjà trahi ses parents. Il n’était pas
question qu’elle abandonne ses frères.



— On n’y arrivera pas sans toi, Rose. On a besoin de
tes compétences, dit tante Lily.



La douceur du compliment acheva de la convaincre. Pour la
première fois de sa vie, Rose se sentait jolie. Et elle avait l’impression d’être
importante. D’avoir du pouvoir.



Faisant taire ses réticences, Rose posa sa main sur le
dessus de la pile.



Ils élevèrent puis baissèrent les mains. Tante Lily déclara :



— Un pour tous ! Et tous aux fourneaux !



Lily décida qu’Origan et Oliver irait au marché de Poplar
chercher une centaine de douzaines d’œufs, cinquante livres de chocolat, et
toutes les mûres qu’ils pourraient trouver.



— Il en faut assez pour tout le monde ! expliqua-t-elle.



— Et comment on va faire pour payer tout ça ? s’enquit
Oliver.



Tante Lily réfléchit avant de répondre :



— Dites qu’on est des concurrents. Comme ils font tous
l’opposé de ce qu’ils font d’habitude, on vous donnera de la nourriture
gratuitement ! Auriez-vous une tenue qui ressemble à ce que porterait un
épicier ?



Oliver s’écria :



— J’ai travaillé trois jours dans un supermarché. J’ai
gardé l’uniforme !



Il se précipita dans sa chambre et revint avec un tablier
vert.



— En avant la victoire ! s’écria tante Lily.



Oliver saisit la poignée du petit chariot rouge.



— Il va falloir faire pas mal d’allers-retours, marmonna-t-il.



Origan et lui s’éloignèrent dans la rue, laissant Rose et
Lily seules dans la cuisine.



Tante Lily, rayonnante de beauté, était d’un calme
magnifique face à cette situation dangereuse. Rose se sentait plus que jamais
proche de sa tante. Peut-être avait-elle besoin d’un modèle comme tante Lily en
permanence, qui l’aiderait à devenir fabuleuse, à inspirer le respect.



À l’étage, on entendit la voix de Mme Carlson
qui essayait désespérément de calmer Nini.



— Enfant du diable ! Arrête de japper ! Va te
coucher !



Rose et tante Lily échangèrent un regard inquiet.



— Il n’y a pas de temps à perdre, dit Lily. Construisons
vite un chaudron à problèmes. J’ai vu quelqu’un en utiliser une fois, lors d’une
réunion de famille. C’était un chaudron géant posé dans un chaudron encore plus
géant rempli d’eau bouillante.



— Géant comment ?



— Géant.



Rose sortit dans le jardin. Elle regarda les déchets qui
traînaient près de la cabane à outils. La vieille carcasse en métal d’un bateau
à rames. Le trampoline fraîchement cassé. Une grande antenne parabolique qui
avait grillé lors d’un orage et qu’Albert n’avait pas eu le cœur de jeter.



Soudain, elle sut exactement quoi faire.



— J’ai trouvé ! hurla-t-elle.



Rose et Lily se mirent à construire le plus grand chaudron à
problèmes qui ait jamais existé. Elles détachèrent le filet du trampoline et
firent brûler un grand feu sous le cercle en métal en utilisant des bûches et
du papier journal. Elles nettoyèrent le vieux bateau avant de le disposer
au-dessus des flammes, et remplirent sa carcasse d’eau. Puis elles décrassèrent
la parabole cassée et la posèrent sur l’eau du bateau.



Tante Lily tapota le dos de Rose :



— Bien joué, ma nièce.



Sous ces éloges, toutes les pensées négatives de Rose, toute
sa méfiance s’évaporèrent.



Les garçons arrivèrent avec le dernier chargement d’œufs, de
chocolat et de mûres. Origan fut chargé de faire fondre le chocolat dans la
parabole et de casser des centaines d’œufs. Tante Lily contrôlait les flammes. Origan
et Oliver remuèrent la mixture à tour de rôle à l’aide d’une des rames du vieux
bateau. Rose se contenta d’observer les étincelles dans la nuit chaude. Les
chaudrons à problèmes, c’était une chose, mais de voir ses frères cuisiner et
rire ensemble un jeudi soir de juillet ? Ça, c’était magique !



Une fois tous les ingrédients intégrés, Rose fourra les
coquilles d’œufs dans un grand sac-poubelle. Il était temps de passer aux
choses sérieuses.



— Allons chercher le nain, déclara-t-elle.



 



Rose fît tourner la poignée en forme de rouleau à pâtisserie.
Le plancher s’ouvrit et une odeur nauséabonde se répandit dans la chambre
froide.



— Le nain est en bas, précisa Rose en prenant sa tante
par la main.



Une fois dans la cave, Lily fît passer le faisceau de sa
torche sur les bocaux remplis de terre, de vent, de feu, de papillons remuant
leurs ailes, de champignons bavards.



Rose sentit la vapeur qui se dégageait de la grille du fond
lui envelopper les chevilles.



Lily aussi avait dû la sentir car elle se dirigea vers la
grille et s’agenouilla devant. Rose n’entendit rien. Cela dit, la chose en
dessous de la maison, quand elle s’était adressée à elle, n’avait pas réellement
fait de bruit.



Tante Lily se releva quelques instants plus tard et regarda
Rose d’un air sévère.



— Est-ce que ça va ? demanda Rose.



— Oui. Il fait juste un peu froid ici.



Lily porta à nouveau son attention sur les bocaux alignés
contre le mur. Chacun d’entre eux s’éclaira un peu sur son passage. Elle s’approcha
d’un bocal contenant une libellule géante. L’étiquette disait : vol. La
libellule se recroquevilla dans un coin en voyant Lily.



— C’est une impressionnante collection. La magie, ce n’est
pas que des baguettes, des sorts et des potions, tu sais. C’est parfois (et
pour moi c’est la meilleure magie) un peu plus subtil. Comme ça.



Rose s’enivrait des paroles de Lily. Sa tante avait
parfaitement exprimé ce qu’elle ressentait. Ses parents ne parlaient jamais de
magie. Ils en faisaient, c’est tout. Mais peut-être que tante Lily avait raison.
C’était égoïste de leur part de garder le Livre de recettes des Bliss dans
le placard de la petite pâtisserie d’une petite ville. Que pouvaient-ils faire
de bon ici ? Peut-être y avait-il de la magie à apporter au-delà des
frontières de Calamity Falls. De la magie subtile, bonne, qui pourrait
contribuer à rendre le monde meilleur.



Et Rose pourrait peut-être être porteuse de cette magie.



Tante Lily arrêta le faisceau de sa lampe sur le bocal du
Nain du Sommeil Perpétuel, qui était en train de ronfler.



— Regarde-le, dit-elle. Il est splendide !



Rose n’aurait pas été jusqu’à affirmer qu’il était splendide,
mais il était assurément intéressant. De sous son chapeau vert pointu s’échappaient
des cheveux blancs aussi légers et duveteux que des aigrettes de pissenlit. Lily
tendit la torche à Rose, prit le bocal dans ses mains et le serra contre sa
poitrine comme un nouveau-né. Elle remonta l’escalier sur la pointe des pieds
en murmurant :



— Ne t’inquiète pas, mon petit. Nous ne te ferons pas
de mal ! Mon petit nain ! Mon adorable ami !



Lily posa le bocal sur le comptoir et fixa le nain du regard.



— As-tu déjà vu pareille merveille ?



Rose vit le visage fripé du nain à travers le verre bleu. Il
portait un petit manteau en feutrine marron et un long caleçon foncé. Il était
de la taille d’une petite poupée. Ses yeux étaient complètement fermés, bordés
par ces nombreuses petites rides que l’on appelle des pattes d’oie.



Rose tint le bocal tandis que tante Lily le saisissait par
les aisselles et le tirait délicatement de son lit. L’air rance du pot envahit
la cuisine. Lily assit le nain sur le comptoir. Il continua de ronfler et, dans
son sommeil, se pencha un peu trop vers la droite. Bam, il se cogna à la table
à découper.



Le choc le réveilla instantanément.



Il secoua la tête et se redressa avec une moue grognonne. Il
étira ses petits bras et bâilla, révélant une langue mouchetée et de vieilles
gencives sans dents.



Son haleine fétide était presque impossible à décrire. Elle
sentait un mélange de poubelle, de poisson pourri et de caca.



Les enfants Bliss, pris d’une subite nausée, reculèrent. Rose
ferma les yeux et se boucha le nez aussi fort qu’elle le put jusqu’à ce que l’odeur
ait disparu.



Lorsqu’elle rouvrit les yeux, le nain la regardait fixement.
Les bras croisés sur sa poitrine, il tapait du pied.



— Je suppose que tu m’as réveillé pour me demander de
chuchoter un secret dans une pâte.



— Oui.. admit Rose.



Il pigeait drôlement vite, ce nain.



— Lequel ? gronda-t-il.



— Le secret du temps, souffla tante Lily.



Le nain se gratta le menton.



— Le secret du temps… Le secret du temps…



Puis il releva la tête et annonça d’un ton tragique :



— J’ai oublié le secret du temps !



Rose sentit son cœur se serrer. Après tous ces efforts, leur
rêve de Tarte aux mûres menaçait de s’effondrer par la faute de la mémoire
défectueuse d’un vieux nain !



Le nain se mit à ricaner.



— Ha ha ! Je vous ai eus ! Je plaisantais !
Bien sûr que je connais le secret du temps. Qu’est-ce que vous croyez ?



— Oh, merci, Nain du Sommeil Perpétuel ! s’écria
Rose.



Elle aurait bien voulu lui faire un câlin, mais il sentait
vraiment trop mauvais.



— J’ai un nom, tu sais, dit-il avec colère. Malpoli !



— Je suis désolée, je ne voulais pas…



— Non. C’est mon nom, Malpoli. Malpoli Dingherwurst.



Malpoli remarqua alors que tante Lily le couvait des yeux.



— Je chuchoterai le secret du temps seulement si c’est elle,
dit-il en la montrant du doigt, qui me tient au-dessus de la pâte.



Tante Lily fît la révérence.



— Tout ce que vous voudrez, monsieur Dingherwurst.



— Si tu me lâches, tu devras m’épouser, dit-il. Je suis
sérieux.



Lily explosa de rire.



— Pourquoi pas ?



Elle prit le nain dans ses bras et le porta dans le jardin.



Rose et ses frères se réunirent autour de la parabole
fumante et tante Lily tint à bout de bras M. Malpoli Dingherwurst
au-dessus du chocolat fondu.



— Aïe ! dit-il en faisant la grimace. La fumée me
pique les yeux. Un peu plus loin, s’il te plaît, mon cœur !



Tante Lily recula un peu.



— Prêt ? demanda-t-elle d’une voix onctueuse.



Rose voyait bien que sa tante faisait de gros efforts pour
se montrer aussi gentille que possible.



— Presque, dit-il. J’aimerais un massage des pieds, d’abord.
Et un verre de whisky. Ce que vous avez sous la main.



C’en était assez. Rose n’allait pas laisser le manque de
politesse de M. Malpoli Dingherwurst gâcher leurs plans.



— Excusez-moi, monsieur Dingherwurst. Mais on est
vraiment dans le pétrin, là. On n’a pas de temps à perdre. Si vous ne voulez
pas nous aider, très bien. Parce que je préfère vivre dans une ville où tout
est à l’envers que de masser vos pieds, qui, j’en suis certaine, sentent
horriblement mauvais.



Rose était plutôt contente de son petit discours.



Malpoli se borna à grogner et se tourna vers la pâte. Puis
il murmura quelque chose dans une langue inconnue de Rose.



Maireann croi
eadrom I bhfad. [5]



Après quoi, il releva la tête.



— Voilà. Maintenant, je peux retourner dormir, s’il
vous plaît ?



Son murmure flotta au-dessus du chaudron à problèmes et
forma un nuage rouge sang qui se répandit sur le chocolat. Il prit la forme de
deux mains tenant une horloge dont les aiguilles semblaient battre la pâte à l’inverse
du sens normal. Elles tournèrent encore et encore, emportant la parabole dans
leur course folle.



Autour d’eux, le monde se mit à trembler et à onduler, l’air
prit l’apparence du plastique fondu. Rose se rendit compte que son souffle
était bloqué dans sa poitrine. L’instant sembla s’étirer indéfiniment. Elle se
dit qu’elle allait étouffer. Puis, tout à coup, ce fut terminé.



— Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé ? réussit-elle à
bredouiller.



Origan et Oliver se mirent à tousser.



— Me demande pas à moi, grogna Oliver.



Sur ce, tante Lily remit M. Malpoli Dingherwurst dans
son bocal (il lui fit un clin d’œil juste avant que sa tête ne soit immergée
dans le liquide). Puis Rose alla le reposer sur l’étagère de la cave. C’est
alors qu’elle entendit la voix vaporeuse qui sortait de la grille.



— Si la Teinture de Vénus te dégoûte, agrippe-toi
à la ficelle du tablier de ta tante Lily. Elle connaît la voie incomparable du succès,
de la fortune et de la beauté.



Rose frissonna et se précipita en haut de l’escalier. Elle avait
l’impression que la chose sous la maison en savait bien plus qu’elle ne voulait
le dire. Rose redescendrait peut-être plus tard pour lui demander conseil. Mais,
pour l’instant, elle avait des Tartes aux mûres à cuisiner.



 



Tante Lily versa la mixture à l’aide d’une louche dans les
moules à gâteau. Rose et Origan firent cuire les mûres avec du sucre dans une
immense casserole. Lorsque les baies eurent fondu, Rose répartit la sauce
sirupeuse sur chaque tarte à sa sortie du four.



— Maintenant, tout ce qu’il reste à faire, c’est s’assurer
que chaque habitant de la ville en mange une part, déclara tante Lily. Mais
comment allons-nous nous y prendre ?



— On n’a qu’à leur dire que c’est obligatoire, proposa
Oliver.



— Non, ça ne marcherait pas, dit Lily. Il faut leur
donner un ordre à l’envers, ou ils ne comprendront pas.



— On pourrait leur ordonner de les mettre dans leur
derrière, suggéra Origan.



Tante Lily lui donna une petite claque sur la tête.



— Origan, sois poli.



Ce fut à nouveau Rose qui trouva la solution. Elle commençait
à y prendre goût.



— Je sais ! Il nous faut le monospace, et des
haut-parleurs puissants.
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Dès que Rose eut prononcé le mot « haut-parleurs »,
Origan se précipita dans sa chambre. Il revint une minute plus tard avec deux
haut-parleurs d’ordinateur de la taille d’un de ces dés en peluche qu’on
accroche au rétroviseur d’une voiture.



— Non, trop petits, dit Rose en fixant Oliver.



Oliver poussa un grognement.



— Je vais pas porter ce truc. C’est super lourd !



Il remonta une de ses manches et contracta son biceps en
disant :



— Je ne voudrais pas me fouler un muscle.



— C’est quoi l’intérêt d’avoir des muscles si tu ne
peux rien porter ? rétorqua Rose. En plus, ton ampli va enfin pouvoir
servir.



Oliver disparut à l’étage. Il revint en sueur, essoufflé, portant
un énorme ampli que Céleste lui avait offert pour son anniversaire. N’ayant pas
déballé la basse électrique qui venait avec, il ne l’avait même pas encore
testé.



Rose hocha la tête en voyant la boîte presque aussi haute
quelle.



— Ah, c’est beaucoup mieux.



— Tu veux bien nous exposer ton plan, miss Rose ? demanda
tante Lily.



— Ça veut dire quoi, exposer ? fît Origan
en se grattant la tête.



Tante Lily leva les bras au ciel.



— Ça veut dire expliquer… mettre de la lumière sur !



Sur ces paroles, Lily alluma toutes les lampes.



— Eclaire-nous, Rose, dit-elle une fois que la pièce
ressembla à un gymnase prêt à accueillir un match de basket.



Rose ne put s’empêcher de rire. Tante Lily avait le pouvoir
de transformer la plus glauque des soirées en une fête inoubliable.



— Voilà ce qu’on va faire, dit Rose en montant sur la
table à découper roulante. On va attacher l’ampli sur le toit du monospace, et
on va y brancher un micro. Puis on va se balader en ville en disant à tout le
monde de ne pas aller sur la grande place, parce qu’il n’y a pas de
soirée disco organisée.



Tante Lily tapa dans ses mains.



— Je vois où tu veux en venir.



— C’est moi qui parlerai, décréta Oliver. N’oubliez pas
que j’ai une voix d’animateur radio.



— Bien sûr, acquiesça Rose. Et, naturellement, tout le
monde va se précipiter sur la grande place. On aura garé la voiture au milieu. On
diffusera de la musique et on affichera une pancarte suppliant tout le monde de
ne pas manger nos Tartes aux mûres. Ce qui, bien sûr, les fera tous
accourir.



Tante Lily passa un bras autour des épaules de Rose.



— Soirée disco ? J’adore ! Bien joué, Rosie !



Ravie, Rose redescendit de son perchoir et fît la révérence.
Même Oliver et Origan devaient bien l’admettre : c’était un plan du
tonnerre.



 



Tante Lily, crispée, conduisit le monospace dans les rues
tortueuses et mal éclairées de Calamity Falls.



— C’est comme un jeu vidéo. Sauf qu’on peut mourir pour
de vrai, commenta-t-elle.



Lily n’exagérait pas. Ils étaient les seuls à ne pas se
déplacer à reculons.



Elle n’avait pas conduit de voiture depuis des années, avait-elle
expliqué aux enfants Bliss, et elle ne se sentait pas assez en confiance pour
rouler en marche arrière au milieu de la nuit dans des petites rues peu
familières. Rose serra les dents en agrippant le siège devant elle. Tante Lily
slalomait entre les véhicules qui allaient dans le mauvais sens et du mauvais
côté de la route, ceux qui étaient garés n’importe comment, encastrés dans des
arbres ou des clôtures, voire abandonnés au beau milieu de la chaussée. Oliver
était tout aussi effrayé. À l’avant, il se cramponnait des deux mains à sa
ceinture.



Quand M. Fanner les dépassa, il leva le poing derrière
la vitre et appuya violemment sur son klaxon en hurlant :



— Souv zeluor snad el siavuam snes !



— Mais pourquoi il me crie
dessus ? s’étonna Lily en s’arrêtant pour reprendre son souffle et
recoiffer ses cheveux noirs.



Origan, leur traducteur désigné, écrivit la curieuse phrase
sur l’ardoise qu’il avait décrochée du frigo.



— « Vous roulez dans le mauvais sens ! »
Voilà ce qu’il a dit !



Lily passa la tête par la fenêtre et hurla comme pour lancer
un défi au directeur :



— Mais non, mec, c’est toi qui roules dans le
mauvais sens !



— Fais comme si tu étais à Londres, conseilla Rose.



Origan avait composé un message pour les habitants perturbés
de Calamity Falls : sap ed eérios ocsid rus al ednarg ecalp ! zella’n
sap rus al ednarg ecalp ! « Pas de soirée disco sur la grande place !
N’allez pas sur la grande place ! »



— Et comment je suis censé prononcer une chose pareille ?
gémit Oliver en prenant le micro qu’il avait branché à l’ampli sur le toit.



— Tu n’as qu’à lire ! dit Rose, secrètement ravie
qu’Oliver ait insisté pour faire l’annonce.



Oliver ouvrit la fenêtre, se racla la gorge et commença :



— Sap édirios ocsid rusai ed narge
calep ! Il jeta un regard perplexe à Rose.



— C’est plus dur que ça en a l’air.



— Oliver ! Ne fais pas tes commentaires dans le
micro !



— Oups ! Eéééélosed ! dit-il.



— Bien, dit Rose pour l’encourager.



Elle n’avait jamais vu Oliver douter de lui-même.



— Continue !



— Je suis sûr que je me trompe, marmonna-t-il. Zéla
ne sape rusa led nargé calep.



La phrase possédait une sonorité plus naturelle, cette fois,
même si aucune langue n’est belle à l’envers.



— Et maintenant, qu’est-ce que je fais ? demanda-t-il
en fermant les yeux et en prenant une grande inspiration avant de les rouvrir.



— Recommence ! dit Rose. Répète-le encore et
encore ! Avec passion !



— Ah, la passion ! soupira Lily au volant.



— C’est débile, bougonna Oliver. Ça ne marchera jamais.



— Tu t’en sors très bien, au contraire, murmura Rose.



Elle tapota l’épaule de son grand frère.



— Bon, d’accord, grogna Oliver. Sapédirios oxide
rusal ed narge calep !



Ils étaient sur le point de dépasser Mme Bonnevoix,
qui roulait en marche arrière à gauche de la route tandis que Lily roulait dans
le sens normal, à droite.



Alors qu’Oliver venait à nouveau d’annoncer la non-soirée, Mme Bonnevoix
freina brutalement sur le frein et se pencha vers la Blissmobile.



— Tnemiarv ?



Rose comprit tout de suite : « vraiment ? »



— Tout le monde, faites non de la tête ! cria-t-elle.



Et ils agitèrent tous la tête de gauche à droite.



Mme Bonnevoix gara alors sa voiture au
milieu de la chaussée et marcha à reculons vers la grande place.



— Ça fonctionne ! s’écria Rose. On dirait que Mme Bonnevoix
est fan de disco !



— Qui ne l’est pas ? riposta tante Lily en se
trémoussant sur son siège. Soirée disco, nous voilà !



Oliver sourit, leva son micro et répéta son annonce. Encore
une fois. Et encore. Et encore…



 



Ils passèrent devant la cour de l’école. Oliver proclama :



— Sapédirios oxide rusal ed narge
calep !



Les professeurs descendirent des balançoires et des
toboggans, et, abandonnant leurs châteaux de sable, partirent à reculons en
direction de la grande place.



Ils s’arrêtèrent devant un chantier et Oliver sortit
carrément du véhicule pour annoncer :



— Sapédirios oxide rusal ed narge
calep !



Les ouvriers poussèrent de grands cris de joie, jetèrent
leurs casques en l’air et, cessant de remplir des trous et de tout démolir, s’éloignèrent
en titubant.



Les facteurs jetèrent leurs sacoches en l’air et se
précipitèrent à reculons dans les rues. Les avocats, les comptables et les
pharmaciens se levèrent de derrière leurs bureaux et se mirent en route pour la
grande place sans même se donner la peine de fermer leurs portes.



Apparemment, tout le monde à Calamity Falls aimait le disco.
Ou, plutôt, personne n’aimait ça. Rose avait mal à la tête à force d’essayer
de comprendre ce qui se passait.



Lorsqu’ils atteignirent la colline aux moineaux, Oliver
récitait sa phrase à l’envers aussi clairement que s’il avait été un DJ, et
aussi rapidement qu’un vendeur de bétail aux enchères.



— Sapédirios oxide rusal ed narge calep ! s’exclama-t-il
d’une voix bien ferme, digne en effet d’un animateur radio.



Pour se mettre encore plus dans le rôle, il avait chaussé
des lunettes de soleil et remonté son col.



Le cœur de Rose se mit à battre de plus en plus fort au fur
et à mesure qu’ils approchaient de la boutique des Stetson.



La voiture stoppa devant le vieux magasin en haut de la
colline. Il était si sombre et si silencieux qu’on aurait pu croire que
personne n’y habitait depuis des années.



— Sapédirios oxide rusal ed narge calep ! dit
Oliver.



Rose attendit, le souffle haletant, avalant de grandes bouffées
d’air frais. Origan descendit pour admirer la vue.



Aucun signe de Devin. Personne ne sortit du magasin.



Leur voiture n’était pas dans l’allée, mais Rose ne l’avait
vue nulle part dans les rues de Calamity Falls. Et maintenant quelle y pensait,
elle n’avait pas croisé Devin de la semaine. Elle avait été bien trop occupée
pour s’en rendre compte. La famille Stetson devait être partie en vacances.



— Allons-y, dit-elle, tout à la fois déçue et soulagée.
Ils ne sont pas là.



Rose sortit de la voiture pour chercher Origan.



Il n’y avait pas un seul arbre en haut de la colline aux
moineaux. L’immense ciel qui se découpait au-dessus d’eux était si vaste, si
sombre et si vide que Rose eut l’impression qu’il allait l’engloutir. Une
sensation incroyable.



— Regarde, dit Origan en montrant du doigt le centre de
la ville où se dressait la statue de Reginald Calamity.



Quelques milliers de personnes, aussi minuscules que des
fourmis vues de cette distance, se promenaient sur la place. Une clameur
plaintive s’éleva. Ils assistaient à une soirée disco sans musique.



— Il est temps d’aller leur donner ce pour quoi ils
sont venus, cria Rose.



Elle allait tout arranger. Elle allait prouver qu’elle
méritait de porter le nom de Bliss.



 



Tante Lily se dirigea vers la place avec la bande originale
de La Fièvre du samedi soir à fond. Ils n’avaient pas trouvé le moyen de
jouer la musique à l’envers, mais, apparemment, le disco avait la même sonorité
quel que soit le sens. Mme Bonnevoix, qui portait une robe
léopard enfilée à l’envers, se mit à hurler :



— Siauo ! Ocsid !



Les habitants faisaient des pas de danse maladroits en
arrière, tout en pointant l’index en diagonale de haut en bas sur un mauvais
rythme. M. Fanner tomba sur Mlle Karnopolis et ils se
mirent à se hurler dessus. M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon s’aperçurent
et se précipitèrent l’un vers l’autre (toujours à reculons), bousculant sur
leur passage de nombreuses familles rassemblées sur la place. Des enfants
avaient encerclé Mme Bonnevoix et hurlaient de joie tandis qu’elle
se tortillait sur le sol en tentant d’imiter un ver de terre. La lune faisait
office de boule à facettes géante. Tout cela était plutôt magnifique, quoique
un peu déroutant.



Rose et Lily disposèrent les tables de la terrasse de Pierre
Guillaume de manière à former un immense buffet. Origan et Oliver y alignèrent
les Tartes aux mûres du retour à la normale. Ils les découpèrent et disposèrent
les parts sur des assiettes en carton.



Rose attendait patiemment de voir arriver son premier
non-client quand elle aperçut Devin Stetson qui dansait, ou plutôt dansotait, tout
seul.



Tante Lily surprit son regard.



— Qui est-ce ? demanda-t-elle.



Rose était trop timide pour répondre.



— Pourquoi ne vas-tu pas danser avec lui ?



Rose secoua la tête.



— Je ne lui ai jamais parlé, avoua-t-elle.



— Eh bien, c’est le moment d’essayer parce que, quoi qu’il
arrive, il ne s’en souviendra pas demain !



— Je ne crois pas que je sois son type.



— Et pourquoi ne lui plairais-tu pas ? Tu es belle,
tu as du talent, tu fais plein de trucs.



Tante Lily avait raison, c’était le moment ou jamais d’aborder
Devin. Elle se sentit soudain portée par une force invincible.



Devin n’essayait pas d’imiter des mouvements disco, il se
bornait à faire un pas en avant, un pas en arrière… Rose se plaça en face de
lui et se mit à copier ses pas. Il leva la tête, sidéré.



— Tulas ! dit-il.



— Tulas.



— Es’t ehcom, lui lança-t-il.



Elle remit les mots à l’endroit dans sa tête. « T’es
moche. »



En toute autre circonstance, elle serait partie en courant
et aurait pleuré toutes les larmes de son corps, mais, en cette nuit si
spéciale, elle traduisit par le contraire, à savoir qu’elle était jolie.



Rose aurait aimé avoir un miroir pour vérifier si le
maquillage de tante Lily tenait toujours.



— Icrem, dit-elle en souriant. Iot issua.



Devin se retourna et posa l’arrière de sa tête contre sa
joue : sans doute sa manière de lui donner un baiser. Il sentait le savon
et les rêves.



Rose aperçut du coin de l’œil tante Lily, derrière une des
tables de Pierre Guillaume, qui levait le pouce en lui adressant un énorme
sourire.



Rose fermait les yeux pour savourer ce moment de tendresse, même
s’il était à l’envers, quand Oliver lui tapa sur l’épaule.



— Excuse-moi, ma chère hermana. Je suis désolé
de t’interrompre, mais personne ne mange de gâteau. On doit faire une pancarte.



Rose s’arracha au contact délicieux des fins cheveux blonds
de Devin. Même s’il continuait de l’ignorer à l’école, même s’il ne connaissait
pas son nom, elle se souviendrait de cet instant à jamais.



— Rioverua Nived, dit-elle avant de s’éloigner.



Rose et Oliver inclinèrent un des grands parasols blancs de
Pierre Guillaume et Origan, leur expert en écriture inversée, trempa les doigts
dans un pot de gelée de mûres (le seul qui restait) pour écrire :



NO A MIAF ! EN ZEGNAM SAP SON XUAETÂG !



On a faim ! Ne mangez pas nos gâteaux !



Rose et Oliver disposèrent le parasol en biais, au-dessus d’une
des tables. Oliver se précipita vers le monospace et cria dans le micro :



— En zegnam sap son xuaetâg !



Puis il coupa la musique.



Si on avait un jour besoin d’un DJ qui parle à l’envers, Oliver
était maintenant qualifié.



Mme Bonnevoix fut la première à apercevoir
le parasol. Elle le pointa du doigt en criant :



— Zedrager ! Ud uaetâg !



Elle se dirigea à reculons vers la table, puis se mit à
quatre pattes pour ramper dessous, jusqu’à faire face au gâteau. Elle prit une
part et la dévora.



— Uaetâg ! cria-t-elle en se frappant la poitrine
comme un singe.



Sur ce, elle s’empara de plusieurs parts et se mit à les
lancer dans la foule comme des ballons de football.



— En zegnam sap ! hurla-t-elle.



Pendant ce temps-là, les professeurs et les bibliothécaires
se jetaient sur leurs parts de gâteau, et après les avoir englouties, se
barbouillaient le visage de chocolat. Ils se mirent ensuite à lécher les plats
vides, tout en se baladant par-ci par-là à reculons.



M. Phibien et Mlle Chardon attrapèrent
deux des parts que Mme Bonnevoix avait lancées et se les
donnèrent à manger l’un à l’autre. Le reste de la foule s’agglutina autour du
buffet comme des cochons dans une porcherie. Ils ne se donnaient pas la peine
de prendre une assiette : ils se penchaient dessus et dévoraient le gâteau
sans se servir de leurs mains.



Rose se demanda combien de temps encore cette mascarade
allait durer avant que le gâteau n’agisse et que tous ces gens redeviennent
humains.



Elle n’eut pas à attendre bien longtemps.



Mlle Karnopolis, la bibliothécaire, fut la
première à en ressentir les effets. Elle secoua la tête et vit ses collègues
qui avaient le nez dans les plats, puis elle sentit la gelée de mûres qui lui
collait au visage.



Enfin, elle s’aperçut qu’on était au milieu de la nuit.



— Oh, mais ! s’exclama-t-elle. Mais qu’est-ce que
je fais debout ? C’est l’heure de dormir ! Et pourquoi mon visage
est-il recouvert de…



Elle passa un doigt sur son front puis lécha la substance noire.



— … de mûre ?



Mlle Karnopolis se mit alors à courir – dans
le bon sens – vers sa maison.



Mlle Chardon reprit ses esprits alors qu’elle
venait de s’écrouler sur M. Phibien, qui était torse nu.



— Non ! Bertrand Phibien, arrêtez de me suivre
partout !



Elle enjamba le corps grassouillet de son amoureux transi et
se précipita chez elle en maudissant la lune.



Mme Bonnevoix épousseta les miettes
accrochées à sa robe.



— Mais pourquoi mes vêtements sont-ils à l’envers ?
s’écria-t-elle.



Un par un, les gens se réveillaient. Ils rentraient chez eux
en se demandant comment ils s’étaient retrouvés couverts de chocolat, sur la
grande place, au milieu de la nuit. Tout bas, ils se juraient de ne jamais
parler de cet incident.



Quand les derniers quittèrent de la place, honteux, le ciel
se colorait de rose pâle. Le soleil matinal fit briller les assiettes et les
fourchettes dont le sol était jonché.



Rose et Oliver firent le tour de la place munis d’un sac à
ordures.



— Bon, cette fois, c’est sûr que ça a marché, hein ?
demanda Oliver, l’air épuisé.



— Oui, c’est sûr, confirma Rose.



— Cool. Tu sais, je crois que tante Lily m’aime
vraiment bien, maintenant. Je suis content d’avoir pu passer du temps avec elle.
Elle est… muy caliente.



— Ah. Bien, fit Rose.



Mais elle ressentait le contraire. Les mots de son frère
venaient de la blesser cruellement. Elle pensait qu’elle et ses frères s’étaient
rapprochés. S’était-elle trompée ? « Ont-ils fait tout ça seulement
pour Lily ? se demanda-t-elle. Suis-je toujours invisible ? »



 



Dès que Lily eut arrêté le monospace dans l’allée, Oliver
détacha l’ampli et le traîna sous le porche, où, Rose le savait, il resterait
sans doute pendant des mois. Rose et Origan portèrent les plats vides à la
cuisine. Ils y trouvèrent Mme Carlson assise sur le comptoir à
mastiquer nerveusement un chewing-gum, les yeux grands ouverts et très rouges, les
mains tremblantes.



— Ah ! fit-elle en les voyant. Regarrrdez qui a
décidé de se joindrrre à nous !



Rose se demanda un instant de quoi elle voulait parler. Puis
elle aperçut Nini qui courait à reculons et parlait toujours à l’envers.



Comme si cela ne suffisait pas, la petite fille s’était
débarbouillée et avait enfilé une robe de soirée en velours que Céleste lui
avait achetée pour aller à un mariage mais qu’elle avait refusé de porter. Aucune
trace de son appareil Polaroid. En faisant tout à l’envers, Nini s’était
transformée en une mini-petite fille modèle.



— Toute la nuit elle a été comme ça ! J’ai entendu
du disco au loin. J’y serrrais bien allée, parce que, moi, s’il y a une chose
qui me rrrend un tant soit peu joyeuse, c’est le disco. Mais je ne pouvais pas
quitter la maison. Pas avec cette fille de Satan qui ne fait que
courrrir à l’enverrrs !



Rose et Origan échangèrent un regard inquiet et se
précipitèrent dehors.



— Non ! Ne rrreparrrtez pas ! cria Mme Carlson
en se ruant vers la porte. Je n’ai pas dorrrmi de la nuit ! Je suis en
trrrain de devenirrr folle !



Rose appela tante Lily.



— Nini est toujours à l’envers ! On a besoin de
gâteau !



Il n’en restait pas une miette. La foule en folie avait tout
dévoré. Même les plats étaient nettoyés après le passage des langues des
bibliothécaires.



Rose courut vers la parabole dans l’espoir qu’il en reste un
tout petit peu. Elle cria de joie en apercevant une minuscule flaque de pâte
durcie, juste assez pour une minuscule tarte.



Rose ramassa la pâte avec une cuillère et la disposa dans un
ramequin blanc bien beurré.



— Tu fais un gâteau ? hurla Mme Carlson
lorsque Rose mit le plat au four. Vous ne faites rien d’autrrre que de la
pâtisserrrie dans cette famille ?



Rose se tourna vers Mme Carlson et la
regarda droit dans ses yeux écossais.



— Je suis désolée que vous n’ayez pas dormi de la nuit
mais on était en train de s’occuper de choses très importantes. Et j’ai l’étrange
sentiment que tout ce dont Nini a besoin, c’est d’un peu de gâteau au chocolat.
Alors, laissez-moi faire.



Mme Carlson jeta un regard noir à Rose, comme
si elle avait soudain envie de lui dévorer tous les doigts, puis elle s’écarta
du four. Rose fit cuire la pâte pendant quinze minutes, jusqu’à ce qu’elle
gonfle et devienne plus foncée.



— Inin ! appela Rose, surprise de constater qu’elle
s’était bien adaptée à ce langage inversé.



— Ah, non, tu ne vas pas t’y mettrrre ! Fille du
diaaable ! rugit Mme Carlson.



Rose leva le gâteau bien au-dessus de la tête de sa petite
sœur.



— Sap ed uaetâg ruop iot ! dit-elle.



Bien sûr, Nini voulut tout de suite s’emparer de la boule au
chocolat. Elle sauta en l’air, arracha le ramequin des mains de Rose et avala
le petit gâteau en une bouchée. Aussitôt elle secoua la tête, abasourdie, puis
bâilla, et elle monta l’escalier pour se rendre dans sa chambre… dans le sens
normal.



— Il y avait quoi, dans ce gâteau ? interrogea Mme Carlson
tout en se pourléchant les lèvres.



Rose haussa les épaules.



— Parfois, une fille a juste besoin d’un peu de
chocolat.



— Je vais me coucher, grogna finalement Mme Carlson.



— On va tous se coucher rapidement, intervint
tante Lily. Parce que, dans une heure, nous ouvrons la pâtisserie. Nous devons
être sûrs que tout est revenu à la normale.



Oliver et Origan suivirent Nini et Mme Carlson
à l’étage, mais tante Lily retint Rose.



— Il n’y a qu’un mot pour te décrire, Rose. Tu es
sensationnelle. Le reste de ta famille, tes parents, tes frères, ta petite sœur,
ils sont super. Mais toi, tu es magnifique. Tu es la meilleure.



Rose embrassa sa tante et monta à son tour, songeuse. Origan
était toujours embêtant, Oliver toujours distant, mais le fait qu’ils se soient
unis pour former une équipe, ça, c’était plus important que tous les
compliments qu’elle eût jamais reçus.



Lorsqu’elle se brossa les dents, Rose vit dans le miroir que
son maquillage avait disparu. Toute cette agitation, à courir dans tous les
sens et à faire des gâteaux… elle n’avait plus rien de fabuleux.



Le rouge à lèvres et le fard à paupières étaient-ils encore
là quand elle avait parlé à Devin ? Comment le savoir ? Tante Lily
lui avait dit qu’elle était « sensationnelle ». Mais devant son
reflet dans la glace, Rose avait au contraire l’impression d’être une fille des
plus ordinaires.



Son cœur fit un bond dans sa poitrine et, subitement armée d’un
courage qu’elle ne se connaissait pas, elle prit une grande résolution : elle
était prête à faire n’importe quoi pour se sentir comme elle s’était sentie
aujourd’hui… pour le reste de sa vie.



N’importe quoi !
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Lever et
coucher du soleil



Rose se réveilla au bout d’une demi-heure de sommeil à peine.
Elle était bien trop anxieuse pour dormir. Aujourd’hui, c’était comme le jour
de Noël, sauf que le cadeau qu’elle espérait recevoir n’avait rien de banal :
elle priait pour que tout soit redevenu comme avant, c’est-à-dire légèrement
ennuyeux.



Par la fenêtre de la salle de bains, elle regarda dehors avec
de grands yeux. Il n’était que 7 h 30, mais le ciel était déjà très
bleu. On aurait dit que même le soleil était angoissé !



Rose se jura que si une seule personne franchissait le seuil
de la pâtisserie à reculons, elle partirait. Elle irait se réfugier dans une
ville lointaine, où elle serait adoptée par un couple charmant qui ne pouvait
pas avoir d’enfant. Elle ne leur révélerait jamais ses origines de
magicienne-pâtissière ni comment elle avait mené à la ruine une ville entière
avant de l’abandonner comme Victor Frankenstein avait abandonné sa créature
monstrueuse.



Rien de stressant dans tout cela.



Alors que Rose planifiait sa fuite, quelqu’un frappa à la
porte d’entrée. Elle se précipita en bas de l’escalier et entra dans la
boutique, toujours dans son jean et son tee-shirt à rayures de la veille.



Un homme frappait délicatement au carreau de la porte.



Ce n’était autre que l’acrobate et danseur exotique de
Calamity Falls, M. Phibien.



Son apparence était redevenue normale. Il portait un beau
pull bordeaux sous une veste grise parfaitement coupée. À en croire son odeur, il
avait aussi pris une douche ! Ses cheveux blancs formaient de chaque côté
de sa tête deux houppes aussi blanches et soyeuses que du coton fraîchement
cueilli. Le parfum de son eau de Cologne picota les narines de Rose.



Rose sentit son cœur palpiter dans sa poitrine. Il y avait
quand même quelque chose qui ne tournait pas rond chez M. Phibien. Il
était trop propre, habillé comme un prof, ou un présentateur télé. Trop élégant.



Il vivait toujours à l’envers !



— Bonjour, Rose.



Au moins, il ne l’avait pas appelée Esor. Son haleine
sentait la menthe.



— Bonjour, monsieur Phibien…, dit-elle, un peu inquiète.



— Je m’excuse d’être venu si tôt. J’ai besoin de deux
muffins aux carottes.



Rose le regarda, perplexe. M. Phibien venait
habituellement vers 8 h 30, à l’ouverture de la pâtisserie, et il n’avait
jamais, depuis dix ans que Rose le connaissait, acheté plus d’un muffin à la
fois. Rose prit deux muffins aux carottes dans la vitrine, les glissa dans un
sachet en papier blanc et les tendit à M. Phibien.



— Merci, dit-il.



Puis il alla s’asseoir sur le banc en fer forgé qui se
trouvait devant la porte, sur le trottoir.



C’était vraiment étrange. Rose pensa que la Tarte aux mûres
du retour à la normale n’avait peut-être marché qu’à moitié. Peut-être que les
gens parlaient et marchaient normalement, mais continuaient de se comporter à l’inverse
de leurs habitudes. M. Phibien, raide comme un piquet sur le banc alors qu’il
filait toujours comme s’il avait le diable aux trousses, ne mangeait même pas
ses muffins.



Aux alentours de 8 heures, Chip arriva au magasin pour
aider Rose à la mise en place.



— Aurais-je manqué quelque chose hier soir ? demanda-t-il.



— Oh… non.



« Juste une énorme soirée disco pleine de zombies »,
pensa Rose.



Ils nettoyèrent la vitrine et les tables en mosaïque, puis
placèrent de nouveaux muffins à la place des vieux qui commençaient à devenir
rances. Pendant ce temps-là, M. Phibien resta assis sur son banc. Le
soleil brillait de plus en plus fort. Rose vit M. Phibien s’éponger le
front avec un mouchoir. Il finit par retirer sa veste. Mais, à part ça, il ne
bougea pas. Il ne toucha pas à ses muffins. Il avait l’air d’attendre quelque
chose.



 



À 8h30, Rose retourna l’écriteau : OUVERT.



Lily aida Chip dans la cuisine pendant qu’Oliver venait
rejoindre sa sœur à la caisse. Dix personnes faisaient la queue dehors.



— Je crois que tout le monde va bien, dit Rose à Oliver,
qui avait enfilé une chemise propre à rayures et un pantalon plein de poches. Ils
marchent normalement. Et on dirait qu’ils parlent normalement aussi. Le seul
problème, c’est M. Phibien. Ça fait une heure qu’il n’a pas bougé.



— Il doit attendre quelqu’un.



Mme Bonnevoix fut leur première cliente. Elle
portait une robe rouge vif et un châle.



— Rose, ma chère, j’ai besoin de biscuits à la cannelle.
Des vrais, cette fois.



— Je m’excuse pour l’autre jour, madame Bonnevoix, dit
Rose. J’imagine que le président du Cambodge a été déçu.



— Oh, il l’était. On a commandé une pizza à la place, et
il s’est révélé qu’il souffrait d’une intolérance au lactose. Il a promis de ne
plus jamais venir me voir, et je lui ai dit que c’était très bien comme ça. J’en
ai assez de m’occuper de tous ces chefs d’État étrangers. Ils ont des accents
tellement bizarres. On ne comprend rien à ce qu’ils racontent. Bref, pourrais-je
avoir des biscuits à la cannelle, Oliver ?



Oliver fronça le nez.



— Bien sûr, dit-il sans conviction, furieux que Mme Bonnevoix
ait menti une fois de plus.



Pendant qu’il disparaissait dans la cuisine, Mme Bonnevoix
fit signe à Rose.



— Viens ici, Rose, je vais te dire la vérité, chuchota-t-elle.
Quand on est aussi riche que moi, parfois, la richesse ne suffit pas. Il nous
faut inventer des choses bien plus fabuleuses que ce que l’argent peut acheter.
C’est ça, la vérité.



Quel aveu surprenant venant de la plus grande mythomane de
la ville ! Rose regarda Mme Bonnevoix droit dans les yeux
et lui sourit, car elle avait cessé de lui en vouloir dès l’instant où elle
avait compris combien cette femme se sentait seule.



Oliver revint de la cuisine avec une boîte blanche pleine de
petits biscuits dorés.



— Voilà, madame Bonnevoix. Et pour qui sont ces
biscuits… ?



— Jimmy Carter et moi.



— L’ancien président des Etats-Unis ? s’esclaffa
Oliver.



Rose réprima un fou rire. Au moins, Mme Bonnevoix
avait toujours le sens de l’humour.



— Oui, confirma-t-elle. Jimmy et moi, on n’a pas honte
de dire qu’on adore les biscuits à la cannelle.



— Je voudrais bien le rencontrer, dit Oliver. Vous
pouvez me le présenter ?



— Il est très timide, répondit Mme Bonnevoix.



— Vous mentez ! l’accusa Oliver, soudain hors de
lui. Vous êtes la pire des menteuses, vous mentez à propos de tout !



Rose plaqua sa main contre la bouche de son frère.



— Oliver ! s’exclama-t-elle.



Mais c’était trop tard.



— Très bien ! dit Mme Bonnevoix. Jimmy !
hurla-t-elle par la porte. Viens ici, Jimmy !



C’est alors que l’ancien président des États-Unis entra dans
la pâtisserie Bliss. Il avait l’air plus vieux que dans les manuels d’histoire
de Rose, mais cela n’avait rien d’étonnant. Quelques mèches de cheveux blancs
encadraient son visage et tombaient sur le col de sa chemise de cow-boy en
denim.



— La sœur de Jimmy était ma colocataire à l’université,
expliqua Mme Bonnevoix.



Elle fît un clin d’œil à Rose.



— Et ça, c’est la vérité.



Oliver resta bouche bée.



— Les États-Unis d’Amérique vous remercient pour vos
services, dit l’ancien président avec un bon sourire.



Mme Bonnevoix fît sonner son rire en cascade
et le prit par le bras.



— Bonne journée, Rose ! À toi aussi, Oliver !



Oliver fît la grimace. Ça, c’était trop fort !



Cléa Molett entra dans la pâtisserie vêtue d’une robe de
star de cinéma. Verte, très courte, et surtout bien trop moulante pour une
lycéenne.



— Je voudrais un muffin aux myrtilles vidé, s’il vous
plaît.



Rose fronça les sourcils.



— Vidé ?



— Oui. Vous retirez tout l’intérieur du muffin. Sinon, vous
comprenez, il y a trop de calories.



En se demandant à quoi cela servait de manger un muffin si
on le vidait, Rose enfila une paire de gants en latex et se mit au travail.



Oliver se pencha sur le comptoir et susurra à Cléa :



— Eh ! Tu te souviens, il y a deux jours, quand on
s’est embrassés ? À travers la vitre ?



Cléa fît la sourde oreille.



— Tu m’as embrassé ! répéta-t-il plus fort. On
s’est embrassés.



— Hum. Je n’embrasse pas les employés de
pâtisserie, répliqua-t-elle, dédaigneuse.



— Mais tu as dit que tu m’aimais, continua
Oliver avec un sourire diabolique.



— Je ne sais pas de quoi tu parles. Si au moins t’étais
dans la finance, ou si t’étais un avocat, ou un truc dans ce genre, alors
peut-être que je t’aurais embrassé, peut-être.



— Et tu ne te souviens pas de cette foule de filles à
travers laquelle tu t’es frayé un chemin pour pouvoir m’embrasser ? Et…



— Laisse tomber, Oliver, lui souffla Rose.



Alors que Cléa Molett se retournait vers la sortie, ses
lourdes boucles blondes fouettèrent la joue d’Oliver.



— Elle m’a vraiment embrassé à travers la vitre, chuchota-t-il.
Je n’ai pas halluciné, n’est-ce pas ?



— Non, mais elle, si.



Oliver se mit à faire les cent pas derrière le comptoir.



— Ce n’est pas qu’elle me plaise. Mais j’aimerais juste
qu’elle se souvienne qu’elle était folle de moi. Il me faut une photo de nous
en train de s’embrasser. Est-ce qu’il y a une caméra de sécurité dans notre rue ?



Oliver jeta son tablier sur le comptoir. Rose savait qu’elle
ne pouvait plus compter sur son aide aujourd’hui.



Oliver était revenu à la normale.



Dans le jardin, Origan et Nini sautaient sur place à l’endroit
où le trampoline n’était plus. Mme Carlson bronzait dans sa
chaise longue. Rose fît la moue. Elle était toujours la seule à s’occuper de la
pâtisserie. Rien n’avait changé. Peut-être Lily avait-elle raison, peut-être n’étaient-ils
pas aussi bons qu’elle.



Rose se serait sentie beaucoup mieux si M. Phibien
avait bougé de son banc, mais il était toujours là, sous le soleil de plomb du
mois de juillet, avec son pull. Et il n’avait toujours pas touché à ses muffins.



Mais l’arrivée de Devin Stetson dans la pâtisserie fit tout
oublier à Rose.



Ses cheveux pleins de gel dessinaient une vague au-dessus de
son front. Ses lèvres roses étaient un peu gercées. Sa peau laiteuse était
bronzée.



Devin n’était jamais venu à la pâtisserie. Pourquoi
maintenant ? Pourquoi aujourd’hui alors qu’elle n’avait pas fermé l’œil de
la nuit et ne s’était même pas changée ? Elle se rappelait leur étrange
rencontre, la veille, quand il avait appuyé l’arrière de sa tête contre sa joue.



Devin resta dans l’embrasure de la porte tandis que ses
parents, vêtus de chemises hawaïennes et le nez chaussé de lunettes de soleil à
visière, scrutaient la vitrine.



— Vous avez des tiramisus ? demanda Mme Stetson.



Ses yeux luisaient comme des billes.



— Ou est-ce qu’on dit tiramisi ?. C’est
quoi, le pluriel de tiramisu ? Vous savez : gelato, gelati…
Vous voyez ce que je veux dire.



— Je n’y avais jamais pensé, répondit Rose. La plupart
du temps, on me demande juste un tiramisu.



M. Stetson se dirigea vers les gâteaux en riant.



Devin resta sur le seuil à regarder le sol, le plafond…, tout
sauf le visage de Rose. Il ne se souvenait pas de leur « baiser ». C’était
évident.



Lorsqu’il croisa enfin le regard de Rose, il fit une moue
gênée en montrant ses parents du menton, comme pour dire : « Je suis
désolé. Ils sont vraiment pas sortables. »



Rose hocha la tête comme pour répondre : « Les
miens sont pareils. »



Devin s’avança lentement vers le comptoir. Rose avait le
visage brûlant et la gorge sèche.



— Tu viens souvent acheter des beignets chez nous, n’est-ce
pas ?



— Pas souvent, dit-elle. Mais parfois, oui.



— Je m’appelle Devin.



— Moi, c’est Rose.



Elle cacha dans son dos ses mains tremblantes. Devin Stetson
était en train de lui parler ! Sans l’aide d’un Gâteau renversé !



Rose sourit en emballant les tiramisus.



— Merci, ma chère, s’écrièrent M. et Mme Stetson
en sortant avec leurs chemises hawaïennes.



Devin la salua d’un petit signe de tête.



— À bientôt. Tu passes pour un beignet ? lui
lança-t-il.



Rose lui fit un salut militaire, puis se sentit trop idiote.



Mais à cet instant elle surprit le reflet de Devin dans la
glace : lui aussi avait l’air de ne pas se trouver très malin. Même s’il
ne se rappelait pas avoir dansé avec elle, Rose avait quand même réussi à lui
dire son nom. Un sourire heureux flotta sur ses lèvres.



Enfin, jusqu’à l’arrivée de Mlle Chardon. Elle
accourait, en robe de coton légère.



— Attendez ! coassa M. Phibien d’une voix si
sourde qu’on l’entendit à peine.



Comme elle s’arrêtait net sur le seuil de la pâtisserie, il
répéta d’un ton plus clair :



— Attendez, mademoiselle Chardon.



C’était donc pour elle qu’il avait poireauté ! Mlle Chardon
se retourna, stupéfaite. Apparemment, elle n’avait aucun souvenir des
événements de la veille parce qu’elle fit un grand sourire à M. Phibien, qui
avait vraiment l’air charmant malgré les grandes auréoles de sueur qui
tachaient sa chemise sous ses bras.



— Mademoiselle Chardon, ces dingos m’ont donné deux
muffins aux carottes par erreur. Voudriez-vous le deuxième ? Si je mange
trop de féculents, mon appareil digestif fait des siennes.



Cela aurait été plus romantique s’il n’avait pas mentionné
ses problèmes digestifs, songea Rose.



Mais Mlle Chardon ne sembla pas s’en
offusquer. Elle s’assit à côté de M. Phibien et ils se mirent tous les
deux à déguster leur muffin aux carottes, en s’échangeant des petits sourires
gentils. Rose n’entendait pas ce qu’ils disaient – ils parlaient probablement
de trucs scientifiques –, mais c’était un début. Cela ne la dérangeait même pas
qu’il l’ait traitée de dingo.



Il y avait entre eux deux quelque chose de magique qui n’avait
rien à voir avec les formules ni les bocaux bleus. Ce qu’il y avait de
merveilleux, c’était la faculté de toute personne à changer, à grandir, à
guérir sans l’aide d’aucune magie.



 



À la fin de la journée, une fois Chip rentré chez lui et Mme Carlson
au lit, Rose s’assit à la table de la cuisine pour boire un verre d’eau. Elle
regarda ses frères par la fenêtre. Ils poussaient Nini sur la balançoire chacun
à son tour, si fort qu’ils l’envoyaient presque valser par-dessus la barre. C’était
chouette, mais Rose se sentait étrangère à ce spectacle.



Tante Lily se matérialisa soudain à la table, vêtue d’une
robe de soirée vintage en soie ornée de fleurs de lys orange vif.



— Rose, il faut qu’on parle. J’ai une proposition à te
faire. Tu sais bien que j’admire ton potentiel. Je pense que tu devrais venir à
New York avec moi.



Rose rougit et éclata de rire. L’idée d’aller à New York
semblait si impossible qu’elle pensa d’abord à une blague.



— Pourquoi ?



— Je veux que tu viennes travailler sur mon émission de
télé. D’abord, tu resteras en coulisses et tu m’aideras à trouver un moyen de
présenter les recettes au public. Mais après, je voudrais que tu viennes sur
scène avec moi ! Je te maquillerai et on sera deux superstars ! Tu as
tellement de talent, bien plus que ce qu’exige le fonctionnement d’une petite
pâtisserie. On se ressemble beaucoup, toi et moi. Tu ne dois pas hésiter à
caresser de grands rêves. Tu es sensationnelle, ne l’oublie pas.



Rose s’imagina en train de cuisiner aux côtés de tante Lily
dans une immense cuisine, sur un plateau de télévision avec des fans qui
riaient et applaudissaient. Oh, ce serait merveilleux !



La voix vaporeuse de la cave avait donc raison. Rose
souhaitait par-dessus tout être belle et importante. Mais elle ne voulait pas
que cela se produise parce qu’elle avait bu le contenu d’une bouteille marquée teinture
de venus. Elle tenait à le mériter. Peut-être que suivre Lily était la solution…



Rose pinça les lèvres pour s’empêcher de sourire.



— Mais où trouver les recettes ?



— Eh bien, c’est le seul problème. On aura besoin du Livre
de recettes des Bliss. J’ai recueilli des recettes extraordinaires durant
mes voyages, mais je n’en ai que pour quelques épisodes.



— Alors tu veux… voler le livre ?



Tante Lily émit un petit rire nerveux.



— Non, bien sûr que non ! Je ne ferais que l’emprunter !



— Mais mes parents vont remarquer qu’il n’est plus là. Et
comment feront-ils pour leurs gâteaux ? Et moi, je vais leur manquer, non ?
ajouta-t-elle d’une petite voix.



Tante Lily posa son doigt sur le nez de Rose et le fit
remuer de gauche à droite.



— Ça, mon ange, c’est ce qu’il y a de plus facile. Quand
j’étais jeune, j’ai appris une recette formidable pour confectionner une
sucrerie appelée Biscuit de l’oubli. Tu n’as qu’à murmurer le nom de ce que tu
veux qu’ils oublient – en l’occurrence le Livre de recettes des Bliss, Rose,
Lily -puis mélanger le murmure à la pâte. On en donnera à Oliver, Origan, Nini,
Chip et Mme Carlson, et même à tes parents. Tous oublieront que
le livre a jamais existé. Ils t’oublieront toi, et moi. Tu ne leur manqueras
absolument pas ! Ils continueront à faire tourner leur superbe petite
pâtisserie. Seulement, bien sûr, il n’y aura plus de magie. Et ils continueront
d’aimer leurs autres adorables enfants. Pendant ce temps-là, toi et moi, on
deviendra super connues, respectées, adorées.



Rose, abasourdie, demanda :



— Et ces biscuits, ils marchent vraiment ?



— Oh, je sais qu’ils marchent, dit Lily avec un sourire.
Je les ai déjà utilisés. Comment crois-tu que j’aie échappé à ma propre famille ?
J’étais faite pour de grandes choses, et ils me tiraient en arrière. Grâce aux
biscuits, ils ne se sont jamais plus mis en travers de mon chemin.



Rose regarda à nouveau ses frères pousser Nini sur la
balançoire. Pouvait-elle les abandonner ? Leurs vies seraient-elles aussi
belles sans elle ?



En même temps, pouvait-elle rester et laisser les choses
redevenir ce qu’elles étaient avant ? Supporter la corvée des courses
pendant que ses parents faisaient de la magie et que ses frères et sœur s’amusaient ?
Pas après une semaine pareille. Pas après avoir goûté aux miracles du livre de
recettes magiques.



— Je ne sais pas si je peux, souffla Rose timidement.



— Tu veux rester ici toute ta vie à gâcher ton talent, ou
gagner le respect de millions de personnes et devenir une star… comme moi ?



Une star respectée par des millions de personnes. C’était
son rêve. Mais à quel prix ?



— Quand partirait-on ? demanda Rose d’une voix
rauque.



— Demain matin. Je vais préparer la pâte des Biscuits
de l’oubli dès ce soir. Si tu veux me rejoindre dans la cuisine, on fera de la
magie…



Alors que tante Lily achevait d’expliquer son plan, Oliver
et Origan portèrent Nini dans la cuisine et l’installèrent à la table entre
Lily et Rose.



Origan se campa debout à côté de la table.



— Je propose que nous commandions une pizza pour
le dîner ! dit-il en saluant d’une flexion du buste et en levant le bras
devant lui, coude plié, comme s’il portait une cape. C’est le dernier soir
avant le retour de papa et maman. Fini la bonne nourriture. Fini la magie.



— En effet. Plus de magie, opina Rose.



Alors c’était vrai. Même Origan était de cet avis. Ils ne
seraient jamais plus autorisés à utiliser le livre, même s’ils ne disaient rien
de tous les problèmes qu’ils avaient causés.



Une fois Nini mise au lit, Rose fourra des vêtements et son
réveil dans le grand sac de voyage jaune qu’elle emportait quand elle dormait
chez une amie. Puis elle descendit l’escalier. Tante Lily se tenait devant le
plan de travail, un bocal bleu vide à la main.



— Lily, murmura-t-elle dans le bocal.



Le murmure commença par former des lueurs vertes
tourbillonnantes puis une image fantomatique du sourire de Lily.



Tante Lily n’avait pas vu Rose. Celle-ci continua à l’observer.



— Le Livre de recettes des Bliss, murmura Lily.



Le souffle se transforma en l’image familière de la reliure
de cuir du grimoire.



— Rosemary.



Lorsque tante Lily prononça son nom, Rose sentit la chair de
poule hérisser ses bras.



Elle vit le murmure de Lily se muer en une silhouette
miniature. On aurait dit que son image frappait les murs de verre en hurlant pour
qu’on la laisse sortir.



Tante Lily referma le bocal et le secoua. Puis elle l’ouvrit
au-dessus d’un saladier en métal où reposait une pâte grumeleuse. Les murmures
s’y déversèrent. La boule de pâte s’éleva et se brisa en mille morceaux qui
restèrent suspendus dans l’air chaud de la cuisine.



Les morceaux de pâte se mirent à tourner, d’abord lentement,
puis plus rapidement, comme des feuilles prises dans une petite tornade. Tout à
coup, ils retombèrent dans le bol, comme aspirés par un siphon.



Tante Lily malaxa la pâte à pleines mains.



— Bon. C’est fait.



Redressant la tête, elle aperçut Rose sur le seuil et lui
fit un grand sourire.



— Je viens à New York, chuchota Rose.
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Retour à la
maison



Le lendemain matin à l’aube, tante Lily entra dans la
chambre de Rose et la secoua pour la réveiller.



— Allons-y, mon ange ! Les biscuits sont dans le
four !



Rose enfila le jean et la chemise bleue qu’elle avait
préparés la veille en vue du voyage et alla dans la salle de bains pour se
brosser les dents.



Elle fut surprise d’y trouver Oliver, Origan et Nini, comme
si c’était déjà « l’heure de la brosse ». Oliver était aussi beau et
exaspérant que d’habitude dans son short de foot. La tignasse d’Origan était un
méli-mélo de boucles rousses. Nini regarda Rose avec de grands yeux confiants
qui dévoraient la moitié de son visage. Il avait été plus facile pour Rose de s’imaginer
les quitter la veille, quand ils ne se trouvaient pas en face d’elle.



— Mais qu’est-ce que vous faites tous debout aussi tôt
le matin ?



— On va préparer le petit déjeuner pour papa et maman, claironna
Origan.



— Tu peux nous aider ? demanda Oliver. On ne sait
pas faire grand-chose tout seuls.



Nini tira sur le jean de Rose pour obtenir son attention.



— Regarde ce que j’ai pris, Rosie.



Rose baissa la tête et vit que Nini tenait son appareil
Polaroid.



— Pourquoi tu as ça ? s’enquit-elle.



— Je veux une photo ! déclara Nini de sa petite
voix de bébé.



Elle désigna Rose et ses frères du doigt.



— Viens dans la photo, mi hermana, dit Oliver.



Il passa son bras autour de Rose, l’autre autour d’Origan. Puis
Rose saisit Nini et la serra fort contre elle. Nini tendit les bras, l’objectif
tourné vers eux. Un flash s’en échappa.



Origan souffla sur la photo quand elle sortit du Polaroid et
la tendit à Nini. Tout le monde se pencha pour voir apparaître l’image.



Au bout d’une minute, le portrait de groupe devint net. Ils
se tenaient tous bien droits. Le bel Oliver, Origan à la chevelure de flammes, Nini
à la frimousse étonnée et Rose avec ses longs cheveux sombres, le mouton noir.



— Je la garde, déclara Rose à sa petite sœur.



Elle prit la photo et la glissa dans la poche de sa chemise,
contre son cœur.



— Pourquoi tu pleures, Rose ? demanda Origan. T’es
pourtant pas si moche que ça sur la photo.



Rose essuya les larmes sur sa joue.



— C’est juste… que… je vous aime, c’est tout.



Oliver et Origan regardèrent Rose comme si elle avait soudain
cinq têtes. Nini se contenta de serrer les jambes de sa grande sœur dans ses
bras.



— Mais nous aussi on t’aime, Rosita, dit Oliver. Ça va
de soi !



Rose détacha sa petite sœur de son jean et s’enfuit en
courant de la salle de bains. Elle ne pouvait supporter de voir leurs visages
plus longtemps.



— Où est-ce que tu vas, Miss Cinglée ? cria Origan.
C’est quoi, leur problème, aux filles ?



— Je reviens ! répondit Rose en dévalant l’escalier.



Elle mentait, mais au moins, grâce à la magie, elle ne leur
manquerait pas.



En bas, elle trouva tante Lily qui avait disposé les
biscuits dans un panier à pique-nique sur la table avec un petit mot disant :
« Mangez-moi ».



— Prête ? demanda tante Lily avec enthousiasme.



Ses cheveux étaient noirs et brillants comme ceux de Rose. Sa
robe était blanche avec des petites fleurs sur l’ourlet.



— Prête, opina Rose gravement.



Elle tira la photo de sa poche et regarda sa famille.



— N’est-ce pas adorable ? dit tante Lily en se
penchant sur son épaule.



Puis elle saisit le cliché des mains de Rose et le jeta à la
poubelle.



— Pourquoi tu as fait ça ? s’écria Rose, furieuse.



— Je ne peux te laisser prendre aucune photo avec toi, Rose.
Elles perturbent la magie des Biscuits de l’oubli. Si tu regardes la photo de
ceux qui en ont mangé, alors ils se souviendront de toi. Et ils souffriront
beaucoup, parce qu’ils sauront que tu es partie. Je suis désolée, mais tu dois
briser tous les liens. C’est mieux pour tout le monde.



Sur ce, tante Lily ramassa sa valise en tweed et sortit par
la porte de derrière.



— Tu viens, mon ange ?



Rose regarda sa tante Lily, sa coupe de cheveux à la mode, ses
lèvres bien peintes et l’arc parfait de ses sourcils. Soudain, une lueur d’impatience
brilla dans ses yeux maquillés. Et Rose éprouva de nouveau cette méfiance que
lui avait si souvent inspirée sa tante Lily.



Rose n’avait pas prévu de jeter les biscuits à la poubelle. Pourtant,
c’est ce qu’elle fit. Cela avait été plus fort qu’elle. Elle ramassa la photo
sous la pile de miettes et la remit dans sa poche.



— Non ! hurla Lily. Qu’est-ce que tu fais ?



— Je suis désolée, tante Lily, dit Rose calmement, mais
je ne peux pas laisser ma famille derrière moi. Ils ne sont pas parfaits, loin
de là, mais je ne peux pas voler le livre et m’enfuir. Ce ne serait pas juste. Et
même s’ils mangeaient ces biscuits et m’oubliaient, moi, je penserais à eux
tout le temps. À quoi ça sert de devenir célèbre si les seules personnes qu’on
aime ont oublié notre existence ?



Rose laissa échapper un soupir. Voilà, c’était ça, la vérité.



Tante Lily était hors d’elle. Rose ne l’avait jamais vue
ainsi. Le visage rouge, les coins de la bouche retroussés en une ignoble
grimace.



— Mais ils ne t’apprécient pas à ta juste valeur !
Quand tes parents rentreront, ils enfermeront le livre et ne te laisseront plus
rien cuisiner, et tes frères recommenceront à t’ignorer ! Ils ne t’aiment
pas Rose, alors que moi, si, je t’aime.



— Tu ne me connais même pas !



— Comment ça ? hurla tante Lily. Bien sûr que si !



— On s’est rencontrées il y a une semaine. Si tu m’aimais,
tu aurais été là dès le départ. Tu serais restée avec moi, comme l’ont fait mes
frères et mes parents. Tu ne serais pas juste venue en profitant de leur
absence pour voler notre livre.



Lily n’essaya même pas de nier. Rose comprit alors que tout
avait été calculé : Lily était là uniquement pour le livre.



— Si tu viens avec moi, tu deviendras célèbre. Tu seras
grandiose. Les gens t’admireront. Je t’apprendrai tous les trucs ! Tu
crois que des garçons comme Devin Stetson vont te tomber dans les bras sans l’aide
de la magie ?



Tante Lily agita un doigt.



— Tu te trompes, Rose, tu as besoin de moi. Sans ta
tante Lily, tu n’es rien.



Rose fronça le nez de dégoût. Tante Lily n’était pas cette
femme forte et indépendante que Rose s’était imaginée. Au contraire, elle était
terriblement faible. Peut-être qu’elle ne plairait pas à Devin Stetson sans
maquillage. Peut-être que ses parents ne la laisseraient pas faire de magie une
fois qu’ils seraient rentrés…



Mais au moins ses parents l’aimaient.



Tante Lily n’aimait que sa propre personne.



— En fait, tante Lily, je m’en sors très bien, rétorqua
Rose. C’est toi qui n’as rien.



Rose présenta sa paume ouverte.



— Maintenant, donne-moi la clef.



Tante Lily enleva la clef de son cou en ricanant avant de la
laisser tomber au creux de la main de Rose.



— Amuse-toi bien, dit-elle froidement.



Sur ces paroles, tante Lily installa son sac en tweed sur sa
moto, l’enfourcha et démarra en trombe.



En entendant le bruit de moteur et le crissement des pneus, Oliver
et Origan se précipitèrent en bas de l’escalier avec Nini.



— C’est tante Lily qui vient de partir ? demanda
Origan. Sans même nous dire au revoir ?



— Elle était pressée, dit Rose.



Elle ne put s’empêcher de sourire. Puis elle passa ses bras
autour des épaules de ses frères, baissa la tête vers Nini et déclara :



— Et maintenant, c’est parti. Concoctons un bon petit
déjeuner.



 



Une demi-heure après le départ de tante Lily, un cortège de
voitures noires s’arrêta devant la maison. La jolie voix de soprano de Céleste
carillonna aux oreilles de Rose, Oliver, Origan et Nini, aussi mélodieuse qu’une
cloche de Noël :



— Les enfants ! On est rentrés ! Vous ne nous
avez pas oubliés ?



Albert et Céleste entrèrent dans la cuisine par la porte du
jardin. Nini ne fît qu’un bond jusqu’aux bras grands ouverts de son père.



Céleste attira Rose contre elle et l’embrassa sur le front. Rose
sentit le doux coton de la robe de sa mère, les boucles souples de ses cheveux,
son odeur de miel, de farine et de beurre. Elle se demanda comment elle avait
pu penser une seule seconde à quitter sa famille. Comment aurait-elle pu vivre
sans eux ? Et elle se jura qu’elle ne révélerait à personne le fait qu’elle
avait accepté, durant quelques heures, de partir avec tante Lily.



— Oh ! Je t’aime tellement ! murmura Céleste
en bécotant le front de Rose comme un pic-vert affamé.



Albert posa Nini sur le sol et serra Origan et Oliver contre
son cœur.



— Mes garçons ! soupira-t-il d’une voix émue.



Mme Carlson descendit l’escalier en traînant
sa valise derrière elle d’un air tout à la fois excédé et épuisé. Elle avait
pris dix ans en l’espace d’une semaine.



— Ah ! Dieu merci, vous êtes rrrevenus ! C’est
un mirrracle que je sois toujourrrs en vie ! Je n’en peux plus ! Vous
avez des enfants trrrès étrrranges ! Enfin, c’est une ville très bizarre, de
toute façon ! Je rrretourne à Glasgow, où personne ne parle à l’envers. Jamais !



Alors que Mme Carlson disparaissait dans la
boutique, Céleste tourna vers Rose un visage interloqué.



— Mais de quoi elle parle ?



— Oh, c’est juste une blague.



Rose aperçut soudain Janice Hammer dans la cuisine. Elle
assistait avec une expression sévère aux effusions familiales.



— Vos parents sont des héros ! déclara-t-elle en
croisant le regard de Rose.



Origan se mit à sauter sur place.



— Ils ont guéri la grippe ? demanda-t-il.



Le maire Hammer s’éclaircit la gorge.



— Non seulement ils nous ont débarrassés de la grippe, mais
ils ont aussi guéri quelques cas de problèmes de mémoire à court terme, et un
ou deux cœurs brisés. À croire que leurs croissants sont magiques !



Elle éclata d’un grand rire qui fit tressaillir tout le
monde.



— Magiques ! Ha ha ! Je dirais même plus :
ces croissants semblaient avoir un effet… d’un autre monde.



Mme Hammer revint soudain sur terre.



— Et c’est pour ça qu’on a donné les clefs de la ville
à vos parents.



Albert souleva avec fierté une grande clef en carton jaune
emmaillotée d’un ruban rouge qui pendait à son cou.



— Qu’est-ce qu’elle ouvre ? interrogea Origan, tout
excité. La mairie ? Est-ce qu’on peut y faire une fête ?



Mme Hammer cligna nerveusement des yeux en
regardant Origan.



— Ça n’ouvre rien ! C’est un symbole de notre
gratitude et de notre respect !



— Le respect, hein ? grogna Origan. Le respect, c’est
une chose. Mais pouvoir célébrer mon dixième anniversaire sur le thème du
cirque dans votre mairie, c’en est une autre.



Céleste fit descendre la tension d’un cran en se tournant
vers ses enfants et en chantonnant :



— Alors, tout s’est bien passé ?



Rose ouvrit la bouche pour répondre, mais Mme Hammer
lui coupa la parole :



— Bon, j’y vais. Je ne veux pas avoir à entendre… Je
veux dire : je ne voudrais pas déranger ces charmantes retrouvailles
familiales.



Elle salua Albert et Céleste.



— Merci pour tout.



Puis elle se précipita dans son Hummer, remonta la vitre
teintée et s’éloigna suivie de son cortège de voitures repeintes.



Rose leva les yeux au ciel.



— Est-ce qu’elle est aussi stressée tout le temps ?



— Pire, dit Albert avec un sourire. Maintenant, répondez
à votre mère. Comment s’est passée la semaine ?



Rose se tourna vers Origan et Oliver d’un air désespéré. Ils
lui rendirent son regard. Impossible d’avouer la vérité à leurs parents. Si
seulement ils s’étaient consultés pour inventer un mensonge commun…



— Oh, comme sur des roulettes, affirma Rose. Chip a été
super. Mme Carlson très sympa. Bref, rien d’extraordinaire à
signaler.



Céleste sourit en ramenant une de ses soyeuses boucles
noires derrière son oreille. Albert resta planté derrière elle, ses bras
couverts de poils roux croisés sur sa maigre poitrine.



— C’est tout ? Racontez-moi ! insista Céleste.
Qui a cuisiné quoi ? Les clients ont-ils réclamé quelque chose de spécial ?



Rose allait mettre fin à la discussion en faisant « non »
de la tête quand Oliver décida d’y mettre son grain de sel.



— Heu… J’ai fait quelques muffins, bredouilla-t-il. J’ai…
j’ai inventé de nouveaux muffins. Ils étaient super géants. Deux muffins de la
taille de ballons de basket, que j’ai coupés en tranches comme un gâteau. Les
gens m’ont dit que j’avais inventé un nouveau genre de pâtisserie appelé le
gâteau-muffin… et j’ai même reçu un prix !



Rose venait d’apprendre quelque chose de nouveau à propos de
son frère : il était le plus mauvais menteur de la Terre.



— Un prix ? répéta Albert, sceptique.



— De ma part, précisa Rose en espérant que cette
pirouette mettrait fin à la conversation. Je lui ai offert… les félicitations
de sa sœur !



Puis ce fut au tour d’Origan de s’en mêler.



— Moi j’ai fait du cheesecake ! C’était… un
cheesecake à l’oignon et tout le monde a dit que ce serait dégoûtant, mais ils
l’ont tellement aimé que j’ai reçu un prix mieux qu’Oliver.



Albert et Céleste plissèrent les yeux, de plus en plus
soupçonneux.



— Et puis, quelqu’un a commandé un gâteau de mariage en
forme de requin et je l’ai fait, continua Origan.



Pour appuyer ses paroles, Origan fit claquer ses dents
plusieurs fois.



— Un requin ! répéta-t-il. Et il a fallu prendre
la voiture pour le livrer. Deux heures de route !



De petites rides de colère commençaient à plisser le front d’Albert.



— Vous avez pris la voiture ? Lequel de mes
enfants non titulaire du permis a conduit le monospace ?



Rose réagit rapidement :



— Oh, ne t’inquiète pas. C’est Chip.



— Non ! coupa Origan. C’est Oliver. Il a conduit
avec son permis accompagné.



Oliver donna une claque derrière la tête de son frère.



— Oliver, est-ce vrai ? demanda Albert.



Oliver regarda dans le vide comme un écureuil apeuré, sans
savoir vers qui se tourner.



Albert et Céleste échangèrent un regard, puis Céleste donna
un grand coup sur le comptoir.



— Bon. On sait que vous mentez comme des arracheurs de
dents, tonna-t-elle. Rien que parce que personne n’a jamais commandé un gâteau
de mariage en forme de requin de toute l’histoire de la pâtisserie. Alors, qu’est-ce
qui s’est vraiment passé ?



Rose voulut expliquer qu’elle avait eu un problème avec le
livre de recettes, et que tante Lily les avait aidés à le résoudre, mais dès
que tante Lily surgit en pensée dans sa tête avec sa grande silhouette, ses hanches
rondes, ses cheveux courts et son petit nez délicat, Rose fut incapable de
bouger la langue.



Elle ouvrit la bouche mais aucun son n’en sortit, ou plutôt,
on aurait dit un chat qui essayait de cracher une boule de poils. Les garçons
se mirent aussi à crachoter.



— Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas ? demanda Albert. Pourquoi
ne pouvez-vous pas parler ?



— Oh ! non ! s’écria Céleste. On dirait qu’ils
sont sous le charme d’une Tarte tiens-ta-langue ! N’est-ce pas, Albert ?



Albert réfléchit un instant.



— Tu as raison ! Mais qui leur aurait donné de la
Tiens-ta-langue ? Et pourquoi ?



Rose n’y comprenait plus rien. Une Tarte tiens-ta-langue ?



S’agissait-il d’un autre nom pour une des recettes qu’ils
avaient faites cette semaine ? Peu importait, d’ailleurs. Rose et ses frères
n’avaient rien avalé de ce qu’ils avaient concocté.



Puis Rose se souvint de la tarte scintillante aux couleurs
de l’arc-en-ciel que leur avait préparée Lily le premier soir. Ils avaient tous
pensé que c’était la tarte la plus délicieuse au monde. Après l’avoir mangée, Oliver
n’avait pas réussi à mentionner tante Lily à ses parents au téléphone. Cette
tarte scintillante les avait-elle rendus incapables de prononcer le nom de la
pâtissière ?



Mais bien sûr ! Puisque Lily était venue chez eux dans
l’unique but de prendre le livre, il lui fallait faire en sorte qu’Albert et
Céleste ne sachent rien de sa présence.



Rose tenta de poser une question sur la tarte, mais sa
phrase sortit toute tordue :



— On a mangé une tarte. Faite par…



Puis sa langue gonfla et retomba toute molle dans sa bouche.
Elle ne pouvait plus la bouger.



Albert et Céleste entamèrent une discussion animée. Rose se
rappela alors que Nini n’en avait avalé qu’une bouchée.



Elle s’accroupit et prit la petite fille dans ses bras.



— Nini, dis à papa et maman qui est venu nous voir
cette semaine.



Nini réfléchit un instant, un doigt posé sur ses lèvres, puis
s’exlama :



— Tante Lily !



Albert et Céleste cessèrent de parler. Ils avaient un air
paniqué que Rose ne leur avait jamais vu. C’était terrifiant.



— Lily était là ? demanda Céleste en
serrant les poings.



Rose, Oliver et Origan hochèrent la tête.



— Vous a-t-elle fait manger une tarte qui brillait
comme les écailles d’un poisson, comme le duvet sur le cou d’un canard ? questionna
Albert, les yeux ouverts si grand que ses cils touchaient presque son front.



Rose hocha à nouveau la tête. C’était exactement ce qu’ils
avaient mangé.



— Pourquoi lui avoir permis d’entrer ? insista
Céleste, exaspérée.



Rose tenta d’expliquer :



— Elle a dit…



Comme elle ne pouvait former aucune phrase, elle montra du
doigt son omoplate, puis souleva son pantalon pour montrer sa tache de
naissance en forme de louche.



— Lily vous a montré sa tache de naissance pour vous
faire croire qu’elle faisait partie de notre famille ? dit Albert.



Rose hocha la tête pour la troisième fois.



— Attends, elle n’est pas de notre famille ?
s’écria Origan, à la fois déçu et furieux, comme si on venait de lui annoncer
que la petite souris n’existait pas.



— Techniquement, elle en fait partie, expliqua Céleste.
Mais elle vient de la branche à laquelle on ne parle pas.



— Le côté d’Albatross ? réussit à articuler Oliver.



— Oui, dit Céleste. Ce sont de sacrés numéros. Je
connais Lily parce qu’elle est venue une fois, il y a des années, quand Oliver
était tout bébé, et elle a essayé de voler Le livre de recettes des Bliss.



Rose secoua la tête de dégoût, et de nouveau, quand elle
ouvrit la bouche, rien n’en sortit : elle ne pouvait toujours pas
prononcer le nom de tante Lily.



— Elle a dit qu’elle ne connaissait pas l’existence du
livre ! fit-elle.



— Mais quand on le lui a montré, elle l’a adoré ! enchérit
Origan.



Céleste, le souffle coupé, se plia en deux comme si on
venait de lui donner un coup de poing dans l’estomac.



— Vous lui avez montré le livre ? Comment
avez-vous pu faire une chose pareille ?



Rose sentit ses yeux se remplir de larmes. Elle eut l’impression
que le monde s’était dérobé sous ses pieds mais qu’elle était restée là, en
suspension, flottant dans une mare gélatineuse de terreur et de honte. « Au
moins, je ne me suis pas enfuie avec elle, voulait-elle crier. Au moins, je lui
ai dit de partir, et le livre est toujours en sécurité. »



Puis elle retrouva l’usage de sa langue. Comme si la peine
qu’elle venait de causer à sa mère l’avait libérée de l’emprise de la tarte
magique.



— LLLL… LLLLL… 1111111… ily ! réussit-elle à dire.
Tante Lily !



Après s’être longtemps concentrés, Origan et Oliver
réussirent également.



— Lily !



Apparemment, la Tarte tiens-ta-langue avait un défaut :
ses effets se dissipaient sous l’effet d’une grande peur.



— Tante Lily ne volerait jamais rien ! commença
Origan. Tante Lily est la plus belle, la plus intéressante, la plus gentille, la
plus fantastique personne que j’aie jamais rencontrée ! Elle voulait qu’on
lui montre le livre pour nous aider à réparer les dégâts qu’on avait causés
dans la ville. Sans elle, tout le monde serait encore à marcher à reculons !



Albert fronça les sourcils.



— Et pourquoi est-ce qu’ils marcheraient à
reculons ?



Origan avoua toute l’histoire du début à la fin. C’était assez
confus, mais leurs parents ne se souciaient guère des détails. Quand il eut
terminé, Origan sourit et fit une petite révérence, comme s’il venait de
terminer un numéro dans la plus grande salle de spectacle du monde.



Sauf que cela n’avait rien d’une comédie.



Rose ne se rappelait pas s’être sentie aussi mal à l’aise de
toute sa vie.



— Cette femme est très dangereuse, déclara Céleste. Mon
Dieu, mais qu’est-il arrivé à nos enfants ?



Elle regarda la pièce autour d’elle comme si elle l’observait
pour la première fois.



— Mais elle si gentille et si jolie ! plaida
Oliver.



— Les plus dangereux prédateurs le sont toujours, lui
fit remarquer Albert. Souviens-t’en toute ta vie, mon fils.



Céleste pressa ses mains contre ses tempes.



— C’en est assez ! Où est-elle ? Et où est le
livre ?



— Rose ? dit Albert sans cacher sa colère. Puis-je
avoir la clef qu’on t’a confiée, s’il te plaît ?



— Ne t’inquiète pas, papa. J’ai la clef. Et elle, elle
est partie.



— Et le livre est en sécurité ? demandèrent
Céleste et Albert d’une même voix.



— Il n’y a qu’un moyen de le savoir, dit Rose en
prenant dans sa poche la petite clef en forme de fouet que Lily lui avait
rendue.



Rose frissonna lorsqu’elle s’avança dans la chambre froide. Elle
n’avait pas froid, elle venait de comprendre que son instinct ne l’avait pas
trompé. Tante Lily était louche. Elle était soulagée d’avoir résisté à la
tentation de partir avec elle à New York et de s’être souvenue de lui demander
la clef avant qu’elle puisse dérober le livre.



Rose souleva la tapisserie, inséra la clef dans la serrure
et tourna. Albert, Céleste, Oliver, Origan et Nini se pressaient derrière elle.
Elle tira sur la chaîne afin d’allumer l’ampoule. Le pupitre était vide, à l’exception
d’une enveloppe couleur crème.



Le livre n’était plus là.



Rose s’effondra à genoux et entendit sa mère hurler son nom,
comme si elle se trouvait sous l’eau. Puis, elle tomba dans un trou noir.
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Un tour de
magie :


la disparition



Rose se réveilla dans son lit. Nini était en train de
sautiller sur place à côté d’elle. Elle leva la tête et vit sa mère, son père, Oliver
et Origan qui la regardaient d’un air inquiet. Elle sentit une serviette
mouillée sur son front.



— Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé ? chuchota-t-elle.



— Tu t’es évanouie, ma chérie, répondit Céleste. Tu as
tourné de l’œil comme une dame du XIXe siècle qui
a des vapeurs…



— Où est le Livre de recettes des Bliss ? demanda
Rose en essayant de se redresser.



Albert posa doucement ses mains sur ses épaules pour la
maintenir allongée.



— Repose-toi, ma chérie, dit-il. Le livre n’est plus là.
Elle nous a laissé une lettre en échange.



— Qu’est-ce qu’elle dit ? s’enquit Rose en priant
pour que tante Lily n’y ait pas révélé son acte de trahison.



— On ne l’a pas encore lue. Nous occuper de toi nous a
paru plus important.



Albert tira une feuille de papier ordinaire de la petite
enveloppe que Rose avait aperçue sur le pupitre. Il la déplia, s’éclaircit la
gorge et lut à voix haute :
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— Et puis elle a embrassé le papier, précisa Albert en
retournant la feuille pour montrer la marque de rouge à lèvres imprimée par la
bouche de Lily.



— La petite garce égoïste et manipulatrice ! s’exclama
Céleste. Cette partie de la famille ne fait que répandre de la mauvaise graine.



— C’est vraiment nul, pesta Oliver en croisant les bras
sur sa poitrine. Comment on est censés faire tourner la pâtisserie sans le
livre ?



— Ce n’est pas notre plus gros problème…, déclara
Albert. Et si elle décidait de répandre les recettes les plus destructrices du
livre ? Et si elle déversait la folie de L’Apocryphe d’Albatross sur
l’Amérique ? Des villes entières sombreraient dans le chaos ! Le pays
courrait à sa perte !



Rose remonta le drap sur sa tête et se mit à sangloter.



— Maman, papa, je suis désolée d’avoir causé tous ces
problèmes. Je voulais juste vous montrer que je pouvais être une bonne
pâtissière-magicienne. Pour que vous me respectiez. J’ai essayé de tout faire
correctement. Mais voilà, j’ai tout fait de travers.



Céleste souleva le drap et l’embrassa sur la joue.



— Ma chérie, on te respecte ! Tu es la plus
intelligente, la plus talentueuse de la famille. On sait bien qu’on complimente
tout le temps Oliver sur son physique, Origan sur sa drôlerie et Nini sur son
charme de bébé adorable. Et parfois, on te délaisse un peu, c’est vrai. Mais la
vérité, c’est que cette famille ne tiendrait pas le coup sans toi.



Albert approuva de la tête. Oliver caressa le genou de Rose.
Nini fourra son nez dans le cou de sa sœur.



Origan sauta sur place, fou d’impatience.



— Est-ce qu’on peut prendre le petit déjeuner, maintenant ?



Rose ne put s’empêcher de rire. Plus fort qu’elle ne l’avait
fait depuis le début de l’été. Ses parents l’aimaient et la respectaient. Dans
le secret de son cœur, elle se dit qu’elle l’avait toujours su. Mais parfois – comme
maintenant – cela faisait du bien de l’entendre.



— Bien sûr, Origan, dit Rose en s’asseyant. On va
manger !



En bas, dans la cuisine, Origan aperçut la douzaine de
biscuits dans la poubelle.



— Oh ! Des biscuits ! On peut les manger ?
demanda-t-il.



— Non !!! hurla Rose. Ils sont… pas bons.



Rose regarda Céleste sortir des œufs du frigo. Albert
faisait sauter Nini sur ses genoux. Oliver et Origan mimaient un combat de
karaté. Les cheveux de Céleste étaient en bataille. Les chaussettes d’Albert en
accordéon. Nini portait le même tee-shirt depuis le début de la semaine. Oliver
était aussi vaniteux que Cléa Molett, et Origan, quoique comique, était plutôt
ridicule.



Mme Carlson avait raison. Ils formaient une
famille bien « étrrrange ».



Et une famille, c’était ce que tante Lily n’aurait jamais
parce qu’elle avait abandonné la sienne. Lily était vulnérable car elle était
seule au monde.



— Vous savez quoi ? dit Rose en regardant les
traces laissées par les pneus de la moto de tante Lily dans l’allée.



— Quoi, mi hermana ? fit Oliver.



Les Bliss au complet se tournèrent vers Rose. Ils étaient
tous là les uns pour les autres. Rose savait ce qui lui restait à faire. Mais
bien sûr, elle aurait besoin de leur aide.



— Je vais récupérer notre grimoire.



— Chaque chose en son temps, ma chérie. Chaque chose en
son temps, répéta Céleste en s’essuyant les mains sur un torchon. D’abord, il
faut manger. Personne n’a jamais rien fait de bien l’estomac vide.



Céleste déposa un grand plat d’œufs brouillés sur la table. En
engloutissant son repas, Rose écouta les autres rire et raconter des histoires.
Même après l’arrivée de Chip, ils restèrent tous dans la cuisine modeste mais
accueillante de la pâtisserie Bliss.



Rose s’aperçut alors qu’elle était heureuse.
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« Un cœur léger vit longtemps », en gaélique irlandais.
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Laissez-vous aller comme un pissenlit

sur lequel souffle un enfant


Et qui, sur une expiration, devient merveilleusement léger


Et immensément heureux.



Table des matières


Introduction


Première partie

La philosophie du minimalisme


Chapitre 1: Regardez vos objets tels qu’ils sont


Chapitre 2: Vous n’êtes pas ce que vous possédez


Chapitre 3: Moins d’objets = moins de stress


Chapitre 4: Moins d’objets = plus de liberté


Chapitre 5: Détachez-vous de vos objets


Chapitre 6: Devenez un bon gardien


Chapitre 7: Occupez l’espace


Chapitre 8: Apprenez à profiter sans posséder


Chapitre 9: Se satisfaire du «suffisant»


Chapitre 10: Vivez simplement


Deuxième partie

La méthode STREAMLINE


Chapitre 11: Se réinventer


Chapitre 12: Trier (à jeter/à chérir/à donner)


Chapitre 13: La Raison d’être (de chaque objet)


Chapitre 14: Un Écrin pour chaque objet


Chapitre 15: Aérer les surfaces


Chapitre 16: Les Modules


Chapitre 17: Les Limites


Chapitre 18: Interdiction d’accumuler


Chapitre 19: Nettoyer


Chapitre 20: L’Entretien au quotidien


Troisième partie

Pièce par pièce


Chapitre 21: Le salon


Chapitre 22: La chambre


Chapitre 23: La garde-robe


Chapitre 24: Le bureau


Chapitre 25: La cuisine et la salle à manger


Chapitre 26: La salle de bains


Chapitre 27: Les lieux de stockage


Chapitre 28: Les cadeaux, les héritages et les objets à forte valeur sentimentale


Quatrième partie

Mode de vie


Chapitre 29: La famille «zéro désordre»


Chapitre 30: Pour le plus grand bonheur de tous


Conclusion


Remerciements



Introduction


Si je vous disais que vous pourriez être plus heureux en possédant moins, vous me prendriez pour une folle, non? C’est parce que tous les jours, partout, on reçoit des milliers de messages qui prétendent le contraire: achetez ceci et vous serez plus beau/possédez ceci et vous réussirez mieux/et procurez-vous également cela pour être heureux.


Alors, on a acheté ceci, ceci ou encore cela, et c’est l’extase… En fait, très souvent, non. C’est même plutôt le contraire: ces objets et leurs promesses creuses épuisent souvent lentement notre compte en banque, notre joie de vivre et la qualité de nos relations avec les autres.


Vous est-il déjà arrivé, en regardant tous les objets que vous avez achetés, reçus en héritage ou en cadeau, de vous sentir plus submergé qu’heureux? Jonglez-vous entre vos cartes de crédit sans vous souvenir de celle que vous avez utilisée pour la dernière fois? Souhaitez-vous secrètement qu’un incendie détruise votre maison pour pouvoir repartir de zéro? Si oui, le minimalisme peut vous sauver.


Mais d’abord, penchons-nous sur le mot «minimalisme». Pour beaucoup, il a une connotation intimidante, élitiste, car on l’associe souvent à des lofts de milliardaires ornés de trois meubles soigneusement choisis. Il évoque des intérieurs nus et froids, des sols en béton et des surfaces d’un blanc immaculé. Il suggère des décors sobres, sérieux et stériles… si loin de notre quotidien avec des enfants, des animaux, des loisirs, des tas de magazines et des piles de linge partout.


Quand on entend «minimalisme», on pense souvent à «vide». Or, le mot «vide» est tout sauf attrayant, car on l’associe généralement à la perte, la précarité, le manque… Pourtant, quand on change de perspective et qu’on voit le vide tel qu’il est vraiment (au lieu de ce qu’il n’est pas), on voit alors de la «place». De la place! Et ça, c’est utile. De la place dans nos placards, de la place dans nos garages, de la place dans notre emploi du temps, de la place pour penser, pour jouer, pour créer, pour s’amuser en famille… C’est ça, la beauté du minimalisme.


Nous devons changer notre vision de la vie et comprendre qu’un récipient est plus pratique lorsqu’il est vide. On ne peut pas se faire une bonne tasse de café avec un filtre usagé. On ne peut pas orner sa maison de fleurs fraîches avec des vases remplis de bouquets fanés. De même, quand notre maison (le réceptacle de notre vie) est encombrée d’objets inutiles, notre âme est reléguée au second plan. Nous n’avons plus le temps, l’énergie et la place de vivre de nouvelles expériences. Nous nous sentons à l’étroit et coincés, incapables de nous épanouir et de nous exprimer complètement.


Le minimalisme permet de reprendre le contrôle sur nos objets, de récupérer de la place, de rendre nos maisons plus fonctionnelles et de leur redonner du potentiel. Grâce au minimalisme, nos maisons redeviennent les réceptacles (vides, accueillants et aérés) de nos vies. À bas la tyrannie des objets inutiles! Vive le bonheur du peu!


Très bien, mais comment procéder? Par où commencer? En quoi ce livre est-il différent de tous les autres guides sur l’organisation? Eh bien, contrairement à ses semblables, ce livre ne vous conseillera pas d’investir dans des boîtes ou des systèmes de rangement fantaisie pour cacher vos affaires. Sa mission à lui, c’est de vous aider à réduire leur nombre. De plus, vous n’aurez pas à répondre à des questionnaires, dresser des listes, remplir des tableaux… car, franchement, qui en a le temps? Et vous ne trouverez pas non plus de douzaines de témoignages d’autres personnes, car c’est vous, le principal sujet de ce livre.


Nous allons commencer par étudier la philosophie du minimalisme. Pas d’inquiétude, c’est facile. Cela consiste à penser aux avantages et aux bienfaits du minimalisme pour avoir un jour la motivation de s’occuper une bonne fois pour toutes du service en porcelaine de mamie. Nous apprendrons à considérer nos affaires de manière plus objective et combattre leur emprise sur nous, pour découvrir la liberté de vivre avec juste assez pour satisfaire nos besoins. Nous deviendrons aussi un peu philosophes et réfléchirons à la façon dont le minimalisme peut enrichir nos vies et agir de façon positive sur le monde.


Pour se désencombrer, on peut faire comme pour un régime: s’y mettre d’un coup, compter nos affaires comme on compterait des calories et «se priver» pour obtenir des résultats rapides… avec le risque (très fréquent) de se sentir, au bout du compte, en manque, de refaire des excès et de se retrouver au point de départ. Alors, procédons autrement: changeons d’attitude et d’habitudes – comme si on passait d’un régime de malbouffe au régime méditerranéen.


Lorsqu’on est devenu minimaliste, on ne prend plus les mêmes décisions à propos des objets qu’on possède ou qu’on récupère. On ne raisonne plus à court terme, mais à long terme avec, en ligne de mire, la volonté d’adopter un nouveau et formidable mode de vie.


Après un petit échauffement mental, je vous apprendrai à rationaliser votre démarche grâce à la méthode STREAMLINE, une méthode en dix points qui vous aidera à désencombrer définitivement votre intérieur. Et c’est là que cela devient amusant! Nous allons faire prendre à nos tiroirs, placards, et pièces un nouveau départ et nous assurer que tout ce que nous possédons a une vraie utilité dans notre maison.


Nous donnerons à chaque objet un emplacement précis et poserons des limites pour garder le contrôle. Nous réduirons progressivement le nombre de nos affaires et mettrons en place des systèmes pour éviter qu’elles s’accumulent de nouveau. Armés de ces techniques, nous terrassons le désordre une bonne fois pour toutes!


Le moindre recoin de la maison présente un défi particulier. Il va donc falloir procéder pièce par pièce pour trouver chaque fois les techniques les mieux adaptées. Nous commencerons par le salon pour créer un espace flexible et dynamique dans lequel la famille pourra se détendre.


Nous discuterons des mérites de chaque meuble et trouverons un moyen de gérer tous ces livres, jeux vidéo et autres fournitures qui l’encombrent. Puis, nous irons dans les chambres pour ôter l’excédent et les transformer en havres de paix pour nos âmes fatiguées, car nous n’avons désormais qu’un but: créer des espaces clairs, calmes et épurés où l’on peut relaxer et se régénérer.


Comme nous sommes nombreux à souffrir du syndrome «des placards pleins à craquer», nous passerons un chapitre à faire le tri dans notre garde-robe (et, promis, vous serez sublime avec une partie seulement de vos vêtements actuels). Puis, quand nous serons bien échauffés, nous nous attaquerons à la paperasse et réduirons le flot de nos courriels en un fin ruisselet. Croyez-moi, nos efforts minimalistes vont dompter les bureaux les plus désordonnés!


Nous irons ensuite explorer méthodiquement la cuisine. Nous réduirons le nombre de casseroles, de poêles, d’ustensiles et verrons comment des surfaces de travail dégagées et du matériel de cuisine simple peuvent booster notre talent culinaire. Et enfin, rendez-vous dans la salle de bains où nous ferons le tri dans tout ce qui s’y trouve pour créer une ambiance chic digne d’un spa. Nous simplifierons même notre façon de nous préparer pour être simplement magnifique avec un minimum de produits.


Bien sûr, nous irons aussi faire un tour à la cave, au grenier et dans le garage, car même si on ne voit pas ce qui s’y trouve, on le garde en tête. Une fois que nous aurons vidé et nettoyé tout ça, les objets inutiles n’auront nulle part où se cacher! Nous prendrons aussi le temps de passer en revue les cadeaux, héritages et souvenirs pour comprendre comment ils nous envahissent et trouver des façons créatives de les gérer.


En ce qui concerne les gens qui vivent chez nous (car, quand on parle de foutoir, il faut prendre en compte celui du reste de la maisonnée), nous trouverons des moyens de gérer leurs affaires en les associant à nos efforts de légèreté. Que vous soyez dans les couches-culottes, les Playmobil ou les vêtements d’ado, vous trouverez des conseils pour chaque âge. Et nous apprendrons aussi comment convertir un conjoint réticent aux joies du minimalisme.


Enfin, nous verrons les bienfaits du minimalisme sur notre planète, et comment nous pouvons, grâce à lui, préserver la beauté et la richesse de la nature pour les générations futures. Nous observerons l’impact de nos choix de consommateurs, étudierons le coût humain et environnemental des objets que nous achetons et prendrons conscience des bienfaits d’un mode de vie léger et harmonieux. Et, mieux encore, nous verrons comment, en faisant de la place dans nos placards, nous pouvons aussi aider à sauver la planète.


Prêt à faire le grand ménage une bonne fois pour toutes? Alors, tournez la page pour votre premier grand pas vers le minimalisme. Dans quelques minutes, vous serez en route vers une vie plus simple, plus rationnelle et plus sereine.



Première partie


La philosophie du minimalisme


Imaginez que nous sommes des généraux prêts à livrer bataille ou des athlètes avant une grande compétition: pour réussir, il faut se préparer mentalement à ce qui nous attend. Il est donc temps de fourbir notre arme secrète: l’état d’esprit minimaliste.


Dans ce chapitre, nous allons parler exclusivement d’attitude, car avant de prendre le contrôle sur notre environnement, nous devons changer notre relation avec lui. Nous allons donc définir cette attitude, l’étudier objectivement et examiner ses effets sur nos vies. Ainsi, nous pourrons plus facilement nous désencombrer et éviter d’être de nouveau envahis. Et nous prendrons surtout conscience que les objets sont là pour nous servir, pas le contraire.



Chapitre 1


Regardez vos objets tels qu’ils sont


Regardez autour de vous. Je parie qu’il y a au moins vingt à trente objets dans votre champ de vision. Que sont-ils? Comment sont-ils arrivés là? À quoi servent-ils?


Il est temps de voir vos objets tels qu’ils sont, de les nommer, de les définir, de leur enlever leur part de mystère. Quels sont exactement ces objets que vous avez si durement et si chèrement acquis et dont le rangement et l’entretien vous prennent autant de temps et d’énergie? Comment sont-ils devenus si nombreux? En se multipliant pendant que vous dormiez?!


En général, on peut diviser les objets en trois catégories: les utiles, les beaux et les sentimentaux.


Commençons par la catégorie la plus facile: les utiles. Ce sont les objets pratiques, fonctionnels qui aident à accomplir certaines tâches. Certains sont essentiels, d’autres rendent la vie un peu plus facile. Vous vous dites peut-être que tous les objets sont utiles. Mais avezvous déjà lu un guide de survie? En fait, on a besoin de très peu de choses pour rester en vie: un abri, des vêtements pour réguler sa température interne, de l’eau, de la nourriture, quelques récipients, un peu de matériel de cuisine… Si vous ne possédez que cela, vous pouvez tout de suite reposer ce livre, sinon continuez votre lecture!


En plus de ces grands incontournables, il y a tous ces objets très utiles, mais pas nécessaires à la survie: lits, draps, ordinateurs, cafetières, peignes, stylos, agrafeuses, lampes, livres, assiettes, fourchettes, canapés, rallonges électriques, marteaux, tournevis, fouets de cuisine… bref, vous comprenez. Dès qu’on utilise souvent un objet ou qu’il apporte une plus-value à notre vie, il est le bienvenu chez nous.


Mais, attention, pour être utile, un objet doit servir! Car à quoi bon posséder des tas d’objets potentiellement utiles si on ne les utilise pas? Prenons l’exemple des séries et des doublons: combien de boîtes alimentaires en plastique passent de vos placards à votre frigo ou votre congélateur? Et est-ce que votre perceuse sans fil mérite vraiment d’avoir une petite sœur?


D’autres objets se languissent sur vos étagères parce qu’ils sont trop compliqués à utiliser ou trop difficiles à nettoyer comme le robot culinaire, le service à fondue et le déshydrateur. Et puis, il y a les objets «au cas où» et «je pourrais en avoir besoin un jour» qui attendent au fond des tiroirs de faire leurs grands débuts. Eh bien, leurs jours sont désormais comptés.


Au milieu de tout ça, il y a les objets qui ne sont pas spécialement pratiques, mais qui satisfont un autre besoin: le plaisir de les regarder. Depuis que l’homme a posé le pied sur Terre, il s’est efforcé d’embellir son environnement: par des peintures rupestres dans les cavernes préhistoriques ou des cadres dans les salons modernes.


L’esthétisme est un élément important de notre identité et doit donc être pris en compte. L’éclat d’un beau vase ou les lignes pures d’une chaise moderne peuvent être source de joie et de grande satisfaction. Ils ont donc tout à fait leur place dans nos vies à condition d’être respectés et d’occuper une place de choix. Si votre collection d’objets en verre de Murano prend la poussière sur une étagère — ou pire, si elle est dans une boîte au sous-sol —, ce n’est que du bric-à-brac coloré.
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Quand vous ferez l’inventaire de vos affaires, ne gardez pas automatiquement vos objets d’art. Ce n’est pas parce qu’ils vous ont plu à une brocante, un jour d’été, qu’ils doivent passer le reste de leur vie sur le manteau de votre cheminée. En revanche, s’ils continuent à vous faire sourire de plaisir — ou si leurs lignes harmonieuses vous évoquent la beauté de la vie —, ils méritent d’avoir une place chez vous.


Si tous les objets étaient beaux ou utiles, ce serait facile. Mais au cours de la journée, vous allez en croiser des tas qui ne sont ni l’un ni l’autre. Alors d’où viennent-ils? Et pourquoi sont-ils là? Neuf fois sur dix c’est parce qu’ils ont une valeur sentimentale: le service en porcelaine de votre grand-mère, la collection de pièces anciennes de votre père, le sarong que vous avez acheté lors de votre lune de miel… Ils vous rappellent des gens, des lieux, des événements qui vous ont marqué. Le plus souvent, ils sont entrés chez vous sous forme de cadeaux, d’héritage et de souvenirs.


Là encore, si ces objets vous remplissent de joie, exposez-les avec fierté et savourez leur présence. Si, au contraire, vous vous sentez obligé de les garder («Tante Edwige va se retourner dans sa tombe si je donne ses tasses en porcelaine») ou que vous les gardez pour prouver quelque chose («Personne ne croira que j’ai visité la Grande Muraille de Chine si je jette cette boule à neige»), il va falloir travailler là-dessus.


Faites le tour de votre maison en parlant aux objets. Demandezleur: «Qui es-tu et que fais-tu?», «Comment es-tu arrivé dans ma vie?», «T’ai-je acheté ou m’as-tu été offert?», «À quelle fréquence me sers-tu?», «Est-ce que je te remplacerais si je te perdais ou si je te cassais?» ou «Serais-je, au contraire, soulagé de me débarrasser de toi?», «T’ai-je jamais désiré?» Répondez honnêtement à ces questions; vous ne risquez pas de blesser vos biens.


En vous posant ces questions, vous découvrirez deux souscatégories d’objets. La première est celle des «objets d’objets»: vous savez, ces objets qui viennent naturellement dans le sillage des autres comme les accessoires, les manuels, les produits nettoyants, les trucs qui vont avec d’autres trucs, qui montrent des trucs, qui fixent des trucs, etc. Dans ce cas, il y a matière à s’alléger, car en se débarrassant d’un objet, on se débarrasse de tout ce qui va avec.


La seconde sous-catégorie est celle des «objets des autres». Là, c’est plus compliqué. À l’exception de vos (jeunes) enfants, vous n’avez pas vraiment votre mot à dire sur les affaires d’autrui. Si c’est le kayak que votre frère vous a demandé de garder dans votre cabanon — et qu’il n’a pas réclamé depuis 15 ans —, vous avez le droit d’agir (après l’avoir sommé de le récupérer dans les plus brefs délais, bien sûr). Mais s’il s’agit des tas de fournitures du loisir de votre conjoint ou d’anciens jeux vidéo de votre ado, vous devrez faire preuve de diplomatie. Avec un peu de chance, votre envie de légèreté fera des émules et donnera envie à votre entourage de vous imiter.


Pour l’instant, contentez-vous d’inspecter votre intérieur pour faire un point complet: cette chose est utile, celle-ci est belle, celle-là appartient à quelqu’un d’autre (trop facile!). Ne sortez pas déjà les grands sacs poubelles, même si c’est pour bientôt. En revanche, si vous tombez sur un objet inutile, hideux ou non identifiable, alors n’hésitez pas: jetez-le!



Chapitre 2


Vous n’êtes pas ce que vous possédez


Contrairement à ce que les marketeurs voudraient vous faire croire, vous n’êtes pas ce que vous possédez. Vous êtes vous-même; et les objets sont des objets. Aucune loi physique ou mathématique ne peut changer cela malgré les arguments finement ciselés des publicités imprimées ou télévisées.


On tombe pourtant parfois dans le piège tendu par les publicitaires, d’où la nécessité de créer une troisième sous-catégorie, celle des «objets aspirationnels». Ce sont ces objets que l’on achète pour impressionner les autres ou pour faire plaisir à notre «moi fantasmé», vous savez, celui qui a dix kilos de moins, qui voyage partout dans le monde, qui fréquente les 5 à 7 ou qui joue dans un groupe de rock.


Même s’il n’est pas toujours facile de l’admettre, nous achetons souvent des objets pour projeter une certaine image de soi. Prenons l’exemple des voitures. N’importe quelle voiture peut satisfaire le besoin d’aller d’un point A à un point B, alors pourquoi sommes-nous prêts à payer le double (voire le triple) pour un modèle de luxe? Parce que les fabricants de voitures versent des sommes faramineuses aux agences de publicité pour nous convaincre que leurs voitures expriment ce que nous sommes: notre personnalité et notre statut social.


Mais ce n’est pas tout. L’envie de s’identifier à certains produits influence profondément notre mode de vie: du choix de notre maison à ce que nous mettons dedans. Si on leur posait la question, la plupart des gens admettraient pouvoir se contenter d’une petite maison toute simple (et pourtant si confortable par rapport aux logements des pays émergents).


Pourtant, le marketing aspirationnel nous fait croire que nous avons «besoin» d’une suite parentale, d’une chambre pour chaque enfant, de deux salles de bains séparées et d’une cuisine semi-professionnelle pour montrer qu’on a réussi dans la vie. Le mètre carré devient l’unité de mesure du statut social avec, bien entendu, plus de canapés, de chaises, de tables et d’accessoires pour meubler un si vaste espace.


La publicité nous encourage aussi à nous définir à travers nos vêtements et, dans l’idéal, à travers des marques célèbres. Or, le nom sur l’étiquette ne rend pas nos vêtements plus chauds, nos sacs plus solides ou nos vies plus glamour. De plus, ce genre d’articles devient obsolète à la minute où on l’achète, ce qui laisse nos placards bourrés de vêtements démodés que nous espérons pouvoir remettre un jour.


Dans la vraie vie, la plupart d’entre nous n’ont pas besoin d’avoir une garde-robe de star, car nos vêtements et accessoires n’intéressent personne et ne susciteront jamais de commentaires sur les réseaux sociaux. Pourtant, les marketeurs essaient de nous convaincre que nous vivons continuellement sous les flashs des paparazzis et que nous devrions nous habiller en conséquence.


Pas facile d’être minimaliste dans un monde dominé par les médias. Les publicitaires nous bombardent de messages dans lesquels l’accumulation de biens matériels est synonyme de succès, car, comme tout le monde le sait, il est beaucoup plus facile de s’acheter un statut social que de le mériter. Combien de fois avez-vous entendu dire: «Il vaut mieux en avoir trop que pas assez», «Faites semblant, et le reste suivra» ou «L’habit fait le moine»? On nous fait croire que plus on possède, plus on est heureux alors qu’en fait cela ne fait qu’accroître nos soucis et nos dettes. Ces adages profitent certainement à quelqu’un… mais pas à nous.
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En vérité, les objets ne nous transformeront jamais en quelqu’un d’autre. Les rouges à lèvres des grandes marques ne nous métamorphoseront pas en top model, les outils de jardin haut de gamme ne nous donneront pas le pouce vert et les appareils photo sophistiqués ne feront pas de nous des photographes professionnels. Et pourtant, on les achète et on les garde, ces objets qui nous promettent monts et merveilles, c’est-à-dire d’être plus heureux, plus beau, plus intelligent, plus aimant, plus aimé, plus organisé ou plus efficace.


Mais s’ils n’ont exaucé aucun de ces vœux, il est peut-être temps de vous en débarrasser, non?


De même, les objets ne peuvent se substituer aux vraies expériences. À quoi bon avoir un garage rempli de matériel de camping, d’équipements de sports ou de jouets d’extérieur quand tout ce dont on rêve, c’est de passer du temps de qualité en famille? Les guirlandes lumineuses en tous genres et les montagnes de cadeaux ne rendent pas les fêtes de Noël plus belles… alors qu’être avec les personnes qu’on aime, si. Accumuler des tas de pelotes de laine, de livres et de boîtes de fournitures artistiques ne fera pas automatiquement de nous des génies créatifs. Ce sont les activités qui en découlent (pas le matériel) qui sont essentielles pour le bonheur et l’épanouissement personnel.


On s’identifie aussi aux objets du passé, et on en garde certains pour prouver qu’on est allé quelque part ou qu’on a accompli un exploit. Je parie d’ailleurs que vous êtes nombreux à avoir gardé vos premiers déguisements d’enfant, vos trophées sportifs et vos journaux intimes sous prétexte que ça vous rappelle de bons souvenirs (comme si vous alliez avoir besoin un jour de montrer votre bulletin scolaire de troisième année!). Du coup, ces objets sont souvent quelque part, dans une boîte, où ils ne prouvent rien à personne. Si c’est le cas de vos vieilleries, le moment est sans doute venu de vous en débarrasser.


Quand on observe ses affaires d’un œil critique, on s’étonne souvent d’en compter autant qui évoquent le passé, qui représentent nos espoirs pour plus tard ou qui appartiennent à notre «moi fantasmé». Malheureusement, à force de leur donner de la place, du temps et de l’énergie, on oublie de vivre dans le présent.


On craint parfois de se priver d’une part de soi quand on se débarrasse de certains objets. Même si on a rarement joué du violon ou jamais porté cette robe du soir, quand on les jette, on se prive de l’occasion de devenir un maestro ou une grande mondaine. Et si on jette notre déguisement de la fête de nos 20 ans, on a peur de l’effacer à jamais de notre mémoire.


Vous devez vous rappeler que les souvenirs, les rêves et les ambitions ne sont pas présents dans les objets… ils sont en nous. Nous ne sommes pas ce que nous possédons. Nous sommes ce que nous accomplissons, ce que nous pensons et qui nous aimons. En éliminant les restes de loisirs qu’on n’a jamais aimés, de projets qu’on n’a jamais réalisés et de rêves qu’on n’a jamais vécus, on fait de la place à de nouvelles (et de réelles) possibilités. Les objets aspirationnels sont les accessoires d’une version fantasmée de notre vie. Il faut s’en débarrasser pour avoir le temps, l’énergie et l’espace de mieux connaître notre vraie nature et d’exploiter à fond notre potentiel.



Chapitre 3


Moins d’objets = moins de stress


Pensez à toute l’énergie que vous dépensez pour acquérir ne serait-ce qu’un objet: prévoir l’achat, lire les avis, chercher le meilleur prix, gagner (ou emprunter) de quoi le payer, aller l’acheter dans un magasin, le rapporter chez vous, trouver un endroit où le mettre, apprendre à l’utiliser, le nettoyer (ou nettoyer ce qu’il y a autour), l’entretenir, acheter des pièces supplémentaires, l’assurer, le protéger, essayer de ne pas le casser, le réparer quand on l’a finalement cassé et parfois continuer à le payer même quand on ne s’en sert plus. Maintenant, multipliez ça par le nombre d’objets que vous possédez. Waouh! C’est juste éreintant.


On peut passer tout son temps à entretenir nos objets. Des sociétés ont d’ailleurs été créées pour nous y aider. Des sociétés qui gagnent des fortunes en nous vendant des produits nettoyants spécifiques à chaque article (de la lessive pour les vêtements, de la crème pour l’argenterie, de la cire pour les meubles, des aérosols dépoussiérants pour les appareils électroniques, des imperméabilisants pour le cuir, etc.).


Les compagnies d’assurance prospèrent sur l’éventualité que nos voitures, bijoux ou œuvres d’art soient un jour abîmés ou volés. Les serruriers, les entreprises de systèmes d’alarme et les fabricants de coffres-forts nous promettent de les protéger des voleurs. Les réparateurs attendent qu’ils cassent pour agir et les déménageurs accourent pour les rassembler et les transporter ailleurs.
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Alors, essayons d’évaluer à quel point les objets nous stressent. D’abord, on stresse à l’idée de ne pas en avoir. En voyant un objet dans une boutique ou dans une publicité, on se demande soudain comment on a pu s’en passer jusque-là. Notre voisin en a un, notre sœur en a reçu un en cadeau et notre collègue s’en est acheté un la semaine dernière. Ciel! On est donc les seuls à ne pas en avoir? Du coup, on commence à ressentir un manque…


Alors, on se stresse parce qu’on en a envie. Malheureusement, on ne connaît personne qui pourrait nous en donner un, donc il va falloir l’acheter. On va de magasin en magasin (ou on surfe de site en site) pour voir les prix, en espérant le trouver en solde. On sait qu’on ne peut pas se le permettre, mais on le veut maintenant. Alors on racle les fonds de tiroir, on fait des heures supplémentaires ou on l’achète à crédit en espérant pouvoir le payer plus tard.


Arrive enfin le jour où on peut se l’offrir! Depuis le temps qu’on le voulait, on l’a enfin! Le soleil brille, les oiseaux chantent et on se sent bien, détendu, heureux. Vraiment? Réfléchissez bien. Maintenant qu’on a investi, il va falloir en prendre soin, car on a non seulement acquis un objet, mais aussi son lot de contraintes.


Il va falloir le nettoyer régulièrement, car la poussière va l’empêcher de fonctionner correctement et réduire sa durée de vie. Il va aussi falloir le ranger hors de portée des enfants et du chien. Il va falloir faire très attention en l’utilisant pour ne pas le casser ou le tacher. Vous trouvez ça exagéré? Dans ce cas, dites-moi combien de fois vous avez garé votre nouvelle voiture à l’autre bout du stationnement, où vous avez été furieux de voir qu’elle était éraflée ou cabossée? Et qu’avez-vous ressenti quand vous avez mis de la sauce tomate sur votre nouveau (et très cher) chemisier en soie?


Et puis quand il se met à mal fonctionner — ce qui finit toujours par arriver —, on stresse pour le réparer. On lit scrupuleusement des manuels ou on cherche des conseils sur Internet. On va acheter les outils et les pièces nécessaires pour le réparer. Si on n’y arrive pas, on l’apporte chez un professionnel. Ou alors on laisse tomber, car on ne sait pas comment s’y prendre (ou on rechigne à s’en occuper).


L’objet en question reste dans un coin, ou dans un placard, ou à la cave… et il nous pèse à distance. Ou alors on s’en est juste lassé. En tout cas, on se sent un peu coupable d’y avoir consacré autant de temps et d’argent. Puis, on voit une autre pub et on se laisse séduire par quelque chose de complètement différent, quelque chose d’encore plus excitant. Et puis… Oh non, ça recommence!


On se plaint toujours de manquer de temps. Et si c’était la faute de nos affaires? Combien d’heures précieuses avons-nous perdues à nous rendre chez le nettoyeur? Combien de samedis avons-nous sacrifiés pour faire une vidange d’huile ou réparer notre voiture? Combien de jours de congé avons-nous passés à réparer ou à entretenir des objets (ou à essayer de joindre le service de dépannage)? Combien de fois avons-nous grondé nos enfants pour un vase cassé, une assiette ébréchée ou des traces de boue sur la moquette? Combien de temps avons-nous passé à acheter des produits nettoyants, des pièces détachées, des accessoires pour nos objets?
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Prenons un instant pour nous souvenir du sentiment de joie et de légèreté que nous ressentions à l’université, à une époque où (et ce n’est pas un hasard) nous possédions très peu de choses. La vie était tellement plus simple: pas d’hypothèque, pas d’emprunt à rembourser sur la voiture… Notre richesse, c’était notre capacité à apprendre, à vivre, à s’amuser. Le monde nous appartenait, et tout était possible! C’est cet état d’esprit, ce bonheur du peu que nous pouvons retrouver en étant minimalistes. Il suffit de mettre chaque chose à sa place pour diminuer son emprise sur nous.


Cela ne veut pas dire qu’il faut louer un studio, ou se meubler de caisses de lait et d’un lit d’occasion. Imaginez juste, pour l’instant, que vous n’avez que la moitié de ce que vous possédez actuellement. Quel soulagement! Pensez donc: 50% de travail et de soucis en moins! Cinquante pour cent de ménage, de maintenance et de réparation en moins! La moitié moins de crédits! Qu’allez-vous faire de tout ce temps et de tout cet argent? Ah, vous commencez à comprendre… Vous commencez à voir les bienfaits du minimalisme.



Chapitre 4


Moins d’objets = plus de liberté


Que feriez-vous si on vous faisait une proposition exceptionnelle, fabuleuse, mais qui nécessite que vous partiez à l’autre bout du pays dans la semaine? Seriez-vous excité et déjà en train de faire des projets? Ou regarderiez-vous autour de vous en vous demandant comment vous allez faire pour tout emmener? Réfléchiriez-vous à la logistique que cela implique (ou, pire encore, trouveriez-vous cela complètement ridicule?)? Seriez-vous même déjà en train de vous dire que ça ne vaut pas la peine d’un tel chambardement, que vous êtes déjà «installé» ici et que, peut-être, une autre occasion se représentera?


Même si ça peut paraître complètement fou, demandez-vous si vos affaires n’ont pas le pouvoir de vous bloquer sur place. Dans beaucoup de cas, la réponse est «oui».


Les objets agissent souvent comme des ancres. Ils nous tiennent en place et nous empêchent d’explorer de nouveaux domaines et de développer de nouveaux talents. Ils peuvent prendre le pas sur notre vie sociale, professionnelle et familiale. Ils peuvent nous prendre notre énergie et nous ôter l’envie d’entreprendre des choses. Avezvous déjà renoncé à inviter des gens parce que votre maison n’était pas assez bien rangée? Avez-vous déjà renoncé à accompagner votre fils au soccer parce que vous deviez travailler la fin de semaine pour pouvoir payer vos dettes? Avez-vous déjà renoncé à partir en vacances au soleil par peur d’un cambriolage?
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Asseyez-vous dans une pièce et regardez tous les objets qui s’y trouvent. Imaginez qu’ils sont tous reliés à vous par une corde. Certains sont rattachés à vos bras, d’autres à votre taille, d’autres à vos jambes. (Pour renforcer l’effet, imaginez des chaînes à la place des cordes.) Maintenant, essayez de vous lever et de vous déplacer avec tous ces trucs qui traînent, cognent, s’entrechoquent. Pas facile, hein? Vous ne pourrez pas aller bien loin ni faire grand-chose. Et bientôt, vous retournerez vous asseoir parce que, dans ces conditions, c’est plus facile de ne pas bouger.


De la même manière, les objets peuvent peser mentalement comme s’ils avaient leur propre champ gravitationnel et nous plaquaient sur place ou nous tiraient en arrière. On peut littéralement se sentir lourd et mou dans une pièce encombrée, trop fatigué et trop paresseux pour se lever et faire quelque chose. À l’opposé, imaginez une pièce propre, lumineuse et peu meublée. On s’y sent léger, libéré, avec plein d’envies. Sans le poids de toutes nos affaires, on se sent en effet énergique, prêt à tout.


Quand on a pris conscience de cela, on peut avoir envie d’agir très vite pour créer l’illusion d’un espace épuré. On file au supermarché, on achète de jolies boîtes et on crée une pièce minimaliste en un tour de main. Malheureusement, remplir tiroirs, paniers, boîtes et poubelles ne change rien. Même les objets cachés (dans la penderie de l’entrée, dans la cave ou dans un minientrepôt à l’autre bout de la ville) restent dans un coin de notre tête. Pour se libérer mentalement, il faut agir sur tous les plans.


Sachez aussi qu’en plus de nous envahir physiquement et de nous alourdir psychologiquement, les objets nous asservissent financièrement par les dettes qu’ils nous obligent à contracter. Plus on a d’argent, plus on dort mal et plus le champ des possibles rétrécit. C’est dur de se lever chaque matin pour aller à un travail qu’on n’aime pas et de payer pour des objets qu’on ne possède plus, qu’on n’utilise plus ou dont on ne veut plus. On pourrait faire tant d’autres choses à la place! De plus, si on consacre toute notre paye (voire plus) à des objets, cela veut dire qu’on se prive des moyens de s’épanouir autrement: en suivant des cours de dessin, en investissant dans une nouvelle entreprise, etc.


Les voyages illustrent merveilleusement bien la liberté qui découle du minimalisme. Pensez aux deux ou trois lourdes valises que vous vous évertuez à trimballer avec vous quand vous partez en vacances. Vous préparez ce voyage depuis longtemps et, une fois sur place, vous n’avez qu’une envie: visiter le pays. Attendez un instant! D’abord vous devrez attendre (attendre et attendre encore) que vos bagages apparaissent sur le tapis roulant.


Puis, il vous faudra traverser l’aéroport avec votre chargement. D’ailleurs, je vous suggère d’aller à la station de taxis, car vous ne pourrez jamais prendre le métro équipé de la sorte. Oubliez aussi le petit arrêt improvisé: vous devez aller directement à l’hôtel pour vous débarrasser de tout votre barda. Et quand vous y arriverez enfin, vous vous effondrerez sur le lit.


Le minimalisme, lui, libère. Imaginez que cette fois vous voyagez avec un sac léger (une expérience positivement grisante). Arrivé à destination, vous descendez de l’avion et vous vous faufilez entre les gens dans la zone de réception des bagages. Vous prenez un métro, puis un bus et terminez à pied jusqu’à votre hôtel. En chemin, vous avez vu des scènes, entendu des bruits, senti des odeurs locales avec le temps et l’énergie de les savourer. Vous êtes mobile, disponible et libre comme un oiseau – capable de porter votre sac jusqu’à un musée ou un site touristique et, au besoin, de le déposer dans une consigne.


Contrairement au premier scénario, vous êtes tout de suite opérationnel et passez l’après-midi à découvrir la ville au lieu de traîner vos affaires derrière vous. Vous arrivez à l’hôtel tout content de ce que vous avez déjà vu et prêt à recommencer.


Quand on n’est plus enchaîné aux objets, on peut profiter de la vie, se connecter aux autres, s’impliquer dans la vie locale. On a l’esprit plus ouvert et on est plus capable de voir et de saisir les occasions qui se présentent à nous. Moins on a de bagages (sur le plan physique et mental), plus on vit à fond.



Chapitre 5


Détachez-vous de vos objets


Si l’on en croit les bouddhistes, pour être heureux, il faut se détacher des biens terrestres. Le célèbre poète japonais, Basho Matsuo, a même été jusqu’à écrire que, quand sa maison a brûlé, il a eu une meilleure vue sur la lune. En voilà un qui a réussi à se libérer de l’emprise des objets!


Même si rien ne vous oblige à aller si loin, vous avez intérêt à cultiver un certain sens du détachement. Ainsi, vous pourrez plus facilement désencombrer votre intérieur tout en vous épargnant la peine de perdre vos biens de quelque manière que ce soit (cambrioleurs, incendie ou catastrophe naturelle).


Nous allons donc passer ce chapitre à nous muscler mentalement pour affaiblir l’emprise des objets sur nous. Pour y arriver, il va falloir s’assouplir, s’entraîner et se perfectionner. Dans les pages suivantes, nous allons renforcer notre fibre minimaliste, mais aussi acquérir la force psychologique et la flexibilité nécessaires pour affronter nos objets.


Commençons par un exercice d’échauffement facile: imaginons notre vie dépouillée de tous ses objets. En fait non, inutile de l’imaginer, souvenons-nous juste comment c’était avant.


La plupart des gens considèrent leurs jeunes années d’adulte comme les plus heureuses et les plus légères de leur vie. Même s’ils vivaient dans une boîte à chaussures (parfois avec deux ou trois autres personnes) et empochaient un salaire de misère. Même s’ils ne pouvaient pas s’acheter des vêtements griffés, des montres de luxe ou des gadgets électroniques. Toutes leurs possessions tenaient dans quelques boîtes, et ils n’avaient pas de voiture à faire réparer, de maison à entretenir, ni même de vêtements à déposer chez le nettoyeur. Leurs maigres possessions n’empiétaient pas sur leur vie sociale. Ils étaient libres comme l’air!


Vous pensez que vous ne retrouverez jamais cette liberté? Cela n’est pas une fatalité. Beaucoup de gens arrivent à retrouver cette légèreté une ou deux fois par an, lorsqu’ils partent en vacances. D’ailleurs le mot «vacance» vient du latin vacare qui signifie «être vide». Pas étonnant qu’on les aime tant!


Pensez à la dernière fois où vous êtes allé camper, par exemple. Vous aviez pris tout ce dont vous aviez besoin pour manger, vous couvrir et bien dormir. Vous ne vous souciiez pas de votre apparence et vous vous contentiez parfaitement des vêtements que vous aviez sur le dos. Le soir, vous vous faisiez à manger dans une gamelle sur un feu de bois et soupiez en toute simplicité avec juste une assiette, un verre, un couteau et une fourchette. Dans votre tente, rudimentaire au possible, vous étiez au chaud et au sec. Votre équipement satisfaisait parfaitement vos besoins et vous aviez plein de temps pour vous détendre et communier avec la nature.


Alors pourquoi avez-vous besoin de tous ces objets supplémentaires dans la «vraie» vie? En fait, vous n’en avez pas besoin, et c’est précisément ce sur quoi nous allons travailler. Vous vous rendrez compte que tout ce qui vous entoure n’est pas vraiment nécessaire à votre santé et votre bonheur.


Maintenant que vous êtes bien chaud, passons à l’étape suivante: imaginez que vous allez vivre à l’autre bout du monde. Pas la peine de chercher le numéro d’une entreprise d’entreposage puisque vous partez pour toujours, et donc pas question de mettre vos affaires quelque part en attendant votre retour. De plus, transporter celles-ci à l’autre bout du monde est compliqué et cher. Vous devrez donc laisser tout ce dont vous pouvez vous passer.


Faites le tour chez vous pour choisir ce qui va vous suivre. Votre vieille guitare désaccordée? Votre collection d’animaux en porcelaine? Allez-vous consacrer un espace précieux dans votre conteneur pour cet horrible chandail qu’on vous a offert à Noël il y a trois ans, ces chaussures qui vous font des ampoules au bout de 15 minutes ou cette aquarelle dont vous avez hérité, mais que vous n’avez jamais aimée? Bien sûr que non! Et c’est super, non? C’est fou tout ce qu’on peut jeter quand on en a soudain la «permission»!


Maintenant que vous êtes lancé, passons à la vitesse supérieure. C’est le milieu de la nuit et vous êtes réveillé par le bip strident de l’avertisseur de fumée. Vous n’avez que quelques minutes — peut-être quelques secondes — pour décider de ce que vous allez prendre avec vous en fuyant.


Soit, dans ce genre de cas, on n’a pas vraiment le temps de réfléchir, on marche à l’instinct. Si on a le temps, on prend éventuellement des dossiers importants, des photos de famille et peut-être son ordinateur portable. Mais selon toute vraisemblance, on va devoir tout sacrifier pour se mettre, nous, nos enfants et nos animaux, en sécurité. À cet instant, on se moque éperdument de toutes ces choses qui ont tant accaparé notre attention toutes ces années.
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Pfffff. Posons-nous un peu pour apaiser notre rythme cardiaque. En fait, nous allons le laisser ralentir, ralentir… jusqu’à ce qu’il s’arrête. Quoi?!


Même si on déteste y penser, notre temps sur terre est compté, et malheureusement, la fin peut survenir plus vite que prévu. Et qu’est-ce qui se produira après? Des gens viendront trier nos affaires. Ouille. Heureusement qu’on ne pourra plus rougir parce que ça va être très embarrassant.


Que ça vous plaise ou non, les objets que vous laisserez derrière vous feront partie de votre héritage, et je ne pense pas que vous ayez envie qu’on se souvienne de vous comme d’un amateur de vieilleries ou d’un «ramasseux» compulsif. Vous préférez sans doute laisser le souvenir d’une personne légère et gracieuse qui ne possédait que le strict minimum et certains objets exceptionnels.


Faites mentalement l’inventaire de votre «héritage». Que disent vos affaires de vous? J’espère que ce n’est pas: «Celle-là, elle aimait les boîtes de conserve!» ou «Tiens, je ne savais pas qu’il collectionnait les vieux calendriers!» Rendez service à vos héritiers: ne leur laissez pas une maison pleine à craquer. Sinon, quand vous regarderez du haut de votre nuage, vous risquez de voir des étrangers piétiner vos «trésors» lors d’une vente-débarras.


Allez, promis, plus de pensées noires; c’est un livre joyeux! Je voulais juste vous faire prendre conscience qu’il suffit d’un raté dans le train-train quotidien (les vacances ou un gros pépin) pour voir ses possessions autrement. Ce genre d’hypothèse aide à comprendre que, dans le grand ordre des choses, nos petites affaires n’ont aucune importance et que, par conséquent, on peut diminuer leur emprise sur nous et se préparer à s’en débarrasser (et même en avoir envie).



Chapitre 6


Devenez un bon gardien


L’écrivain et designer anglais William Morris a écrit l’une de mes citations minimalistes préférées: «N’ayez chez vous que des objets que vous savez utiles ou qui vous semblent beaux.» En théorie, c’est merveilleux, mais comment faire dans la pratique? En effet, personne ne remplit intentionnellement sa maison d’objets inutiles et laids. Pourtant, certains objets pas-si-désirables-que-ça s’y fraient un chemin. La solution: devenir de bons gardiens.


Le concept de «gardien» est relativement simple. Les objets pénètrent dans nos maisons de deux façons: soit on les achète, soit on les reçoit en cadeau. Et même si on aimerait le croire, ils ne se faufilent pas chez nous à notre insu pour échapper à une vie à l’état sauvage. Ils n’apparaissent pas non plus comme par magie et ne se reproduisent pas dans notre dos (à l’exception peut-être des trombones et des Tupperwares). Nous sommes pleinement responsables: nous les laissons entrer.


Alors quand vous ferez l’inventaire de vos objets, demandez-vous comment chacun est entré dans votre vie. L’avez-vous cherché, payé et ramené tout content chez vous? Vous a-t-il suivi de cette conférence à Londres, ou de ce voyage au Maroc? A-t-il surgi dans votre vie dans un emballage-cadeau surmonté d’un gros chou?
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Nos maisons sont nos châteaux et nous nous évertuons à les défendre. Nous les aspergeons d’insecticides pour éviter les invasions, nous les équipons de purificateurs d’air pour lutter contre la pollution, nous y installons des systèmes d’alarme pour dissuader les cambrioleurs. Quoi d’autre? Il faudrait mettre un système pour empêcher les objets d’entrer! Comme personne ne l’a encore inventé, nous devrons nous débrouiller tout seuls.


Pour cela, il faut agir au moment de l’achat et surveiller ce qui se glisse subrepticement dans votre chariot et ne pas se diriger vers la caisse sans se poser tout un tas de questions.


Demandez-vous par exemple (dans votre tête!) pour chaque achat potentiel: «Mérites-tu une place chez moi?», «Vas-tu apporter une plus-value à ma vie?», «Vas-tu me simplifier la vie?», «Vas-tu plus m’emmerder qu’autre chose?», «Ai-je déjà ton équivalent?», «Aurai-je envie de te garder toute ma vie (ou au moins un très long moment)?» «Aurai-je du mal à me séparer de toi?». Cette dernière question m’a évité de ramener une valise pleine de souvenirs du Japon, parce qu’une fois qu’on associe un objet à un instant de sa vie, on a un mal fou à s’en débarrasser.


Vous voyez, ce n’est pas si difficile que ça. Il suffit, avant d’acheter un nouvel objet, de s’arrêter et de se demander «pourquoi?» Qu’en est-il des objets qu’on ne choisit pas de posséder, et dont on n’a souvent jamais eu envie? (Cadeaux, objets promotionnels… Oui, je vous regarde!) Cela peut être compliqué (ou impoli) de les refuser. Et une fois qu’ils sont installés chez nous, c’est encore plus dur de s’en débarrasser.


La meilleure défense étant l’attaque, surtout pour les objets promotionnels, apprenez à les refuser poliment (une technique qui vous sera utile plus souvent que vous ne le pensez). Zappez les aimants, les crayons et autres presse-papiers avec un logo de société et prenez une carte de visite à la place. Refusez les échantillons de parfums et de crèmes au centre commercial (d’ailleurs, que faites-vous au centre commercial?) et les échantillons de savon à lessive et d’assouplissants à l’épicerie. Refusez le grille-pain offert pour l’ouverture de votre compte en banque et ne rapportez pas les petits flacons de lotion, shampoing et conditionneur des hôtels. Ne les laissez pas envahir vos placards et vos tiroirs sauf, bien sûr, si vous comptez les utiliser.


Pour les cadeaux, il faut adopter une autre stratégie. Difficile en effet de les refuser quand on nous les offre. Personnellement, je trouve ça plus facile de les accepter de bon cœur, sans trop en faire non plus (pour ne pas risquer d’en avoir d’autres!). L’objectif, c’est d’éviter d’en avoir de nouveaux, en sortant de la spirale des cadeaux, et de s’occuper de ceux qu’on a déjà, mais dont on ne veut pas. Nous verrons cela dans le chapitre 28.


Pour être un bon gardien, il faut considérer notre maison comme un lieu sacré et non comme un entrepôt. Rien ne nous oblige à héberger tous les objets qui croisent notre route. Quand l’un d’eux essaie de pénétrer par la force ou le charme, souvenez-vous que vous avez le droit de lui interdire l’accès. S’il ne vous facilite pas ou ne vous embellit pas la vie, mettez la pancarte «Désolé, c’est complet». Un simple refus en aval vous évitera des tonnes de manipulation en amont.



Chapitre 7


Occupez l’espace


J’espère que vous aimez les citations parce que je vais commencer ce chapitre par l’une de mes préférées: «La musique est l’espace entre les notes», disait Debussy. Pour moi, cela signifie: «la beauté a besoin d’une certaine dose de vide pour être appréciée – sinon ce n’est que chaos et cacophonie».


Pour coller à notre sujet, ajoutons-y une touche minimaliste: «La vie est l’espace entre les choses.» Le trop-plein d’objets peut brider la créativité et désaccorder la vie. À l’inverse, plus on a d’espace, plus on peut vivre dans la beauté et l’harmonie.


L’espace: c’est peu de chose, vraiment, mais on a toujours l’impression de ne pas en avoir assez. Quand on en manque, on souffre au point qu’on ferait n’importe quoi pour en avoir dans nos maisons, nos placards, notre garage… On se souvient qu’on en avait énormément autrefois et on ne comprend pas pourquoi il a disparu. On jette un coup d’œil intrigué autour de nous et on se demande: «Où est passée toute cette place?»


On se rappelle avec tendresse les premiers jours dans cette maison: oh, quel bel espace! Mais que s’est-il passé? Il est moins grand que dans nos souvenirs. Pourtant, il est toujours là. Il n’a pas changé, mais nos priorités, si. On s’est tellement concentré sur les objets qu’on a complètement oublié l’espace. On a oublié à quel point les objets et l’espace ne sont pas compatibles, que chaque fois qu’on introduit un nouvel objet chez nous, on empiète un peu sur l’espace, car malheureusement, on privilégie les objets.


Heureusement, on peut reconquérir l’espace aussi facilement qu’on l’a perdu! On se débarrasse d’un objet, et voilà! Espace! On se débarrasse d’un autre objet, et voilà! Encore plus d’espace. Bientôt tous ces petits espaces en formeront un grand dans lequel on pourra de nouveau bouger. D’ailleurs, profitez de toute cette place retrouvée pour improviser une petite danse de la joie!


N’oubliez jamais (car c’est très facile) que la quantité d’objets qu’on peut posséder est limitée par l’espace dont on dispose. Vous aurez beau entasser, chiffonner, pousser ou tirer, ça ne changera rien. Utilisez des sacs sous vide si vous voulez, mais même eux doivent pouvoir aller quelque part. Donc, si vous vivez dans un petit appartement ou si vous ne disposez pas de beaucoup de rangements, vous ne pouvez pas rapporter des tas d’objets. Point final.


De la même manière, on n’a pas besoin de remplir tout l’espace dont on dispose. Souvenez-vous que l’espace a la même valeur que les objets (voire plus de valeur, selon les points de vue). Si vous habitez une maison de 350 m2 (1150 pi2), vous n’avez pas besoin de 350 m2 de matériel. Si vous avez un vestiaire, vous n’avez pas besoin de le remplir à bloc. Vraiment! En fait, vous vivrez et vous respirerez mieux si vous le ne faites pas.
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Je vous ai un peu parlé, dans l’introduction, de la valeur des récipients et de leur immense potentiel quand ils sont vides. Quand on a envie de boire du thé, on a besoin d’une tasse vide pour l’y verser. Quand on a envie de manger, on a besoin d’une casserole vide pour cuisiner. Quand on a envie de danser le tango, on a besoin d’une pièce vide pour s’exercer.


Les maisons sont les réceptacles de nos vies personnelles. Pour s’y reposer, créer, jouer avec nos enfants, il nous faut de la place. On peut aussi les comparer à des scènes de théâtre où se joue l’histoire de notre vie. Pour un résultat optimal, il faut pouvoir bouger et s’exprimer librement. Ce n’est pas drôle (ni gracieux) de devoir enjamber les éléments du décor.


On a aussi besoin d’espace pour laisser libre cours à ses pensées et ses idées; une pièce encombrée finit souvent par encombrer l’esprit. Imaginons que vous êtes assis sur votre canapé, en train de lire un livre ou d’écouter de la musique, et qu’un éclair de génie surgit de votre esprit: peut-être un concept révolutionnaire pour la nature humaine ou une clé pour comprendre le sens de la vie.


Vous êtes concentré là-dessus quand votre regard se pose sur une pile de magazines qui encombre la table basse, ou sur la pile de linge dans un coin de la pièce. Et vous vous dites: «Il faut que je m’en occupe… J’aurai peut-être le temps, juste avant le souper». Votre esprit prend instantanément cette direction et vous oubliez ce à quoi vous pensiez… et votre chance de devenir un grand philosophe.


Pas besoin, bien sûr, d’être un disciple d’Aristote pour apprécier les environnements sobres. L’espace et la clarté sont aussi très bénéfiques pour des activités plus élémentaires. Par exemple, on peut beaucoup plus facilement s’intéresser à son conjoint ou ses enfants quand on n’est pas distrait ou embêté par un million de broutilles.


Le grand avantage de l’espace, c’est qu’il met les choses (et les gens) qui comptent vraiment pour nous sous les projecteurs. Si on possède une jolie peinture, on n’a pas envie de la noyer dans le décor: on la suspend seule avec suffisamment d’espace autour pour la mettre en valeur. Si on a un vase ravissant, on n’a pas envie qu’il soit perdu au milieu d’un ramassis de bibelots: on le met sur un piédestal. Il faut traiter les objets auxquels on est attaché avec beaucoup de respect ce qui, en effet, veut dire se débarrasser de tous ceux qui ont moins d’importance à nos yeux.


En créant de l’espace chez vous, vous remettrez le curseur là où il devrait être: sur ce qui vous constitue et non pas sur ce que vous possédez. La vie est trop courte pour que vous laissiez vos biens vous embêter, car quand vous serez vieux et grisonnant, vous ne serez pas fier de vos objets, mais de ce que vous avez fait dans la vie, c’est-à-dire dans l’espace qui se trouve entre eux.



Chapitre 8


Apprenez à profiter sans posséder


Que feriez-vous si quelqu’un vous offrait la Joconde (en sachant que vous ne pourrez pas la revendre)? Soit, vous aurez ainsi la chance de pouvoir admirer un chef-d’œuvre 24 heures sur 24, mais vous serez aussi soudainement responsable de l’un des plus grands trésors de l’humanité.


Vous imaginez le tracas pour la protéger des voleurs, la dépoussiérer, la protéger de la lumière, la conserver à une température et un taux d’humidité optimaux? Tout ça en gérant un flux constant d’amateurs d’art impatients de la voir… Selon toute probabilité, le plaisir que vous auriez à la posséder serait gâché par la lourde tâche de l’entretenir et de la protéger. Et très vite, son mystérieux sourire perdrait de son charme.


Tout compte fait, merci, mais… non merci, on va la laisser au Louvre!


On a la chance incroyable, au XXIe siècle, d’avoir accès à de nombreux chefs-d’œuvre — sans avoir à les acheter ni à les entretenir. La vie artistique et culturelle qui anime les villes modernes est d’une telle diversité qu’on n’a pas besoin de conserver de piètres copies chez nous.


Je l’ai compris il y a longtemps, juste après l’université où j’avais étudié l’histoire de l’art et travaillé à mi-temps dans une galerie d’art contemporain. J’avais vu des tas d’expositions, lu des douzaines de monographies et me considérais comme une fine connaisseuse. Alors, quand j’ai eu l’occasion d’acheter une gravure d’un artiste connu, j’ai sauté sur l’occasion. C’était un grand pas dans ma jeune vie d’adulte: j’étais en train de devenir une collectionneuse d’art.


La joie de l’achat s’est un peu dissipée quand j’ai dû la faire protéger et encadrer correctement et que j’ai réalisé la responsabilité (et la dépense) que ça représentait. Puis il a fallu que je trouve un endroit où la mettre. Bien sûr, à aucun moment je ne m’étais demandé ce que donnerait une gravure moderne dans mon vieil appartement. Et je n’avais pas non plus pensé à l’éclairage, aux reflets et au recul. Finalement, je l’ai posée bien en vue sur la cheminée. Même si elle jurait un peu avec les briques, je voulais qu’elle soit la pièce maîtresse de mon intérieur (après tout, j’avais payé suffisamment cher pour ça).


Une fois tous ces problèmes réglés, j’ai pu enfin m’asseoir et admirer mon trésor. Imaginez ma surprise quand j’ai découvert, un jour, un gros insecte noir coincé en plein milieu de ma précieuse gravure! Comment il avait pu se glisser sous un verre posé par un professionnel? Mystère. Et je n’ai pas eu d’autre solution de que de laisser là où il était.


Cela ne m’a pas empêchée d’exhiber fièrement ma gravure – et de l’envelopper et de la manipuler avec soin quand j’ai dû déménager. Comme le propriétaire de mon nouvel appartement interdisait d’accrocher quoi que ce soit aux murs, elle a fini par terre. Quelques déménagements plus tard, j’étais nettement moins enthousiaste à l’idée de la transporter et de lui trouver une place. Elle a passé cinq ans dans du papier bulle au fond d’un placard avant que je me décide à la vendre. Depuis, j’ai décidé de laisser aux musées la lourde tâche de gérer les œuvres d’art et je vais dès que possible leur rendre visite!


Arriver à «profiter sans acheter» est l’une des clés de l’art de vie minimaliste. Prenez par exemple ces extracteurs à jus qui prennent la poussière dans nos armoires de cuisine. En théorie, ils sont pratiques (et tellement santé), car ils permettent de se faire des jus verts bien frais chez soi. En pratique, il faut les installer, les brancher, nettoyer les légumes, puis la machine quand on a terminé. Et tout ça pour un jus pas si excellent que ça! Il a en effet un goût moins spécial depuis qu’on peut s’en faire à volonté. Après avoir essayé des combinaisons de fruits, d’herbes et de légumes pendant quelque temps, on réalise qu’on préfère s’offrir un jus vert en terrasse en regardant les passants.


Pour goûter au bonheur du peu, il faut résister à la tentation de recréer le monde extérieur chez soi. Au lieu d’acheter (et d’entretenir) les équipements nécessaires pour avoir un cinéma maison, une salle de gym et un spa maison, allez plutôt au cinéma, courir dans un parc ou suer au hammam. Ainsi vous pourrez vous détendre sans avoir besoin de stocker ou d’entretenir du matériel.
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Si vous craquez régulièrement pour de «jolis» objets, répétez-vous en boucle «profite sans acheter» quand vous allez lécher les vitrines. Admirez la délicatesse d’une figurine en verre, le travail sur un bracelet en argent ancien, les couleurs profondes d’une poterie… mais au lieu de les ramener chez vous, laissez-les sur place. Faites comme si c’était une visite dans un musée: une occasion de voir de beaux objets sans pouvoir (ou se sentir obligé de) les acheter. J’ai ce mantra en tête quand je surfe sur Internet et, franchement, je suis aussi heureuse d’admirer les photos que de posséder les objets.


Pour devenir minimaliste, il faut savoir réduire la quantité d’objets qui demandent des soins et de l’attention. Heureusement, ce ne sont pas les occasions qui manquent: il suffit de transposer certains de ses désirs ou activités à l’extérieur de chez soi avec, en prime, un effet secondaire vraiment merveilleux: quand on se rend dans un parc, au musée, au cinéma, dans un café, au lieu d’essayer de recréer ces ambiances chez nous, on s’implique plus dans la vie sociale et locale. En abattant les murs d’objets autour de nous, on s’autorise à sortir de chez soi et à vivre des expériences inédites, plus fortes et plus gratifiantes.



Chapitre 9


Se satisfaire du «suffisant»


Le philosophe chinois Lao Tseu, auteur du Livre de la voie et de la vertu, a écrit: «Celui qui sait qu’il possède suffisamment est riche.»


«Suffisamment»… c’est vague comme concept. Ce qui est suffisant pour quelqu’un n’est pas assez pour un autre ou trop pour un troisième. La plupart des gens reconnaissent qu’ils ont suffisamment de nourriture, d’eau, de vêtements, et un logement suffisant pour combler leurs besoins essentiels. Et vous tous qui lisez ce livre pensez probablement que vous avez suffisamment de choses. Alors pourquoi avons-nous besoin d’en acheter et d’en posséder plus?


Penchons-nous un instant sur le mot «suffisant». Le dictionnaire le définit ainsi: «Qui correspond juste à ce qui est nécessaire pour satisfaire un besoin, une envie ou un désir.» C’est ça, le problème: même si on satisfait nos besoins, il reste nos envies, nos désirs. Pour se satisfaire du suffisant, il vous faudra donc travailler sur ce point précis. En fait, c’est relativement simple: il suffit de comprendre que «le bonheur, c’est vouloir ce qu’on a».


Quand les objets que nous possédons satisfont une envie ou un désir, nous devons en principe nous arrêter là. Mais les envies et les désirs sont retors. Et, pour les contrôler, il faut comprendre ce qui les suscite.
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Imaginez que vous vivez au milieu de nulle part, sans télévision ni connexion Internet, et sans magazine ni journal. Vous vivez simplement, mais vous êtes satisfait de ce que vous avez. Vous avez chaud, vous mangez bien et vous êtes à l’abri des intempéries. Pour faire simple, vous avez «suffisamment». Puis un jour, une famille fait construire une maison à côté de la vôtre; une maison plus grande avec plus d’objets dedans. Soudain votre «suffisamment» vous satisfait moins. Puis d’autres familles s’installent avec toutes sortes de maisons, de voitures, d’affaires. Zut alors, vous n’aviez jamais réalisé à quel point vous manquiez d’objets!


Grâce à une connexion satellite, vous avez désormais Internet et la télé et vous pouvez voir le train de vie somptueux des stars. Vous avez les mêmes objets qu’avant — qui, jusqu’à présent, vous satisfaisaient complètement — et pourtant maintenant, vous ressentez un manque.


Que s’est-il passé? Vous êtes tombé dans le piège classique de la rivalité entre voisins. Soudain, vous ne mesurez plus votre «suffisamment» objectivement (votre maison subvient-elle aux besoins de votre famille?), mais en termes relatifs (votre maison est-elle plus belle, plus grande, plus neuve que celle d’à-côté?). Le pire, c’est que cela ne va pas aller en s’arrangeant, car le curseur continue de bouger: une fois qu’on est au niveau des voisins, d’autres arrivent.


En effet, autant l’admettre tout de suite, il y aura toujours quelqu’un qui sera mieux doté que nous. Alors à moins d’être persuadé de faire fortune un jour, cela ne sert à rien de définir sa «richesse» à l’aune de celles des autres. Le plus drôle, c’est que même les millionnaires se laissent happer dans la course à «qui aura le plus gros yacht». Si, même à ce niveau de fortune, on n’est jamais satisfait, à quoi bon?


En fait, une fois qu’on a satisfait nos besoins essentiels, le bonheur dépend très peu du nombre de nos biens matériels. Le service (ou le contentement) passager que nous donnent les autres objets diminue très vite et devient même négatif à partir de ce que les économistes appellent le «point de satiété» (c’est d’ailleurs peut-être pour cela que vous lisez ce livre!). C’est pour cette raison que «toujours plus» ne donne souvent aucune satisfaction et, dans certains cas, rend carrément malheureux. En matière de consommation, la logique de la surenchère est une illusion: les seuls vainqueurs sont les entreprises qui vendent ces objets. On serait plus heureux, plus détendus et plus satisfaits si on arrivait à se libérer de la dictature du «toujours plus».


Pour goûter le bonheur de posséder peu, il faut savoir être reconnaissant. Quand on est conscient de l’abondance dans laquelle on vit et qu’on apprécie ce que l’on a, on arrête d’en vouloir plus. Il suffit donc de se concentrer sur ce qu’on a au lieu de ce qu’on n’a pas. Pour dire les choses plus clairement, il faut avoir une vision globale, mais aussi locale, de la situation, et bien sûr regarder autant en bas qu’en haut de l’échelle. Alors, même si on se sent à la traîne par rapport aux riches de notre pays, on vit comme des rois comparés à la plupart des citoyens du monde.


Avant, je regrettais que la toilette ne soit pas séparée de ma salle de bains. Ce n’est pas très pratique quand on a une envie pressante et que quelqu’un est sous la douche! Sans parler de la gêne que cela occasionne quand on a des invités. Et puis un jour, je suis tombée sur un merveilleux livre de photographies: Material World: A Global Family Portrait de Peter Menzel qui montre des familles «moyennes» du monde entier photographiées devant leur maison, au milieu de leurs affaires. En cas de déprime, ouvrez ce livre. Vous serez étonné de voir à quel point certaines personnes possèdent peu. Dans certains pays, il est rare d’avoir l’eau courante et des sanitaires chez soi. Ce livre m’a permis de voir ma relative richesse sous un nouvel angle et m’a fait réaliser à quel point j’avais de la chance d’avoir une salle de bain, avec toilette!


Maintenant que nous savons mieux où nous nous situons dans le monde (et pas seulement par rapport aux stars et à nos voisins), finissons ce chapitre par un petit exercice. C’est très simple: il suffit d’une feuille de papier et d’un crayon (ou de votre ordinateur si vous préférez). Inspectez votre maison et faites la liste de tous vos objets. Et pas la peine d’ouvrir de grands yeux étonnés, ce n’est pas une blague! Dressez la liste de tous les livres, assiettes, ustensiles, chemises, chaussures, draps, stylos, bricoles — bref, de tous les objets — qui se trouvent chez vous. Trop difficile? Dans ce cas, concentrez-vous sur une seule pièce. Toujours impossible? Concentrez-vous sur un tiroir. C’est colossal, n’est-ce pas? Alors, vous trouvez encore que vous n’avez pas suffisamment d’objets?



Chapitre 10


Vivez simplement


Gandhi a dit: «Vivre simplement pour que simplement d’autres puissent vivre.» Quelle belle façon de se motiver pour devenir minimaliste!


Maintenant que nous pensons globalement, souvenons-nous que nous sommes plus de sept milliards d’humains sur terre. Notre espace est limité, nos ressources aussi. Comment faire en sorte qu’il y ait toujours suffisamment de nourriture, d’eau, de terres et d’énergie? En ne les utilisant pas plus que nécessaire, car chaque «extra» que nous prenons prive (ou privera) quelqu’un d’autre. Cet «extra» n’augmentera pas de façon significative notre bien-être alors que pour une autre personne, il peut être une question de vie ou de mort.


Nous devons nous rendre compte que nous ne vivons pas en vase clos. Le moindre de nos actes a des répercussions partout dans le monde. Continueriez-vous à laisser couler l’eau quand vous vous brossez les dents si on vous disait que ça fera mourir quelqu’un de soif? Continueriez-vous à conduire une voiture énergivore si vous saviez qu’une pénurie de pétrole sèmerait le chaos et la pauvreté dans le monde? Achèteriez-vous une immense maison en bois si on vous montrait les effets de la déforestation? Si on comprenait l’impact de notre mode de vie sur les autres, on s’allègerait peut-être un peu.


Nos choix de consommateurs coûtent très cher à l’environnement. Chaque objet que nous achetons (nourriture, livres, télévisions, voitures, etc.) puise dans les ressources de notre planète. Il faut non seulement de l’énergie et des ressources naturelles pour les fabriquer et les distribuer, mais aussi gérer la suite: leur élimination. Voulons-nous vraiment que nos petits-enfants vivent dans une décharge géante? Moins nous aurons besoin d’objets pour fonctionner, mieux la Terre et ses habitants se porteront. Nous devons donc réduire notre consommation le plus possible et privilégier les produits et les emballages fabriqués dans des matériaux biodégradables ou facilement recyclables.


Nos achats ont aussi un coût humain. Avec la mondialisation, les usines ont été délocalisées dans des pays où la main-d’œuvre est bon marché et la réglementation du travail sommaire.


Chaque fois que nous achetons un objet, nous devons penser à l’endroit où il a été fabriqué et qui l’a fabriqué. Les travailleurs, à l’autre bout du monde, ne devraient pas endurer des conditions de travail injustes, dangereuses ou inhumaines pour nous permettre d’acheter un nouveau jean; l’air et les océans ne devraient pas être pollués pour nous permettre d’avoir un nouveau canapé. Il faut chercher des produits de consommation qui enrichissent, au lieu de les détruire, la vie et les liens sociaux des gens qui les fabriquent.


Bien sûr, il est quasiment impossible de calculer l’impact humain et environnemental de chaque objet acheté. Même si on se documentait de notre mieux, il nous faudrait des mois pour collecter l’information concernant un seul objet. Heureusement, nous pouvons minimiser autrement notre impact en tant que consommateur: en achetant local, en achetant d’occasion et en achetant moins.
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Acheter local a de véritables bienfaits sur les plans éthique, environnemental et économique. Premièrement, les objets produits localement ont beaucoup plus de chances d’avoir été fabriqués dans des conditions correctes et humaines (on trouve rarement des ateliers clandestins à l’arrière des boutiques de centre-ville).


Deuxièmement, en évitant les transports longue distance, on économise d’énormes quantités d’énergie (les biens de consommation qui ne parcourent que quelques kilomètres sont beaucoup moins néfastes pour la planète). Et troisièmement, en achetant local, on investit son argent dans des entreprises voisines qui partagent nos valeurs, créent de l’emploi et investissent dans nos territoires.


Acheter d’occasion permet d’acquérir les objets dont nous avons besoin sans puiser davantage dans les ressources de la terre. Pourquoi gaspiller du temps et de l’énergie dans un nouvel objet quand un autre exemplaire existe déjà? Au lieu d’aller dans un centre commercial, écumez les magasins d’occasion ou les marchés aux puces pour trouver des meubles, de l’électroménager, du matériel informatique, des vêtements, des livres, des jouets et bien plus.


Autour de vous, cherchez les magasins Renaissance, Village des Valeurs, les bazars et ventes-débarras. Et sur Internet, surfez sur Kijiji, LesPAC, les pages Facebook de bazars de quartier, eBay, etc. Ils cachent de véritables trésors. Soyez fier d’être le deuxième (troisième ou quatrième) propriétaire d’un objet. C’est un moyen économique et écologique de satisfaire vos besoins.


«Acheter moins» est le principe de base du bonheur de peu posséder. Pour diminuer notre impact sur la consommation, essayons de n’acheter que l’indispensable. Ce faisant, nous serons un peu moins responsables, à notre petite échelle, de l’épuisement des ressources, des souffrances humaines et du gâchis généralisé. Si on n’a pas vraiment besoin d’un autre chandail ou d’une autre paire de chaussures, résistons aux diktats de la mode et ne les achetons pas.


Pensons aux ressources utilisées pour les fabriquer, aux usines où ils sont assemblés, au coût de transport pour les faire venir jusqu’à nous et à l’impact éventuel de leur élimination dans l’environnement. Décidons d’acheter en fonction de nos besoins et de la durée de vie de chaque produit – et non à cause de sa couleur ou d’une publicité.


De plus, cette philosophie nous aidera à avancer sur la voie du minimalisme, car, lorsqu’on réduit sa consommation pour sauver le monde, on se retrouve avec une maison propre, sereine et dégagée!



Deuxième partie


La méthode

STREAMLINE


Maintenant que vous avez adopté un état d’esprit minimaliste, vous êtes prêt à passer à la pratique. Les prochains chapitres sont consacrés à la méthode STREAMLINE (que l’on pourrait traduire en français par RATIONALISER, NDÉ): une méthode très efficace en dix points pour désencombrer votre maison et la garder ainsi. Elle est facile à utiliser et à mémoriser, car chaque lettre représente une étape du processus. Une fois que vous les maitriserez, plus rien ne vous arrêtera!


S: Se réinventer


T: Trier (à jeter/à chérir/à donner)


R: (la) Raison d’être (de chaque objet)


E: (un) Écrin pour chaque objet


A: Aérer les surfaces


M: Modules


L: Limites


I: Interdiction d’accumuler


N: Nettoyer les espaces


E: (l’) Entretien au quotidien



Chapitre 11


Se réinventer


Le plus dur, quand on entreprend quelque chose, c’est de savoir par où commencer. Quand vous ferez le tour de votre chezvous, vous verrez des piles d’affaires partout: dans les coins, les placards, les tiroirs, les vestiaires, les armoires ou sur les surfaces et les étagères. En plus, vous avez aussi probablement des objets cachés dans la cave, le grenier, le garage ou dans un minientrepôt. Et même si vous ne les voyez pas, ils sont là, dans votre tête. Si vous vous sentez submergé, pas d’inquiétude, on est tous pareils!


On a parfois l’impression que seuls une catastrophe naturelle ou un coup du sort pourraient désengorger nos maisons. Malheureusement, le grand ménage ne se fait pas tout seul. Il faut être lent et régulier. La bonne nouvelle, c’est qu’une fois qu’on est lancé, on s’améliore et que (croyez-le ou non) ça finit même par devenir amusant!


Rien ne m’avait préparée au plaisir que j’aurais à jeter mon premier sac poubelle dans le conteneur à déchets. Moi qui m’attendais à ce que ce soit ennuyeux, voire pénible, j’ai trouvé ça carrément jubilatoire. Je suis aussitôt devenue accro. Je fais le vide le matin. Je fais le vide l’après-midi. Je fais le vide la fin de semaine. Je fais le vide dans mes rêves (oui, vraiment!). Quand je ne faisais pas le vide, je prévoyais ce que j’allais jeter après. C’est comme si on me libérait d’un poids sur mes épaules. Après avoir bien travaillé, j’ai virevolté dans mon (nouvel) espace vide avec un grand sourire. (Je vous ai dit que c’était amusant!)


Avant de commencer, pensez au jour où vous avez emménagé dans votre maison ou votre appartement. Vous avez parcouru les pièces vides en imaginant ce que serait votre vie entre ces murs. Quelle joie vous avez ressentie en savourant l’espace avant d’ouvrir le premier carton! C’était une toile vierge, vide, pleine de potentiel, prête à être personnalisée, à recevoir votre touche personnelle. Vous avez adoré cette sensation – la possibilité de tout recommencer à zéro et de bien vous appliquer.


Vous vous êtes efforcé d’ouvrir vos boîtes lentement et méthodiquement, de trouver une place pour chaque objet et de vous débarrasser de ce qui n’allait pas dans votre nouveau décor. Vous aviez hâte de tout ranger à la perfection. Mais la vie a repris son cours: vous avez commencé un nouveau travail, amené les enfants à l’école, reçu des amis ou pendu la crémaillère. Vous avez donc dû accélérer le rythme pour pouvoir vivre normalement et n’avez pas eu le temps de penser à l’intérêt de chaque objet. Vous avez fini par faire de votre mieux pour tout caser et avez déplié et rangé les boîtes vides au grenier ou à la cave.


Eh bien maintenant, vous tenez l’occasion de vous réinventer. Pas question pour cela de déménager ou de tout vider sur le trottoir. Il vous suffit de revivre votre emménagement – mais en prenant cette fois votre temps et en divisant cette tâche gargantuesque en petits gestes. Nous allons orchestrer votre nouveau départ dans chaque pièce de votre maison en nous focalisant sur un seul endroit à la fois — que ce soit une grande pièce ou un petit tiroir — et tout recommencer comme si vous veniez d’arriver.


Pour bien se réinventer, il faut tout sortir de l’endroit qu’on a choisi. Si c’est un tiroir, retournez-le pour faire tomber son contenu par terre. Si c’est une garde-robe, retirez tout ce qu’il y a sur les étagères, les crochets, les cintres… Si c’est une boîte de matériel créatif, déversez tout sur une table. Il est plus difficile de s’attaquer à une pièce d’un coup, car il faut prévoir un coin où mettre tout ce dont on ne veut plus. Le mieux peut-être, c’est de tout stocker dans une pièce voisine pour éviter de trop marcher ou de monter et descendre des escaliers. Si ce n’est pas possible, utilisez votre palier, votre cour, votre terrasse ou votre balcon comme zone de stockage ponctuelle. La perspective de devoir tout rapporter dans la pièce vous motivera peut-être assez pour jeter ou donner.


Je me permets encore d’insister sur la nécessité de vider complètement l’endroit que vous avez choisi. On s’habitue tellement à voir certains objets à certains endroits qu’ils s’y sont incrustés (parfois à notre insu). Vous vous direz peut-être: «Oh, je sais que ça, ça va rester alors je vais le laisser et m’occuper du reste. Franchement, à quoi bon déplacer un objet que je vais remettre à la même place?»
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Non! Sortez tout! Il suffit parfois de voir chaque objet hors de son cadre habituel — et de se rendre compte de l’effet que ça fait — pour changer d’avis. Prenons l’exemple de cette chaise cassée qui trône dans un coin du salon depuis une éternité au point que c’est presque devenu un membre de la famille. Vous culpabilisez à l’idée de la déplacer, mais une fois en plein soleil dans votre jardin, vous réalisez soudain que ce n’est qu’une vieille chaise cassée. Qui voudrait de ça dans sa maison? Surtout maintenant que le coin où elle se trouvait est si propre et si spacieux?


Il est beaucoup plus facile de faire le grand tri quand on décide de se concentrer sur ce qu’on garde et non sur ce qu’on va jeter. C’est pourquoi cette première étape, se réinventer (en vidant toute la pièce et en y remettant des objets un par un), est si efficace: on sélectionne ceux qu’on aime sincèrement et ceux dont on a vraiment besoin.


C’est également beaucoup plus amusant de sélectionner les objets qu’on veut garder que ceux qu’on va jeter. Un commissaire d’exposition dans un musée commence avec une salle vide et choisit les œuvres qui la subliment le mieux. En nous réinventant, nous devenons les curateurs de nos maisons. Nous décidons quels objets embellissent nos vies et ne remettons qu’eux en place.


Souvenez-vous que les objets qui nous entourent racontent notre histoire. Espérons que ce ne soit pas «J’ai choisi de vivre dans le passé» ou «Je ne peux pas finir ce que j’entreprends». Essayons plutôt de dire par exemple: «Je vis légèrement et harmonieusement avec seulement les objets que je trouve fonctionnels et beaux.»



Chapitre 12


Trier (à jeter/à chérir/à donner)


Maintenant que vous avez sorti toutes vos affaires, vous devrez les trier et décider de la suite. Commencez par les classer en trois catégories: à jeter, à chérir, à donner. Pour la première, prenez un grand sac poubelle très résistant (ou un petit si vous ne travaillez que sur un tiroir). Et pour les deux autres, utilisez des boîtes, des bâches ou tout ce qui peut convenir à l’endroit que vous videz.


Gardez aussi une boîte vide à proximité. Ce sera la boîte des «À voir». Quand vous passerez en revue vos affaires, vous tomberez sur des objets que vous n’êtes pas sûr de garder même si vous n’êtes pas encore prêt à vous en séparer. Vous avez peut-être encore besoin de temps pour y réfléchir sans que cela vous freine dans votre élan ou que ça vous ralentisse. Donc si vous hésitez devant certains objets, mettez-les dans cette boîte. Vous y reviendrez plus tard et saurez alors dans quelle pile les mettre.


Vous finirez sans doute ainsi avec une boîte pleine d’objets sans destination précise, même après y avoir longuement réfléchi. Dans ce cas, fermez la boîte et écrivez-y la date avec un gros feutre pour le mettre dans une zone de stockage «provisoire»: le sous-sol, le grenier, le garage ou le fond d’un placard. Si, au bout de six mois (ou d’un an), vous ne l’avez pas ouverte pour récupérer quelque chose, apportez-la à votre association caritative préférée. Cette boîte doit être l’ultime étape vers la sortie et non une excuse pour éviter de prendre une décision difficile. Le but n’est pas de sauver ces objets, mais de libérer votre espace d’objets dont l’utilité reste à vérifier.


Commençons par la catégorie «À jeter» qui est la plus facile. Jetez tout ce qui va manifestement à la poubelle comme les emballages alimentaires, les vêtements tachés ou déchirés, les produits de maquillage, les médicaments et les aliments périmés, les stylos qui ne marchent plus, les vieux calendriers, les journaux, les brochures, catalogues et publicités, les bouteilles et les boîtes qui ne peuvent pas être réutilisées, tous les objets cassés que vous n’avez pas réparés ou qui ne valent pas la peine de l’être. Si ce n’est même pas bon pour un organisme charitable, ça va dans cette pile.


Comme vous l’aurez deviné, quand je dis «jetez», cela veut dire «recyclez, si possible». En effet, même si cette première étape est facile, il ne faut pas oublier l’environnement. Vous ne tenez pas spécialement à transformer la Terre en dépotoir, je présume?


Alors, chouchoutez votre karma en recyclant le maximum: carton, papier, verre, métal et certains plastiques. Bien sûr, avant de tout jeter, demandez-vous à qui cela pourrait servir et si vous trouvez, mettez-le dans la pile «À donner». Il est toujours préférable d’apporter un objet dans une bonne maison qu’à l’écocentre, même si cela prend un peu plus de temps et d’énergie. Nous devons assumer la responsabilité de tout le cycle de vie des objets que nous achetons, dont leurs derniers moments. Pensez-y quand vous faites des achats; c’est un moyen très efficace de se refréner.
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La pile «À chérir» est pour les objets que vous allez garder et ne devrait contenir que ceux qui correspondent à cette définition, c’està-dire ceux que vous aimez vraiment pour leur beauté ou leur utilité. Si vous ne les avez pas utilisés depuis plus d’un an, ils seront certainement mieux dans une autre pile. Demandez-vous si vous connaissez quelqu’un qui en ferait un meilleur usage que vous. Et si vous avez vraiment du mal à vous en séparer, mettez-le dans la boîte «À voir».


Pas question de consacrer de l’espace précieux à du matériel qu’on n’utilise pas. Il faut le garder pour les objets qui en valent la peine. Donc, pareil pour les bibelots, les collections en tous genres et autres objets décoratifs: si vous ne les exhibez pas fièrement et si vous n’êtes pas profondément heureux de les voir, envoyez-les dans une maison où ils auront l’attention qu’ils méritent.


Passons enfin à la pile «À donner» qui va contenir tous les objets parfaits qui ne sont plus parfaits pour vous. Ne culpabilisez pas à l’idée de vous en séparer: libérez-les, donnez-leur une nouvelle vie. Surtout, résistez à la tentation de garder un objet au cas où vous en auriez besoin un jour, car si ce n’est pas encore arrivé, il ne viendra jamais. Et si c’était le cas, sauriez-vous retrouver l’objet? Fonctionnerait-il? Ou fileriez-vous en acheter un nouveau? S’il est facile à trouver ou à remplacer, laissez quelqu’un l’utiliser au lieu de le garder pour une occasion qui ne se présentera jamais.


Quand vous travaillerez sur cette pile, divisez-la en deux tas: «À donner» et «À vendre». Soyez généreux! Un objet qui est resté chez vous sans être utilisé ou aimé peut faire plaisir ou rendre service à quelqu’un d’autre. Alors, faites une bonne action et soyez-en fier. Vous verrez, cela rendra la séparation beaucoup plus facile. Si vous ne savez pas à qui donner un objet, allez sur le site web Consoglobe ou consultez la page Facebook de votre «bazar local», contactez la Société Saint-Vincent-de-Paul, Renaissance ou le groupe Freecycle le plus proche de chez vous pour savoir ce que vous pouvez leur donner et comment procéder. Vous pouvez aussi offrir les objets que vous utilisez très peu à des gens qui en ont plus besoin que vous — comme votre tronçonneuse à un voisin qui a un grand jardin ou votre machine à coudre à votre cousine couturière — à condition de pouvoir les leur emprunter au besoin.


Inutile d’y passer des semaines. Si vous n’avez pas le temps ou l’envie de trouver un nouveau foyer à vos objets, sachez qu’un grand nombre d’associations caritatives sera ravi de les récupérer. L’Armée du Salut, la Croix rouge, la Société Saint-Vincent-de-Paul, les friperies, les associations d’entraide familiale, les refuges pour femmes victimes de violence conjugale, les clubs du troisième âge savent quoi faire des dons et à qui les donner en priorité. Les objets dont vous ne voulez plus peuvent faire des heureux autour de vous: donnez vos livres à votre bibliothèque, vos fournitures de bureau à l’école de vos enfants, les jouets de votre chien à un refuge d’animaux…


Pour calmer l’angoisse de la séparation, vous pouvez aussi vendre vos affaires. Parfois, c’est plus facile de s’en séparer quand on récupère un peu (ou beaucoup) d’argent, qui rend d’ailleurs quelques fois plus heureux que l’objet lui-même. Les moyens de procéder sont riches et variés, traditionnels ou hightech. Si vous avez beaucoup d’objets sans grande valeur à vendre, inscrivez-vous à une vente-débarras du quartier ou organisez la vôtre. Pour vous débarrassez d’objets plus rares, de collection ou ayant une certaine valeur, misez sur Kijiji ou eBay. Pensez aussi à revendre vos livres, CD, DVD, jeux vidéo et autres objets équivalents sur Amazon.


Maintenant que vous avez trié et que vous savez où chaque objet doit aller, plus rien ne peut vous arrêter. Passez au rayon laser les tiroirs, placards et pièces que vous voulez réinventer pour, d’abord, les vider. Et surtout, amusez-vous: mettez de la musique, dansez de pile en pile, embrassez vos boîtes pour leur dire au revoir. Quand chaque objet sera dans sa pile, faites vos adieux définitifs aux «À jeter» et «À donner», pour ne plus vivre qu’avec les affaires que vous chérissez.



Chapitre 13


La Raison d’être (de chaque objet)


Quand vous passerez en revue vos affaires, arrêtez-vous sur celles que vous comptez mettre dans la pile «À chérir». En effet, l’entrée n’est pas automatique. Mettez votre casquette de gardien et inspectez-les soigneusement pour être sûr qu’elles ont toutes une bonne raison d’être là: vous les utilisez souvent, elles vous simplifient la vie, vous les trouvez belles, vous auriez du mal à les remplacer, elles ont plein de fonctions différentes, elles vous font gagner du temps, c’est un héritage ou un souvenir de famille.


Ce n’est pas parce qu’un objet arrive chez vous par hasard (comme ce sac en toile qui vous a suivi après une conférence) ou qu’il cherchait un nouveau toit (comme ce lave-vaisselle que vous a légué votre sœur) qu’il doit disparaître. En revanche, il doit avoir des arguments solides pour avoir le droit d’habiter avec vous. S’il influe positivement sur votre vie, il peut rester.


Vous tomberez aussi sur des candidats sérieux, mais qui ont déjà leur doublon (ou équivalent). D’ailleurs comment vous êtes-vous retrouvé avec autant d’objets semblables? Ce sont peut-être des cadeaux. Ou alors ce sont de nouvelles versions d’anciens objets que vous avez continué à utiliser: quand vous avez acheté un nouveau téléviseur, vous avez mis l’ancien dans la chambre; quand vous avez investi dans une nouvelle table, vous avez descendu l’ancienne au sous-sol; quand vous avez craqué pour ces nouvelles chaussures, vous avez gardé les vieilles pour les jours de pluie. Dans ce cas, gardez les meilleurs et jetez le reste.
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Dans d’autres cas, c’est la faute du conditionnement. Je pense notamment aux trombones, aux élastiques, aux pinces à cheveux, mais aussi aux stylos, aux boutons, aux épingles à couche… Le surplus reste ad vitam aeternam au fond d’un tiroir sans qu’on se pose la moindre question. Eh bien, posez-vous justement cette question: si vous ne pensez pas avoir un jour l’usage d’un millier de trombones ou d’une centaine d’épingles à couche, gardez ce dont vous avez besoin et donnez le reste. S’il ne vous en faut qu’une poignée, pourquoi en garder un seau entier?


Quand vous aurez géré les doublons, inspectez les candidats restants un par un. Utilisez-vous cet objet et, si oui, à quelle fréquence (si vous êtes incapable de répondre à ces deux questions, il n’a aucune raison d’être dans la pile «À chérir»). L’avez-vous utilisé dans la dernière année? Comptez-vous l’utiliser bientôt? Vous rend-il la vie plus facile, plus belle, plus agréable? Comment? Est-il difficile à entretenir ou à réparer et, si oui, en vaut-il la peine? Serait-il difficile ou coûteux à remplacer? Vous suivrait-il si vous deviez déménager? Si vous ne l’aviez pas, cela changerait-il quelque chose à votre vie?


Si vous avez du mal à prendre une décision, demandez à un ami objectif de vous aider. Il peut être difficile, voire embarrassant, d’expliquer à quelqu’un pourquoi on veut garder un objet. Soudain tout s’éclaire! Ce qui nous paraissait totalement justifié dans notre tête nous paraît ridicule quand on l’exprime à haute voix: «Je peux avoir besoin de ce boa en plumes si je chante un jour dans un cabaret.» De plus, en présence d’un tiers, notre amour-propre nous pousse à moins accumuler tout et n’importe quoi. En revanche, n’enrôlez pas un collectionneur ou un sentimental, sauf si vous avez l’intention de lui léguer certains des objets que vous chérissez.


Lorsque vous déciderez de ce qui va ou ne va pas dans le tas «À chérir», pensez au principe de Pareto (également connu sous le nom de «loi des 80-20»). Selon ce principe, nous utilisons seulement 20% de nos affaires 80% du temps. Relisez ça attentivement: nous utilisons seulement 20% de nos affaires 80% du temps. Cela signifie qu’on pourrait vivre avec seulement un cinquième de nos affaires sans que ça fasse aucune différence. Super! Ce sera plus facile qu’on ne le croyait. Si on utilise rarement la plupart de nos affaires, on devrait facilement arriver à ne garder que l’essentiel. Pour cela, il suffit de déterminer ces 20%… et de progresser d’un grand pas sur la voie du minimalisme!



Chapitre 14


Un écrin pour chaque objet


«Un écrin pour chaque objet et chaque objet dans son écrin.» Apprenez ce mantra par coeur, dites-le souvent, chantez-le à tue-tête, répétez-le dans votre tête en cas d’insomnie, car c’est l’un des principes minimalistes les plus importants. Quand les objets ont un «écrin» (dans l’idéal un tiroir, un placard ou une boîte), ils n’envahissent pas la maison et n’encombrent pas les pièces. De plus, quand on applique ce principe, on peut facilement repérer les intrus et les remettre immédiatement dehors.


Pour trouver un écrin à un objet, il faut se demander où et à quelle fréquence on l’utilise. Une maison type est divisée en pièces, qui sont elles-mêmes constituées de petits espaces dédiés, dans la cuisine, au ménage, à la préparation des plats ou au repas; dans le séjour, à la télévision, aux loisirs ou aux ordinateurs, etc. Dans l’idéal, il faut ranger l’objet là où on l’utilise et dans un lieu facile d’accès.


Utilisez-vous l’objet en question tous les jours, toutes les semaines, tous les mois, une fois par an ou moins? Selon la réponse, il ira dans votre cercle rapproché, votre cercle élargi ou votre cercle éloigné.


Le cercle rapproché est l’endroit où l’on conserve les objets courants — brosses à dents, ordinateur portable, ustensiles et sous-vêtements — qu’on doit pouvoir vite récupérer sans avoir à se pencher, s’étirer, batailler ou déplacer d’autres objets. Ils sont ainsi non seulement faciles d’accès, mais aussi faciles à ranger. Vous vous souvenez du principe de Pareto? Eh bien, notre cercle rapproché ne devrait contenir que les 20% d’objets que nous utilisons 80% du temps.


Le cercle élargi est un peu moins accessible et devrait être réservé aux objets qui servent moins souvent. Il comprend les étagères basses et hautes, les tiroirs escamotables, les meubles en hauteur et l’espace sous le lit. Utilisez ces endroits pour ranger les stocks de produits de toilette et de ménage, les vêtements que vous utilisez peu, les papiers cadeaux, les plats et les ustensiles de cuisine spéciaux et la myriade d’autres objets que vous n’utilisez pas au quotidien. Adoptez cette règle de base: «Si je l’utilise moins d’une fois par semaine, mais plus d’une fois par an, ça va dans le cercle élargi.»


Le cercle éloigné se trouve en principe hors de votre lieu de vie quotidienne et comprend le grenier, le sous-sol et le garage. C’est là qu’il faut stocker les pièces détachées, les décorations de Noël, les vieux papiers et autres objets qui servent seulement une fois par an, voire moins. Ce n’est pas une raison pour y stocker tout ce qui n’a plus sa place chez vous. Essayez de le garder le plus aéré possible. Si vous n’utilisez ou n’admirez jamais l’objet que vous voulez y mettre et que ce n’est pas un document officiel ou financier qu’il faut conserver à vie, il n’a rien à faire là. Parfois, la meilleure place pour un objet, c’est chez quelqu’un d’autre.


Souvenez-vous qu’«un écrin pour chaque objet» concerne également les objets décoratifs. Si vous tenez énormément à l’un d’eux, donnez-lui une place de choix. Il ne mérite pas d’être poussé, entouré ou masqué par tout un tas de bric-à-brac. Et il ne devrait pas non plus être enfoui dans une boîte au sous-sol. L’intérêt d’un objet décoratif, c’est de pouvoir être vu. Alors si vous en avez en stock, il est temps de vous demander pourquoi vous les gardez (sauf, bien sûr, les décorations de Noël).


Une fois qu’on a trouvé un écrin pour chaque objet, il ne faut pas oublier la suite: toujours le remettre à sa place. En effet, quel est l’intérêt d’avoir des emplacements désignés si tout traîne dans la maison? Pour s’aider, on peut mettre des étiquettes sur les étagères, les tiroirs, les boîtes indiquant leur contenu. Ainsi, tout le monde saura exactement où ranger les objets après usage — et on risquera moins de retrouver le tire-bouchon dans le tiroir à chaussettes, ou l’agrafeuse coincée entre la farine et le sucre.


Habituez-vous, ainsi que votre famille, à ranger. Dans une maison ordonnée, les objets ne peuvent pas se cacher. Suspendez vos vêtements (ou mettez-les dans le panier à linge sale) quand vous vous déshabillez au lieu de les jeter par terre ou sur une chaise. Remettez les épices, les condiments et les ustensiles à l’endroit où vous les avez pris au lieu de les laisser traîner sur la surface de travail. Rangez les chaussures dans un endroit spécialement dédié à cet effet au lieu de les laisser traîner dans la maison. Reposez les livres sur les étagères et les magazines dans le porte-revues. Encouragez vos enfants à ramasser leurs jouets et à les ranger quand ils ont fini de s’en servir.
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En fait, chaque fois que vous quittez une pièce, prenez avec vous les objets qui traînent et remettez-les à leur place. Ce petit geste ne prend que quelques minutes par jour, mais fait une énorme différence. Les objets aiment la vie en société. Ils ne restent jamais longtemps seuls. Il suffit de laisser traîner quelques bricoles dans le salon pour que, inévitablement, celui-ci devienne un vrai capharnaüm alors que, si on remettait régulièrement chaque objet à sa place, le désordre ne pourrait pas s’installer.


Je sais qu’en lisant ces mots, ceux qui parmi vous manquent de rangements poussent des cris d’orfraie. Comment donner un écrin à chaque objet quand on n’a pas de place? Laissez-moi vous rassurer tout de suite: vous avez énormément de chance! En effet, plus on a d’espace pour ranger, plus on a tendance à garder des objets dont on n’a pas besoin. Quand on possède un vestiaire et des tas de placards, il faut être sacrément motivé pour se désencombrer alors que, chez vous, pas de sentiment! Avoir peu de place est un avantage, pas un inconvénient, car vous accéderez rapidement au bonheur du peu.



Chapitre 15


Aérer les surfaces


Les surfaces horizontales sont des aimants à traîneries. Il suffit de passer la porte d’entrée, les mains pleines, pour encombrer d’un coup la première surface disponible. Son étendue vaste et plane attire irrésistiblement les objets. Elle présente une force gravitationnelle redoutable.


Observez les surfaces de votre maison. Y a-t-il autre chose sur la table à manger que des assiettes, des plats et peut-être un centre de table? Votre table basse est-elle vide, si ce n’est les boissons et les gâteaux apéritifs que vous dégustez en ce moment? Vos tables d’appoint portent-elles autre chose qu’une lampe et peut-être une télécommande? Et votre lit? N’est-il recouvert que de drap, de couvertures et d’oreillers que vous utilisez la nuit? Quant aux surfaces de travail dans la cuisine, sont-elles dégagées, prêtes à servir à la préparation du prochain repas? Et combien de centimètres carrés de votre bureau pouvez-vous voir?


À moins que vous soyez déjà un minimaliste invétéré (et un homme ou une femme de maison exceptionnellement efficace), vous devez avoir des problèmes de surfaces soit à un endroit précis (votre bureau ou votre espace de travail) soit partout chez vous. C’est peut-être un phénomène récent causé, par exemple, par la nouvelle passion de votre enfant pour les travaux manuels ou par des piles de documents que vous avez rapportés du travail. Ou alors, le problème date et empire depuis des semaines, des mois ou même des années.
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«Et alors?», vous demandez-vous. Eh bien, quand on n’a pas de surfaces «aérées», on ne peut rien faire. Les surfaces «aérées» sont pleines de potentiel et de possibilités. Et ça, c’est magique! Pensez à tout ce qu’il est impossible de faire sur des surfaces encombrées: se préparer un délicieux repas ou s’asseoir pour passer un bon moment en famille. Impossible aussi de s’occuper de ses papiers, ou de faire ses devoirs ou une activité. Dans certains cas, on n’a même pas la place de s’allonger le soir.


Pas de panique! Pour reconquérir et aérer les surfaces, il suffit de changer d’attitude et d’adhérer avec enthousiasme au principe suivant: les surfaces ne sont pas des espaces de rangement. Elles doivent être dédiées aux activités et, donc, être dégagées en permanence. Si vous appliquez ce principe minimaliste, vous serez ravi du résultat: non seulement votre maison aura l’air plus nette, plus organisée et plus sereine, mais elle sera aussi beaucoup plus pratique et plus facile à nettoyer.


Pour y arriver, il faut voir les surfaces autrement, notamment leurs caractéristiques physiques. Par nature, les surfaces sont «adhésives»: elles sont grandes, planes et parfaites pour accueillir des objets. Une fois qu’un objet y atterrit, il peut y rester des jours, des semaines et même des mois. Parfois, il y reste si longtemps qu’on ne le remarque même plus. On s’habitue tellement à le voir qu’il finit par faire partie du paysage. Un autre le rejoint, et un autre, et un autre… Avant de comprendre ce qui se passe, nos surfaces ne sont plus lisses, mais bosselées d’objets qui s’y sont «collés».


Il faut au contraire considérer les surfaces comme «glissantes». Si elles glissaient comme du verglas ou étaient penchées de quelques degrés, rien ne pourrait tenir dessus longtemps. On pourrait y travailler, mais tout finirait par tomber. En attendant que quelqu’un invente ce genre de surface, faisons comme si elles existaient. Autrement dit: chaque objet que l’on met sur une surface «glissante» doit quitter la pièce avec nous. Si on pose une tasse sur la table basse, un livre sur la table d’appoint ou un travail de couture sur la table, on le ramasse et on l’emporte avec soi quand on part, et on encourage nos proches à nous imiter.


Il y a quelques rares exceptions: les objets dont l’écrin est cette surface, comme un centre de table et des bougeoirs sur la table à manger ou une lampe de lecture sur une table d’appoint. Cette dérogation exceptionnelle concerne aussi la télécommande sur la table basse, le repose-cuillère près de la cuisinière et le réveil sur la table de nuit. En revanche, si vous choisissez de garder ce genre d’objets fonctionnels ou décoratifs sur vos surfaces, n’en mettez pas plus de trois. Cela empêchera la pagaille de s’installer.


Enfin, n’oubliez pas la plus grande surface de toutes: le sol! Il pose un problème particulier parce qu’il est immense! Quand les tables, les placards et les tiroirs sont pleins — ou quand on n’a simplement pas envie de ranger —, on a tendance à tout empiler par terre. Ne cédez pas à la tentation! Le sol n’a pas de limites claires (rien ne risque d’en tomber). Alors, quand des objets s’y installent, ils s’étendent, s’étendent, s’étendent. Je connais des maisons où le sol est entièrement recouvert à l’exception d’un étroit passage. On peut à peine bouger et encore moins être productif dans ce genre d’environnement. Réservez vos planchers pour vos pieds et vos meubles, et n’y mettez rien d’autre.


Quand on a fait l’effort d’aérer ses surfaces, on a très envie de les garder ainsi pour ne surtout pas être obligé de recommencer. Pour les maintenir «aérées», il faut prendre l’habitude de les avoir à l’œil. Avant de quitter une pièce et d’éteindre la lumière, observez les tables, les rebords et le sol. S’ils ne sont pas aussi dégagés qu’ils devraient l’être, prenez le temps d’enlever les objets qui les encombrent. Ce petit geste, rapide et facile, vous aidera vraiment à garder votre maison nette et bien rangée. Appliquez cette règle: si la pièce est vide, les surfaces doivent l’être aussi.



Chapitre 16


Les Modules


Dans ce chapitre, nous allons apprendre une chouette technique pour combattre le bordel, garder le contrôle sur nos objets et nous aider à atteindre nos objectifs minimalistes: nous allons trier nos affaires par modules. Le concept des modules est une technique qui consiste, en gros, à diviser et compartimenter un système complexe lié à une tâche précise. Par exemple, un programme informatique peut être constitué d’un million de commandes. Pour pouvoir les retrouver facilement, les programmateurs les placent dans des modules, c’est-à-dire des ensembles d’instructions liées à des tâches précises. Ainsi les commandes peuvent être «rangées» plus efficacement et déplacées plus facilement dans le programme.


Nos maisons sont également des systèmes complexes contenant une multitude d’objets à ranger et à retrouver. D’où l’idée de les faire profiter d’un système de rangement efficace. Et c’est ici qu’interviennent les modules! Dans le cas qui nous concerne, un module est un ensemble d’objets liés à une et même tâche (comme payer ses factures ou décorer un gâteau).


Pour en créer, il faut donc rassembler les objets qui ont une fonction similaire, éliminer ceux qui sont en trop et placer ceux qu’on garde dans un endroit où on peut facilement les trouver et s’en servir. Bref, il faut regrouper, trier et contenir nos objets.


Commençons par regrouper des objets ayant un point commun. Rangeons tous les objets similaires (ou «reliés») ensemble: les DVD, les rallonges électriques, les trombones, les médicaments, le matériel créatif, le matériel informatique, les photos, les épices, etc. Vous avez compris le principe. Quand on rassemble les objets, on les retrouve plus facilement. Par exemple, quand vous aurez besoin d’un pansement, vous n’aurez pas à fouiller dans tous les placards: vous irez directement à votre module «Pharmacie».


Quand vous aurez envie de revoir votre DVD préféré, vous n’aurez pas à fouiller sur vos étagères, fourrager dans la chambre ou ramper sous le canapé pour le trouver, car il vous attendra sagement dans le module «DVD». Quand vous chercherez une vis d’un certain diamètre pour réparer quelque chose, vous n’aurez pas à partir en expédition au sous-sol. Vous vous dirigerez simplement vers le module «Bricolage» et la prendrez dans le tas.


Regrouper ses objets permet aussi et surtout de savoir ce qu’on a. Quand on a rangé 63 stylos dans un endroit, on sait qu’on n’a pas besoin d’en racheter. On ne risque pas non plus de craquer pour une paire de boucles d’oreilles quand on en a déjà une quinzaine. Cette technique permet notamment d’éviter d’accumuler du matériel créatif qui a la fâcheuse tendance à proliférer. Vous risquez d’ailleurs d’être surpris en le voyant rassemblé («Pourquoi diable ai-je autant de pelotes de laine?»).


Cela vous évitera aussi de rapporter par inadvertance des doublons chez vous. D’ailleurs, combien de fois avez-vous couru acheter un objet pour découvrir peu après que vous l’aviez déjà? Avoir des modules bien conçus et faciles d’accès permet de désencombrer son intérieur et d’économiser beaucoup d’argent.


Passons maintenant à l’étape qu’en bon apprenti minimaliste vous attendez tous: le tri! En regroupant vos affaires, vous êtes certainement tombé sur des objets en trop: retirez-les en ne gardant que ceux que vous utilisez vraiment ou que vous pensez vraiment utiliser un jour. En effet, qui a besoin de ces tonnes d’attaches pour sacs de pain, de brochettes en bois, de pinces à linge qui traînent dans les tiroirs? Libérez-les et réinvestissez l’espace. De même, pourquoi garder ces 63 stylos quand 10 suffisent amplement?


De toute façon, vous n’arriverez jamais à les utiliser tous en même temps. Quand on sait qu’un stylo a une durée de vie de 6 mois, cela veut dire que vous avez de quoi tenir 33 ans et que la plupart de vos stylos auront séché quand vous voudrez enfin vous en servir. Passez-les en revue et gardez vos préférés. Appliquez ce principe aux chaussettes, tee-shirts, tasses à café, boîtes en plastique, serviettes en papier et autres objets que vous possédez en abondance.


Enfin, quand vous aurez regroupé vos affaires et que vous les aurez triées, cherchez un endroit pour les contenir et les empêcher de s’éparpiller de nouveau partout. Ce peut-être un tiroir, une étagère, une boîte, un bac en plastique, un sac à glissière… bref, un contenant ou un endroit adapté à la quantité et à la taille des objets à ranger. Personnellement, je préfère les boîtes transparentes qui permettent de voir instantanément leur contenu. Si vous n’en avez que des opaques, utilisez des étiquettes ou des codes couleur pour les identifier facilement.
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L’avantage des modules, c’est qu’on peut les transporter. Imaginez que vous regardez un film en famille et que vous êtes soudain pris d’une irrésistible envie de tricoter. Il vous suffit d’aller chercher le module «Tricot», et voilà, à vos aiguilles! Et quand vous aurez terminé, hop, direct dans le module au lieu de tout laisser traîner sur la table basse. Si vous n’avez pas d’espace bureau chez vous, rangez chéquiers, calculatrice, stylos et autre matériel dans un module «Bureau» et apportez-le dans le salon, la cuisine ou ailleurs quand vous voudrez payer vos factures. Apprenez à vos enfants à s’organiser ainsi pour leurs jouets, leurs livres et leurs jeux, et vous vous éviterez la corvée de tout ranger en fin de journée.


Il est important, que dis-je, capital de regrouper et de trier avant de placer ses affaires dans des contenants. Trop souvent, quand on a très envie de se simplifier la vie, on file au magasin pour acheter des tas de jolies boîtes dans lesquelles on entasse tout et n’importe quoi en pensant que cela va rendre automatiquement notre maison ordonnée et sereine. Mais si on n’a pas d’abord séparé les objets qu’on chérit des objets qu’on jette, cela ne sert à rien. Même si, grâce à nos jolies boîtes, notre maison semble plus propre, elles se contentent de cacher la misère. Résultat, au lieu de simplifier notre lieu de vie (et notre vie tout court), on ne fait que déplacer le problème.


Alors, retirez le plus de choses possible avant de mettre quoi que ce soit dans une boîte. Ne gardez que l’essentiel, puis trouvez un rangement pratique. Pour être minimaliste, il ne faut pas se contenter de ranger et de s’organiser. Il faut savoir aller plus loin. En créant des modules, on met en place un système qui élimine et empêche les excès, en plus d’adapter la somme de nos possessions à nos besoins. Et ce n’est qu’à ce moment-là qu’on peut fermer nos boîtes.



Chapitre 17


Les Limites


Être minimaliste nécessite de garder le contrôle sur ses affaires. Et la meilleure façon d’y arriver, c’est de mettre des limites. Je vous entends déjà dire: «Attendez une seconde. Des limites? Je n’ai pas signé pour ça. Je ne veux pas avoir l’impression de manquer…» Ne vous inquiétez pas. Quand je parle de limites, cela concerne vos affaires, pas vous. Les limites aident à garder l’ascendant sur les objets et donc à préserver plus de pouvoir, de contrôle et d’espace. Les limites sont nos amies, pas nos ennemies.


Prenons l’exemple des livres. Je n’étonnerai personne en disant qu’ils s’accumulent très vite. On en achète un, on le lit et il s’octroie ainsi le droit de s’installer de façon permanente dans notre collection, qu’on l’ait aimé ou pas, qu’on ait l’intention de le relire ou pas. Comme on l’a payé et qu’on y a consacré du temps et des efforts, on a envie de le montrer. Parfois on garde juste un tome pour prouver qu’on a lu une série entière. (Allez, avouez, qui a Guerre et Paix dans sa bibliothèque?) Contentez-vous plutôt de ne garder que vos titres préférés et remettez les autres en circulation: donnez-les à votre bibliothèque, à des amis ou à des membres de votre famille.


Mettre des limites aide aussi à dompter les accessoires et le matériel de loisirs en tous genres. Que vous soyez fan de perles indiennes, de tricot, de scrapbooking, de maquettes ou que vous fabriquiez des objets en bois ou des savons, limitez votre matériel à une seule boîte. Quand elle se mettra à déborder, finissez d’abord vos fournitures avant d’en acheter de nouvelles. Il n’y a pas mieux pour se motiver à terminer un projet! Non seulement cela réduit vos stocks, mais cela permet aussi de faire un petit bilan: avez-vous autant apprécié la fabrication que l’achat de matériel? Si c’est non, il est peut-être temps de vous trouver un autre loisir. Et si c’est oui, vous n’aurez aucun mal à venir à bout de tout ce matériel.
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On peut et on devrait pouvoir mettre des limites à tout. Amusez-vous à en mettre à vos affaires: arrangez-vous pour que tous vos DVD tiennent sur une seule étagère, que tous vos chandails tiennent dans un seul coin de votre placard, que tout votre maquillage tienne dans une boîte. Limitez le nombre de chaussures, de chaussettes, de bougies, de chaises, de draps, de casseroles, de planches à découper et de collections. Limitez vos abonnements à des magazines et le nombre d’objets sur votre table basse. Faites tenir toutes vos décorations de Noël dans une seule boîte et tout votre équipement sportif dans un coin de votre garage. Adaptez le nombre d’assiettes, de tasses et de couverts à la taille de votre famille, et votre outillage de jardin à vos vrais besoins.


Les limites dépendaient autrefois de facteurs externes, notamment du prix et de la disponibilité des matières premières. À l’époque, les objets étaient généralement fabriqués à la main et vendus sur place — ce qui les rendait plus rares et plus chers (par rapport à un salaire moyen) que maintenant. Il y a 100 ans, c’était facile d’être minimaliste, car même les objets de première nécessité étaient difficiles à trouver. De nos jours, il suffit d’aller dans un centre commercial pour satisfaire le moindre de ses désirs. La production de masse et la mondialisation ont fait baisser les prix, rendu tout et n’importe quoi disponible et facile à obtenir. Bien sûr, c’est pratique, mais comme beaucoup d’entre nous s’en sont rendu compte, c’est parfois trop. Si on ne limite pas volontairement notre consommation, on finira ensevelis sous nos biens.


Mettre des limites non seulement nous aide, mais peut aussi aider notre entourage à adopter un style de vie minimaliste. Expliquez à votre famille que les objets doivent aller dans les endroits alloués et que, s’il y en a trop, il faut en enlever. Limitez le nombre de jouets de vos enfants à un ou deux bacs de rangement et le nombre de vêtements de votre ado à la taille de son armoire.


En suivant votre exemple, ils prendront de bonnes habitudes pour plus tard. Au moins, limitez les affaires de chacun à la taille de sa pièce, que ce soit une chambre d’enfant, une salle de jeux, un bureau ou un atelier. Ainsi vous empêcherez les objets des uns et des autres d’envahir les endroits communs.


Bien sûr, la vraie limite est la taille de votre maison que, en bon minimaliste, vous déciderez peut-être de réduire un jour. Les objets s’infiltrent dans les espaces vides (je suis sûre qu’il y a une loi physique qui explique ça). Limiter l’espace signifie avoir moins d’affaires, de désordre, de soucis et de stress. Quand on n’a pas une grande maison, on ne peut pas avoir des tas d’objets.


Imaginez que vous quittez un studio pour vous installer dans une maison avec un grenier, un sous-sol et un garage double. Je parie que vous les remplirez petit à petit parce qu’ils sont là. Si vous aviez arrêté d’utiliser votre vélo d’appartement dans votre studio, vous vous en seriez probablement débarrassé alors que, dans votre nouvelle et grande maison, vous allez l’envoyer au sous-sol. Les petits logements posent des limites naturelles à l’accumulation de biens et aident vraiment à goûter au bonheur du peu.


À première vue, vous risquez de trouver les limites contraignantes. Mais très vite, vous vous sentirez libéré! Dans une société où on est formaté pour vouloir plus, acheter plus et faire plus, les limites sont une formidable bouffée d’air! En fait, quand on a découvert la joie des limites, on a envie de les appliquer à tous les aspects de la vie. En limitant nos engagements et nos activités, on s’allège la vie et on se libère un temps précieux. En limitant nos dépenses, on réduit nos dettes et on rééquilibre notre budget. En limitant notre consommation d’aliments gras et sucrés, on réduit notre tour de taille et on améliore notre santé. Les possibilités sont… illimitées!



Chapitre 18


Interdiction d’accumuler


Parfois, on s’allège, on s’allège, on s’allège, mais quand on regarde autour de nous, ça ne se voit pas. Et c’est franchement incompréhensible: on a rempli et jeté des sacs poubelles entiers, apporté mille et une choses à des associations caritatives et donné de pleines boîtes à notre beau-frère. Et pourtant, on a toujours l’impression d’en avoir autant dans nos placards et dans le garage. On a travaillé dur et on veut que ça se remarque. Alors que se passe-t-il?


Pensez à votre maison et tous les objets qu’elle contient comme à un seau d’eau. Quand on s’allège, c’est comme si on perçait un trou au fond et que le seau s’écoulait lentement, goutte à goutte, à chaque objet dont on se débarrasse. Super, donc on progresse! Normalement, si on tient le rythme, le niveau devrait baisser.


Le problème, c’est que le niveau ne peut baisser que si on arrête d’en ajouter. Chaque objet qui passe le pas de votre porte est comme une nouvelle goutte qui tombe dans le seau. Donc, si vous continuez à faire les boutiques et des achats ou à ramener des échantillons gratuits de vos déplacements, cela joue contre vous: le seau ne se videra jamais et risquera même un jour de déborder!


Pour inverser la tendance, appliquez cette règle simple: «Interdiction d’accumuler». Chaque fois qu’un nouvel objet entre chez vous, un objet similaire doit sortir. Pour chaque goutte qui tombe dans votre seau, une autre doit s’en échapper.


Cette règle est particulièrement efficace pour les objets qui se ressemblent. Si une nouvelle chemise débarque dans votre garde-robe, une vieille doit en sortir. Si un nouveau livre rejoint votre collection, un autre titre doit partir. Si de nouvelles assiettes ornent votre table, les anciennes doivent quitter les lieux. Vous pouvez bien sûr varier si vous avez besoin de rééquilibrer vos stocks. Par exemple, si vous avez trop de pantalons et pas assez de hauts, débarrassez-vous d’un pantalon quand vous achetez un nouveau tee-shirt. Mais gardez la bonne mesure: ne jetez pas de chaussettes pour compenser l’arrivée d’un manteau, ou une poignée de trombones contre un nouveau siège de bureau.


Trop souvent, quand on achète quelque chose de nouveau, on garde l’objet qu’il est censé remplacer. Le scénario est archi-connu: on repère un objet qui ne nous convient plus — peut-être parce qu’il est démodé ou cassé ou qu’il ne nous est plus d’aucune utilité. Alors on part en quête d’un remplaçant plus beau, plus classe ou plus moderne. On fait des recherches, on compare les prix, on lit les critiques et enfin, on se décide. C’est alors que se produit un phénomène étrange: quand on rapporte le nouvel objet chez nous, l’ancien ne nous paraît plus si mal que ça.


Même si on sait qu’on ne s’en servira plus, on n’est pas prêt à le jeter. On commence à imaginer tous les cas (hautement improbables) dans lesquels on pourrait en avoir besoin (comme si on s’attendait à ce que le remplaçant tout neuf s’arrête de fonctionner dans les prochains jours). Et avant d’avoir eu le temps de réaliser ce qui se passe, le vieil objet est confortablement installé au sous-sol ou dans le garage au cas où on en aurait besoin un jour.
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La règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» aide à faire sortir les objets de chez soi au lieu de les héberger à vie. Dès qu’un nouveau modèle arrive, dites adieu à l’ancien. Cette règle n’a rien de magique. Par contre, elle demande de la discipline. Je peux vous assurer — et je le sais par expérience — qu’il est tentant de tricher et de se promettre qu’on se débarrassera d’un truc plus tard.


On est si content de porter ce nouveau chandail ou d’utiliser ce nouveau gadget qu’on n’a pas la tête à lui chercher son équivalent pour le jeter. Si ça vous arrive, invoquez vos pouvoirs de minimaliste et appliquez la portion «cet objet-là part» avant de déballer, d’accrocher ou d’utiliser la portion «un nouvel objet arrive» parce que si vous ne le faites pas immédiatement, vous ne le ferez jamais. Je me suis moi-même obligée à garder des objets neufs, dans leur emballage, dans le coffre de ma voiture en attendant de pouvoir me débarrasser d’anciens.


Quand on commence à s’alléger, la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» est d’une aide précieuse. Elle limite le nombre de choses que nous avons et nous pousse dans la bonne direction. Il n’y a rien de pire que d’avoir réussi à se libérer de 10 objets — et donc à avoir pris la terrible décision et trouvé la force de le faire — pour constater qu’on en a accumulé 12 nouveaux dans l’intervalle. En suivant ce principe, vous éviterez ce genre de déconvenue. À l’instant où vous l’appliquerez, le contenu de votre maison se stabilisera. Et tant que vous le respecterez, vous n’aurez jamais plus d’affaires que maintenant.


Mieux encore, si vous continuez à vous désencombrer, vous finirez par remarquer un changement, car, quand on «ferme le robinet», les gouttes qui tombent au fond du seau finissent par avoir un effet visible (et gratifiant) sur notre environnement. Certes, plus on élimine d’objets, plus le résultat est satisfaisant, c’est pourquoi nous allons voir, dans le prochain chapitre, comment transformer le goutte-à-goutte en un flot régulier.



Chapitre 19


Nettoyer


Dans le chapitre précédent, je vous ai expliqué comment stabiliser le nombre d’objets qu’on possède en en éliminant un chaque fois qu’un nouveau arrive. Fantastique! Maintenant, on est sûr de ne pas faire deux pas en arrière pour chaque pas en avant. Une fois ce système en place, chaque nouvel objet qui part nous rapproche du but qu’on s’est fixé: vivre avec peu.


Cependant, pour vraiment progresser, il faut passer à la vitesse supérieure. La méthode STREAMLINE ne consiste pas seulement à se débarrasser d’objets. Au contraire! Elle permet aussi d’atteindre le but ultime de tout bon minimaliste: ne posséder que ce dont on a besoin — pas plus. Donc, en ce qui concerne les objets qui se trouvent dans nos pièces, placards et tiroirs, nous avons une autre mission: les nettoyer au maximum.


Pour bien nettoyer, il faudrait idéalement enlever tous les objets qui ne sont pas indispensables. Avant de vous imaginer dans une tente ou sur un matelas par terre, lisez la suite. La définition du mot «indispensable» varie d’une personne à l’autre. Un minimaliste vivant sur un bateau peut se contenter d’une assiette pour manger. Mais quand on est habitué à une cuisine équipée, on peut difficilement envisager de vivre sans micro-ondes, crêpière et cuiseur à riz. De même, l’équipement de plongée indispensable pour le minimaliste dans son bateau ne nous serait d’aucune utilité.


Les besoins de chacun dépendent de très nombreux facteurs comme l’âge, le sexe, le métier, les loisirs, le climat, la culture, la famille, l’entourage. Un minimaliste qui travaille dans un bureau peut avoir besoin de tenues chic et de belles chaussures alors qu’un minimaliste qui travaille chez lui peut se contenter d’une garde-robe plus restreinte. Les parents de jeunes enfants auront une liste d’objets essentiels différente de celle d’un célibataire. Les grands lecteurs auront des besoins différents des grands sportifs. Les étudiants auront des besoins différents des retraités. Les hommes auront des besoins différents des femmes.


Il n’existe donc pas de liste parfaite pour gagner ses galons de minimaliste. En fait, contrairement à ce que beaucoup de gens pensent, il n’y a pas non plus de chiffre magique. Peu importe qu’on ait 50, 500 ou 5000 objets, ce qui compte, c’est que cela soit suffisant (et pas trop) pour nous. Il faut faire notre liste d’indispensables à nous et nettoyer nos pièces, placards et tiroirs en conséquence.


Pour nettoyer, il faut réduire le nombre de ses possessions à son seuil «optimal» personnel. Chaque fois qu’on prend un objet, on devrait s’arrêter pour se demander si on en a vraiment besoin — ou si on pourrait sans passer. Chaque fois qu’on découvre un doublon, on devrait se débarrasser de son équivalent. Chaque fois qu’on tombe sur une boîte de trucs qu’on n’utilise plus, on devrait sérieusement envisager de tout jeter. La bonne nouvelle, c’est que plus on devient minimaliste, plus le nombre d’objets «indispensables» diminue, doucement, mais sûrement.
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En plus de se désencombrer, on peut aussi nettoyer nos espaces grâce à des techniques créatives, comme préférer les objets multifonctions. Un canapé-lit permet de se passer d’un lit d’invité. Une imprimante avec une fonction de numériseur permet de n’avoir qu’un appareil au lieu de deux. Un téléphone intelligent peut également servir de calendrier, de montre, de calculatrice, d’agenda, etc. Le but est d’accomplir le maximum de tâches avec un minimum d’objets.


Dans cette lancée, il faudrait toujours privilégier les objets polyvalents aux objets à usage unique. Une grande poêle peut remplacer un placard rempli d’outils de cuisine spécialisés. Des escarpins noirs classiques qu’on peut aussi bien porter au travail qu’en soirée font double emploi — contrairement à des talons aiguilles fuchsia qui ne vont avec presque rien. Un nettoyant tout usage peut faire étinceler la maison aussi bien qu’une armada de sprays pour l’évier, la baignoire, les miroirs et les surfaces.


Lors de ce grand nettoyage, certains objets vont vous compliquer la vie; ce sont, le plus souvent, des objets qui ont une grande valeur sentimentale pour vous. Il est en effet très difficile de se séparer d’objets qui évoquent des moments heureux. Mais pas d’inquiétude, les minimalistes ont aussi une solution pour ça. Si vous avez hérité d’une pile (ou d’un semi-remorque) d’objets appartenant à un proche, ne vous sentez pas obligé de tout garder.


Avec une ou deux pièces bien choisies, vous pourrez entretenir son souvenir. Pareil pour les boîtes de souvenirs d’école, de mariage, de bébé, de voyage, de ce que vous voulez. Choisissez un objet en souvenir de cet événement ou de cette expérience en tenant aussi compte de sa taille et de sa mobilité. Bref, gardez plutôt le portefeuille de votre grand-père que son piano à queue.


Appliquez cette stratégie aux collections dont vous héritez: au lieu d’entreposer le service de 12 pièces de votre grand-mère dans votre débarras, gardez une assiette et exposez-la à un emplacement de choix. Pensez aussi à photographier les objets avant de vous en débarrasser, car les photos aident à s’en souvenir sans envahir l’espace. Elles sont aussi plus faciles à retrouver et à regarder qu’un objet caché quelque part au fond du garage.


Enfin, on peut nettoyer en numérisant ses affaires. Des collections entières d’objets — CD, DVD, photos, jeux vidéo, livres — peuvent être désormais réduites en bits et en octets. Quelle époque merveilleuse pour les minimalistes!


Si vous vous consacrez corps et âme au minimalisme, vous serez sans cesse à l’affût de nouvelles méthodes pour nettoyer vos espaces. Soyez créatif. Voyez cela comme un défi: faire plus avec moins, et amusez-vous à trouver de nouvelles solutions. Vous risquez d’être surpris du nombre d’objets dont vous pouvez vous passer.



Chapitre 20


L’Entretien au quotidien


Quand on a appliqué tous les points de la méthode STREAMLINE: Se réinventer/Trier (à jeter, à chérir, à donner)/trouver la Raison d’être de chaque objet/trouver un Écrin pour chaque objet/ranger dans des Modules/mettre des Limites/appliquer le principe «Interdiction d’accumuler» et Nettoyer les espaces, on ne peut pas reprendre nos vieilles habitudes comme si de rien n’était. Oh que non! Il faut maintenant mettre en place un système d’Entretien au quotidien.


Le minimalisme est un mode de vie différent. On ne peut pas se contenter de se débarrasser des vieux objets dans un grand ménage généralisé, et se dire: «Voilà, c’est fait.» Sinon, on risque ce qu’on appelle l’effet rebond, autrement dit de se remettre à accumuler tout et n’importe quoi. Il faut donc changer nos vieilles habitudes (d’où la préparation psychologique du premier chapitre) et adopter une nouvelle attitude (d’où la méthode STREAMLINE). On ne doit pas considérer le minimalisme comme un loisir ponctuel, mais comme un véritable changement de vie.


Il faut aussi absolument continuer à faire attention à ce qui rentre chez nous. Vous vous souvenez de ce que je vous ai dit sur la nécessité d’être un bon gardien? Pour adopter et garder un mode de vie minimaliste, il ne faut jamais baisser la garde, car tout peut très vite dégénérer si on n’est pas vigilant. Heureusement, la tâche est plus simple qu’elle le paraît. En fait, vous finirez même par en faire une seconde nature. Il faut juste mettre en place des méthodes pour gérer les objets entrants — comme les courriels, les catalogues, les cadeaux, les échantillons gratuits, etc. — et s’y tenir. Dans le genre «idée de génie», mettez des bacs «Recyclage» ou «Comptoir d’entraide» près de la porte d’entrée pour empêcher, très facilement, une nouvelle invasion d’objets.


Il arrive pourtant qu’on ait l’impression d’être tout le temps sur la défensive, d’essayer d’arrêter un tsunami à mains nues. Alors, passons en mode défensif: en se désinscrivant des listes de diffusion, en arrêtant nos abonnements à des magazines, en sortant du cercle des cadeaux et en proclamant tout simplement qu’on a adopté un mode de vie minimaliste. Ce dernier point est plus important qu’il n’y paraît, car, en voyant nos pièces «vides», des amis et des proches bien intentionnés peuvent y voir un manque, donc un besoin d’objets. Dans le meilleur des cas, on se retrouve noyé sous un flot de cadeaux dont on ne veut pas et, dans le pire, on récupère leurs objets inutiles.


En plus de mettre des bacs dans l’entrée, surveillez de près les coins à traîneries. Comme vous le savez, la pagaille attire la pagaille. Une fois qu’on a laissé traîner un objet quelque part, il s’y installe et invite ses petits copains. Ne les laissez pas prendre leurs aises! Vous arriverez beaucoup plus facilement à chasser les intrus un par un qu’en groupe. En fait, si vous n’agissez pas dès les premiers signes d’invasion, votre radar risque de se dérégler.


Il y a en effet une grande différence entre une surface entièrement vide et une surface avec un objet qui ne devrait pas être là. Celui-ci ressort comme un bouton sur le nez. Par contre, il n’est pas évident de faire la différence entre une surface avec un intrus et une surface avec deux intrus (et encore moins entre une surface avec deux intrus et une surface avec trois intrus, etc.). Il faut ramasser ce qui traîne dès qu’on le voit pour éviter que le désordre s’accumule.
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Ce faisant, vous tomberez sur les traîneries des autres. Comme on peut difficilement les gérer comme on le souhaite, le mieux c’est de les rendre à leur propriétaire. Si un objet appartient à quelqu’un qui ne vit pas sur place — comme les affaires que votre sœur a mises dans le garage au moment de son déménagement (et qu’elle n’a jamais récupérées) ou l’œuvre d’art en cours de fabrication que votre ami a laissée sur la table —, téléphonez-leur ou envoyez-leur un courriel pour leur expliquer vos efforts, et donc les inciter à venir récupérer leurs affaires.


Le plus souvent, les intrus appartiennent à d’autres membres de la maisonnée. Dans ce cas, contentez-vous de les remettre dans leur espace personnel (leur chambre, leur bureau…). Le but n’est pas de devenir leur bonne, mais de créer un effet boomerang en leur montrant que tout ce qui traîne dans l’espace familial revient directement à sa place. Avec un peu de chance, ils comprendront le message et hésiteront à laisser traîner des affaires derrière eux. Autre solution: leur montrer leurs traîneries et leur dire de les récupérer, sinon c’est poubelle. Vous verrez, ça marche aussi très bien.


Enfin, continuez à vous désencombrer! Les premières grandes manœuvres ne vont pas avoir d’effet miraculeux sur la durée. En fait, ce n’est que le début. Vous verrez que vos super pouvoirs de minimaliste se renforceront avec le temps, et que des objets qui avaient survécu à la première purge ne vous paraîtront plus essentiels à la seconde. C’est pourquoi je vous recommande de procéder par cycle. Après le premier grand ménage, faites une nouvelle inspection quelques semaines ou quelques mois plus tard. Vous poserez ainsi sur vos affaires un regard neuf. Entretemps, vous aurez découvert les joies et la liberté que procure le minimalisme, ce qui vous motivera (et vous stimulera) à chasser encore plus d’objets. Vous serez surpris de voir à quel point c’est plus facile la deuxième, troisième, quatrième, dixième ou vingtième fois!


Comme c’est en forgeant qu’on devient forgeron, au lieu d’agir par à-coups, soyez lent et régulier en décidant par exemple de vous débarrasser d’un objet par jour. Cela peut être n’importe quoi: une paire de chaussettes élimées, un livre que vous n’avez jamais lu, un cadeau dont vous pouvez vous passer, une chemise qui ne vous va pas, un vieux magazine. Cela prend peu de temps et d’effort et, à la fin de l’année, la maison est allégée de 365 objets.


Pour éviter d’apporter des choses utiles à l’écocentre, placez une boîte «À donner» au sous-sol ou dans l’entrée. Jetez-y vos rebuts un par un et donnez-les à la Croix rouge, à la Saint-Vincent-de-Paul ou à un autre comptoir d’entraide.


Vous pouvez aussi vous fixer des objectifs sur une période donnée: comme vous séparer de 10 objets par semaine ou de 100 par mois. Notez tout ce qui sort de chez vous pour visualiser vos progrès et rester motivé. Et surtout, amusez-vous! Le grand avantage du minimalisme, c’est qu’on est tout de suite récompensé: chaque objet en moins vous allège instantanément. Alors désencombrez-vous tous les jours pour vous sentir fantastiquement bien. Vous n’aurez qu’un regret: ne pas avoir commencé plus tôt!



Troisième partie


Pièce par pièce


Et maintenant, place à la joie et à la bonne humeur: nous allons nous alléger grâce à la méthode STREAMLINE et apprendre à désencombrer, contenir et maintenir le contenu de chaque pièce. Inspectez votre maison et commencez par la pièce que vous voulez. Commencez par la plus facile, la plus difficile, la plus petite, la plus grande — c’est comme vous le sentez. Quand vous passerez à la suivante, vous sentirez l’espace et la sérénité envahir votre intérieur. Alors, remontez vos manches et laissez le bonheur du peu transformer votre maison.



Chapitre 21


Le salon


Dans ce chapitre, nous allons nous concentrer sur le salon (ou la pièce à vivre). C’est la pièce où la famille se retrouve et où on reçoit les invités. La plupart du temps, c’est aussi la pièce la plus grande et la plus passante. C’est donc là que nos efforts d’allègement auront le plus d’impact.


Mais avant de commencer, je vous demande de sortir de chez vous. (Oui, vous avez bien lu.) Levez-vous et sortez en refermant la porte derrière vous. Une fois dehors, ne pensez plus à rien et savourez l’air frais sur votre visage. Quand vous reviendrez, j’aurais tout transformé d’un coup de baguette magique. Non, bien sûr, je blague, mais cet exercice a un vrai intérêt.


Maintenant, vous pouvez rentrer, mais, au moment d’ouvrir la porte d’entrée, faites comme si vous n’habitiez pas là. Rentrez chez vous comme si vous étiez un invité, avec des yeux neufs et un point de vue objectif. Quelle est votre première impression? Aimez-vous ce que vous voyez? Votre salon est-il serein, agréable, accueillant? Ou est-il si désordonné et si encombré que vous avez envie de partir en courant? Plus précisément: si toutes ces affaires ne vous appartenaient pas, auriez-vous envie de vous asseoir et de rester parmi elles?


Il faut porter un regard neutre à son salon, car le désordre «disparaît» quand on s’y habitue. Si la table basse est encombrée de magazines, de bibelots, de matériel créatif et de jouets depuis des semaines, des mois ou même des années, on n’y prête plus attention. On s’habitue aussi à voir le panier à linge dans un coin, les livres empilés près du canapé et les DVD dispersés autour de la télé. On finit par ne plus voir la pagaille autour de nous.


Maintenant que vous avez une vision d’ensemble, regardez plus précisément le contenu de votre salon. Observez chaque meuble, chaque coussin, chaque bricole. Sont-ils tous utiles ou beaux? Vontils bien ensemble et ont-ils l’air à leur place? Ou évoquent-ils une vente-débarras ou, pire encore, l’intérieur d’un cube d’entreposage? Si vous en vidiez le contenu devant chez vous, reprendriez-vous tout ou seriez-vous heureux d’en jeter une bonne partie?


Désencombrer


En général, on conseille de commencer petit avant de mettre la vapeur. Ce n’est pas une mauvaise idée en soi, mais, personnellement, je préfère procéder autrement: voyons GRAND. Les salons comportent des objets volumineux qui permettent de frapper un grand coup. Quand on retire un meuble qui n’est pas nécessaire (ou apprécié), cela peut faire une grande différence — et donner la motivation nécessaire pour s’attaquer aux plus petits objets. Pensez à cette vieille chaise ou cette table d’appoint orpheline comme à un bouchon géant qui bloquerait un évier: il suffit de l’enlever pour que l’évier se vide.


Alors, concentrez-vous d’abord sur les gros objets. Utilisez-vous quotidiennement tous les meubles ou certains sont-ils là seulement parce qu’ils «ont toujours été là»? Réfléchissez à la façon dont vous et les membres de votre famille utilisez cette pièce. Vous entassez-vous tous ensemble sur le canapé ou vous asseyez-vous par terre? Quelqu’un s’assied-il sur ce fauteuil dans le coin? Auriez-vous plus de place pour des activités (relaxer, jouer à des jeux de société, regarder un film ensemble) s’il y avait moins de meubles dans la pièce?
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Surtout, ne vous sentez pas obligé de garder certains objets simplement parce que vous êtes censé les avoir (comme dans «Mon Dieu, que penseraient les voisins si on n’avait pas de fauteuil en cuir?»). Quand nous vivions à l’étranger, mon mari et moi, nous avions décidé de ne pas avoir de canapé. Bien qu’il y en ait dans tous les salons, cela ne cadrait pas avec notre style de vie (nous n’avions pas non plus de télé ni beaucoup de visiteurs, et passions nos soirées et nos fins de semaine dehors). Nous avons juste mis deux fauteuils et une table basse dans notre salon, c’est-à-dire de quoi satisfaire entièrement nos besoins. Un meuble de plus aurait été de trop.


Si vous avez repéré un meuble que vous avez envie d’enlever — mais que vous hésitez encore un peu —, mettez-le ailleurs pendant quelques jours. Rangez-le provisoirement au sous-sol ou dans le garage, et regardez si cela fait une différence. Parfois, il suffit de sortir un objet d’une pièce pour le voir autrement. Et une fois qu’il est parti, on peut plus facilement couper le cordon.


Après les objets volumineux, passez aux plus petits dont la quantité, selon les salons, peut beaucoup varier. Ne paniquez pas. C’est là que nous allons tout scinder en petites tâches pour pouvoir y arriver plus facilement. Voici comment procéder: passez d’étagère en étagère, de tiroir en tiroir, de tas en tas. Videz ou jetez leur contenu et triez-le selon les principes «à jeter», «à chérir» et «à donner». Et surtout, n’allez pas trop vite! Prenez le temps de vous appliquer, même si ça prend des semaines ou des mois pour aller jusqu’au dernier tiroir. Ce surcroît d’attention sera très bénéfique à long terme.


Essayez d’ôter tous les objets décoratifs sans aucune utilité des étagères, de la cheminée, de la console, des tables d’appoint. Stockezles dans une boîte et vivez sans eux pendant une semaine. Il suffit parfois d’un objet pour gâcher, sans qu’on s’en aperçoive, la perception qu’on a d’une pièce. Quand il n’est plus là, on se sent soulagé, comme si la pièce avait grandi, avait changé (sans qu’on ait rien poussé ou cassé). Observez la réaction de votre famille ou de vos amis devant cet espace libéré. Sont-ils plus détendus? Se déplacent-ils plus librement? Ont-ils plus envie de faire des activités?


Voyons maintenant comment nettoyer tout ça. Dans l’idéal, il ne faudrait garder que ce dont on a vraiment besoin. Dans un salon, il suffirait en principe d’avoir un siège par personne. Les minimalistes extrêmes (et les cultures non occidentales) se contentent parfaitement de coussins par terre. Un célibataire peut se satisfaire d’un fauteuil. Une famille, en revanche, choisit souvent d’avoir un canapé. Mais si vous n’êtes que trois chez vous, demandez-vous si vous avez absolument besoin d’un canapé huit places. Vous pourrez toujours sortir des chaises pliantes si vous avez des invités (ou créer une ambiance hippie-chic et décalée en vous asseyant par terre).


Regardez aussi la taille de vos meubles. Certains sont si grands, si énormes qu’ils remplissent presque la pièce. Est-ce que le «confort» qu’apportent de tels monstres vaut la peine de sacrifier tant d’espace au sol? Ne serait-il pas mieux d’avoir des sièges plus petits et plus fins?


Maintenant, parlons des tables. Là encore, la plupart des gens ont besoin d’avoir une table dans la pièce à vivre pour faire leurs activités. Une petite table basse peut parfaitement convenir. Si la pièce sert aussi de bureau et d’atelier, il faudra sans doute installer un bureau ou une table de travail en plus. En dehors de ça, le reste est souvent purement décoratif. Réfléchissez bien et longtemps à toutes ces tables basses ou d’appoint et à ces consoles qui squattent votre salon: en avez-vous vraiment besoin?


Pour goûter au bonheur du peu, on peut aussi investir dans des meubles multifonctions. Comme je l’ai mentionné plus haut, un canapé-lit peut servir à la fois de canapé pour la famille et de lit pour les invités. Une table basse avec des tiroirs ou une armoire encastrable peuvent suffire à tout ranger, et donc libérer beaucoup d’espace dans la pièce. Pareil pour les poufs. Quitte à en avoir un, prenez-le avec un coffre intégré pour y ranger des affaires. Ce genre de meubles rend de multiples services sans envahir la pièce, ce qui laisse plus de place pour bouger.


Votre salon contient peut-être aussi un coin télé ou jeux vidéo. Mais avez-vous vraiment besoin d’une télé? Oui, je sais, c’est bizarre comme question, mais beaucoup de gens (dont moi et ma propre famille) se cultivent, s’amusent et s’informent sans télévision. Et puis, maintenant, on peut tout voir en streaming sur un ordinateur. L’avantage, quand on n’a pas de télévision, c’est qu’on n’a pas besoin d’étagère ou de meuble pour la mettre. (Par contre, si vous tenez vraiment à garder la vôtre, accrochez-la au mur pour gagner de la place!)


La plupart des salons comportent aussi des étagères qui sont généralement bourrées d’objets. Partant du principe que moins on a d’objets, moins on a besoin d’étagères, je ne saurai que trop vous encourager à faire le tri dans vos affaires! Choisissez des activités qui nécessitent peu de matériel comme le chant, l’origami ou l’apprentissage d’une langue étrangère. Jouez à des jeux qui ne nécessitent qu’un jeu de cartes au lieu de grands plateaux et de centaines de pièces en plastique. Cherchez des façons créatives d’occuper vos moments de loisir en empruntant ce dont vous avez besoin à vos amis ou à la bibliothèque au lieu de les acheter.


Quant aux objets culturels que vous voulez vraiment posséder, pensez numérique. Téléchargez des films, numérisez vos CD, investissez dans une liseuse, qui peut contenir des centaines de livres (et vous donnera accès à des milliers d’autres). Arrangez-vous pour ne plus avoir besoin d’étagères. N’achetez que des livres que vous êtes sûr d’adorer. Stockez vos photos sur votre ordinateur et n’imprimez que celles que vous voulez offrir ou exposer chez vous.


Contenir


Le salon étant un lieu particulièrement vivant, il est important, voire impératif, que chaque objet ait sa place. Sinon, c’est le chaos garanti!


Trouvez un endroit où mettre la télévision, ranger vos DVD, lire vos magazines, jouer à vos jeux et utiliser votre ordinateur. Vérifiez que les objets nécessaires pour ces activités sont tous rangés au bon endroit et gardez un œil dessus pour qu’ils ne s’échappent pas ailleurs. Les magazines ne devraient pas être empilés sur la télé et les jouets ne devraient pas encombrer le canapé. Impliquez le reste de la maisonnée dans cette noble tâche pour leur faire comprendre le principe du minimalisme et les inciter à le respecter.
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Si le salon sert aussi de bureau ou d’atelier, cantonnez l’activité (et son matériel) dans un endroit précis. Vous pouvez par exemple mettre un paravent ou un rang de plantes pour créer une frontière visuelle (et psychologique). Cela aura deux effets bénéfiques: 1) vos fournitures ne s’éparpilleront pas dans la pièce et 2) cela mettra l’espace bureau à l’abri du bazar et vous permettra d’être plus concentré. On est en effet plus productif quand on n’a pas à enlever des jouets de son bureau avant de travailler.


Placez vos affaires dans vos cercles rapproché, élargi et éloigné en sachant que (petite piqûre de rappel) le cercle rapproché réunit les affaires qu’on utilise régulièrement (tous les jours ou presque). Celles-ci devraient être rangées dans des endroits faciles d’accès comme des étagères ou des tiroirs à mi-hauteur. Dans un salon, les prétendants au cercle rapproché sont: la télécommande, les magazines en cours, les appareils électroniques et périphériques qu’on utilise souvent ainsi que les livres, films et jeux qu’on préfère.


Le cercle élargi, lui, convient aux objets qu’on n’utilise qu’une fois par semaine: le matériel créatif, les livres de référence, la vaisselle «spécial invités». Rangez-les sur des étagères basses ou en hauteur, et dans des tiroirs ou des placards moins accessibles. Les décorations de Noël et les objets qu’on aime, mais qu’on doit cacher (pour les mettre par exemple hors de portée d’un bébé) vont dans le cercle éloigné, de préférence au sous-sol, dans le garage ou dans une garde-robe.


Il faut ensuite créer des modules pour les groupes d’objets comme les jeux vidéo, les livres, les magazines, le matériel électronique. Au lieu de les jeter tous au même endroit, séparez-les les uns des autres et attribuez-leur une place spécifique: étagère, tiroir, boîte… En rassemblant les objets qui se ressemblent, on peut plus facilement repérer les doublons ou les indésirables et se rendre compte de la quantité qu’on a. Cela aide aussi les autres membres de la famille à remettre leurs affaires à leur place pour qu’elles n’envahissent pas l’espace et ne se retrouvent pas partout dans la maison.


Les modules sont très pratiques pour organiser le matériel créatif ou de bricolage. Au lieu de les mettre dans un tiroir ou un placard commun, triez-les par activité: tricot, scrapbooking, maquettes, fabrication de bijoux, etc. Puis attribuez à chaque activité une boîte en plastique transparent ou en carton (comme les boîtes de papier à photocopie). Pensez également aux bacs de rangement rectangulaires et profonds. Si l’envie vous vient de tricoter, allez chercher le module correspondant et sortez tout votre matériel. Quand vous aurez terminé, n’oubliez surtout pas de le ranger: remettez-le dans sa boîte et rangez celle-ci à sa place.


En bon minimaliste, on voudrait aussi mettre des limites à ses collections pour leur éviter de grandir indéfiniment et de nous submerger. Les limites peuvent être un nombre ou les dimensions d’un espace. Par exemple, quand vous vous attaquerez à vos livres, décidez de limiter leur nombre à 100 ou à l’espace disponible sur l’étagère. Ainsi, vous contrôlerez leur expansion et n’aurez chez vous que les livres que vous aimez le plus ou relisez souvent.


Il faut mettre des limites à toutes les catégories d’objets qui se trouvent dans le salon et, quand vous les aurez atteintes, retirer les objets les plus anciens pour faire de la place aux nouveaux. Les goûts changent avec le temps. On se lasse de films, de musique et de passe-temps qu’on adorait. Au lieu de les garder éternellement, faites régulièrement le tri et donnez ceux que vous n’aimez plus. Une collection fraîche et épurée est beaucoup plus agréable à compulser qu’un méli-mélo de titres variés. Si vous avez envie de nouveauté, empruntez à la bibliothèque au lieu d’acheter. Ainsi, vous pourrez profiter d’un large choix sans avoir les soucis (et les dépenses) d’un propriétaire.
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Pour le matériel créatif ou de bricolage, les modules posent des limites naturelles à la quantité qu’on peut posséder. S’ils explosent, renoncez à acheter quoi que ce soit tant que vos stocks n’ont pas baissé, soit en vous lançant dans un nouveau projet soit en en terminant un ancien, ou simplement en vous débarrassant de ce dont vous ne vous servirez jamais. Les limites donnent une formidable excuse pour se débarrasser de matériel dont on ne veut plus (comme ces pelotes en laine verte, ces perles indiennes ou ces bouts de tissu) et dont la simple vue peut anéantir nos envies de bricolage. Gardez vos préférés et balancez le reste!


Limitez aussi vos collections. J’ignore d’où vient ce besoin de réunir des objets ou s’il est inhérent à la nature humaine, mais je sais qu’à un moment donné, on se retrouve avec des séries de choses qu’on a accumulées pour le plaisir: cartes de hockey, tasses rétro, éditions originales, affiches de cinéma, pièces de monnaie commémoratives, timbres étrangers et vieux casse-noix. On adore en chercher et, surtout, on adore en trouver (plus ils sont rares, mieux c’est) pour compléter notre collection.


Malheureusement, avec Internet (et surtout eBay), la chasse aux trésors s’est énormément simplifiée. Autrefois, on trouvait peu de nouvelles pièces de collection, car on devait se contenter de fouiller dans les brocantes et les boutiques d’antiquités. Maintenant, le monde entier se trouve à portée de clavier. En quelques heures en ligne, on peut acheter une collection qu’il nous aurait fallu des années pour constituer. On doit donc mettre nous-mêmes des limites à nos collections, et réduire nos achats à un certain nombre au lieu d’acheter tout ce qu’on trouve.


Enfin, il faut aussi mettre des limites aux objets décoratifs. Inspirez-vous des intérieurs japonais traditionnels où ne trônent qu’un ou deux objets choisis avec soin. Vous ferez ainsi honneur à des objets qui ont du sens pour vous au lieu de les noyer au milieu de douzaines d’autres. Pas la peine pour autant de jeter le reste de votre déco (sauf, bien sûr, si vous en avez envie). Créez plutôt un module déco pour y ranger vos pièces préférées et les ressortir de temps en temps pour assurer un roulement.


Le principe «Interdiction d’accumuler» aide à empêcher de nouvelles invasions et donc à garder la mainmise sur le contenu de votre salon. Si vous rapportez un nouveau livre ou jeu, un ancien doit partir. Quand un nouveau magazine arrive, mettez le précédent au recyclage (ou donnez-le à un ami ou un proche).


Si vous commencez un nouveau loisir, renoncez à une activité qui ne vous plaît plus et à ses fournitures. Si, en faisant vos courses, vous craquez pour un objet décoratif, choisissez celui dont vous allez vous séparer avant de rapporter votre nouvelle acquisition chez vous (si elle ne mérite pas un tel sacrifice, ne l’achetez pas et attendez de trouver quelque chose de mieux). Si vous prenez cette habitude, votre salon sera métamorphosé: au lieu de refléter vos goûts et centres d’intérêt passés, il sera à l’image de vos goûts actuels.


Maintenir


Si un de vos voisins passait à l’improviste, pourriez-vous lui servir un café sur votre table basse? Si vos enfants voulaient jouer à un jeu ou faire du coloriage, pourraient-ils s’installer quelque part? Ou devraient-ils attendre que vous fassiez de la place… ou même y renoncer? Si vous aviez envie de faire quelques postures de yoga, avez-vous suffisamment d’espace au sol ou seriez-vous obligé de déplacer des meubles et des affaires pour bouger librement?


Les salons sont des pièces à vivre. Si on les traite comme des minientrepôts, on leur enlève leur fonctionnalité et on se prive (ainsi que notre famille) d’une place précieuse. Les meubles les plus importants dans la pièce sont la table basse, les tables d’appoint, la table de travail ou le bureau. S’ils sont recouverts de magazines, de courrier, de jouets, de livres, de travaux manuels en cours, ils ne peuvent pas servir aux activités quotidiennes. De même, les surfaces dans le salon ne devraient pas servir à exposer des figurines en céramique à la queue leu leu — bien au contraire. Elles devraient permettre aux enfants de colorier, aux adolescents de jouer avec leurs amis et aux adultes de prendre le thé.


Il faudrait aussi garder le sol (la plus grande surface) aussi dégagé que possible. Les jeunes enfants ont particulièrement besoin d’espace pour bouger, gambader et explorer. Ils ne devraient pas être coincés dans de minuscules aires de jeu cachées au milieu de murs de meubles et de montagnes d’objets. Les espaces sereins et dégagés sont aussi bénéfiques pour les adultes. Quand on rentre le soir après une longue journée de travail, on a besoin d’une pièce pour décompresser, à la fois mentalement et physiquement.


Si on marche sur des objets en allant vers le canapé ou qu’on ne voit que du désordre autour de soi, on se sent stressé, tendu et irrité. En revanche, dans une pièce dégagée et propre, on a suffisamment de place (et donc l’esprit suffisamment tranquille) pour se poser, se relaxer et respirer.


On devrait considérer le salon comme un «espace flexible» pour reprendre un terme du monde du travail. Dans une entreprise, un espace flexible est un espace ouvert à tous. Quand un employé arrive le matin, il s’installe à un bureau libre pour la journée. Quand il part le soir, il le range pour la personne suivante. Appliquons ce principe à notre salon: le sol et les surfaces devraient rester dégagés, prêts à accueillir les activités du jour. Et une fois celles-ci terminées, il faudrait tout ranger pour laisser le champ libre à quelqu’un d’autre.
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Il ne faut jamais baisser la garde, car le salon n’est qu’à quelques pas de l’entrée et qu’il constitue souvent la première pièce où débarquent les objets (dont certains ont la fâcheuse tendance à s’incruster). Inspectez la zone à la recherche d’intrus: qu’est-ce qu’il y a dans cette boîte près de la porte? À qui est cette veste jetée sur le canapé? Que font ces lettres sur la table basse? Quand vous repérez quelque chose qui n’est pas à sa place, inutile de pousser de grands soupirs exaspérés; réagissez.


Chassez immédiatement les intrus et assurez-vous que rien de ce qui pénètre ou traverse la pièce ne puisse y stationner. Suspendez les manteaux, rangez les chaussures, distribuez le courrier et emportez vos achats directement là où ils doivent être rangés.


Inspectez régulièrement les endroits où les objets ont tendance à s’accumuler comme la table basse, les tables d’appoint et autres surfaces planes. Si vous rangez tout après chaque activité, les traîneries auront peu de chance de s’accumuler. Dernière chose: si vous découvrez des envahisseurs en passant l’aspirateur ou en époussetant, ne nettoyez pas autour: délogez-les!


Pour compliquer l’affaire, le salon est l’endroit où s’entassent aussi les traîneries des autres. Normalement, cela devrait aller mieux quand les membres de votre famille auront compris le concept «d’espace flexible» et prendront leurs affaires avec eux quand ils quitteront la pièce. En attendant, agissez et renvoyez-leur directement ce qu’ils laissent derrière eux. Prenez l’habitude de donner un coup de balai dans le salon tous les soirs avant de vous coucher et d’enlever les objets qui ne devraient pas s’y trouver. L’exercice ne prend que quelques minutes, mais fait une énorme différence. Au lieu de ronchonner, supplier, expliquer… parfois il vaut mieux simplement donner l’exemple.



Chapitre 22


La chambre


La chambre devrait, encore plus que tout, être paisible et sereine, un havre de paix dans nos vies de fous. Nous avons donc du pain sur la planche. Mais quand ce sera terminé, nous aurons un environnement idéal pour goûter à un repos bien mérité.


La chambre devrait être la pièce la moins encombrée de toutes, car elle a une fonction incroyablement importante: donner un cadre réconfortant à notre âme tourmentée après une dure journée de travail, d’école, de garde d’enfants, de ménage ou de tout ce qu’on a affronté dans la journée. Ce devrait être un lieu de repos et de détente pour le corps, mais aussi pour l’esprit.


Posez-vous un instant, fermez les yeux et imaginez la chambre idéale. Visualisez-la dans le moindre détail comme si c’était une photo dans un magazine: le style du lit, la couleur des draps, des taies d’oreiller, de la housse de couette, l’éclairage, le sol, la déco et les autres meubles. Quelle est l’ambiance générale? Calme? Romantique? Luxueuse? Même si je ne vous connais pas personnellement, je parie que la chambre de vos rêves est parfaitement rangée. Et à juste titre, car on peut difficilement décompresser quand on est empêtré dans un tas d’objets.


D’abord, il faut se réinventer et donc tout sortir de la pièce, sauf le lit. Comme les chambres servent à dormir (et que je ne veux pas être responsable de vos problèmes de dos), on ne va pas toucher au lit. De la même façon, ne touchez pas aux meubles volumineux que vous êtes certain de garder, comme l’armoire. Mais pour le reste: dehors. Cela concerne les bureaux, tables, chaises, boîtes de rangement, panières, plantes, tapis roulant, exerciseur, télévision, ordinateurs, lampes, livres, magazines, vases, bibelots et tout le reste. Videz votre chambre complètement en entreposant provisoirement vos affaires dans une pièce voisine.


Maintenant, allongez-vous sur le lit et regardez autour de vous. Quel changement! Quel espace! Surprenant, non? C’est plus grand, plus paisible, plus relaxant. Vous pouvez vous étirer, vous vider l’esprit et respirer! C’est à ça que devrait servir une chambre! Elle devrait vous permettre d’atterrir, de vous régénérer et non pas de vous stresser ou de vous fatiguer. La bonne nouvelle, c’est que vous n’avez besoin ni d’un décorateur ni d’un budget énorme pour la transformer en un lieu idyllique. Il suffit juste de l’alléger!


Désencombrer


Faites des piles «À jeter», «À chérir», «À donner» pour faire le tri de vos affaires. Oubliez provisoirement les vêtements et les accessoires: c’est un gros travail sur lequel nous allons nous concentrer dans le chapitre suivant. Pour l’instant, occupez-vous du reste, en particulier des objets qui n’ont rien à voir avec le sommeil ou l’habillement.
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Vous risquez d’être confronté à de terribles dilemmes avec des objets qui ne vont dans aucune de vos piles et que vous ne voulez ni jeter ni donner (ou vendre). En fait, vous voudriez les garder même s’ils ne vont pas dans la pile «À chérir», car ils ne servent ni à dormir ni à s’habiller. Bref, ils jouent un rôle important dans votre vie, mais pas dans votre chambre.


La chambre a souvent tendance à servir de déversoir pour les objets. Quand le salon est trop plein, le surplus coule sous la porte de la chambre. Imaginez que des amis vous appellent pour vous prévenir qu’ils arrivent. Vous rangez frénétiquement le salon en bourrant les placards et les tiroirs quand, soudain, vous manquez de place. Que faites-vous alors? Vous entreposez le reste dans votre chambre, car il suffit de fermer la porte pour tout cacher. Mais trop souvent, ce fameux reste va s’y installer et en moins de temps qu’il ne le faut pour l’écrire, votre chambre va être la solution miracle à votre problème de rangement.


Alors, prenez des libertés: transformez votre pile «À donner» en pile «À transférer dans une autre pièce» et mettez-y les objets qui vont ailleurs. Dans cette pile, il y aura par exemple vos magazines, les jouets de votre enfant, votre rameur… Vous déciderez ensuite peut-être d’y rajouter des souvenirs et autres objets sentimentaux à condition bien sûr qu’ils aient une place à un autre endroit de la maison. En effet, s’il y a un piège dans lequel il ne faut pas tomber, c’est de déplacer son désordre d’une pièce à l’autre. Si un objet n’a aucune fonction particulière et donc aucune place particulière chez vous, le mieux, c’est de le mettre dans un carton pour le donner.


La chambre a deux fonctions essentielles: dormir et ranger ses vêtements. Alors quand on demande à un objet quelle est sa raison d’être, il a intérêt à répondre: le repos, la relaxation ou l’habillement, sinon, c’est un départ immédiat.


Votre lit doit fanfaronner, car il sait qu’il va passer le test haut la main. Les objets sur la table de nuit, la coiffeuse ou la commode doivent être un peu plus inquiets. Le réveil ne court aucun risque, comme vos lunettes, vos mouchoirs et le livre que vous êtes en train de lire. Vous pouvez aussi garder ce bouquet de fleurs dans son vase et quelques bougies qui aident à créer une ambiance romantique et paisible. D’autres objets, triés sur le volet, peuvent aussi avoir l’honneur de rester dans cet espace intime et confortable — mais, honnêtement, je ne vois pas vraiment lesquels. Et ne me dites pas «parce que je ne sais pas où les mettre». Ce n’est pas une bonne raison.


Maintenant, parlons de ces objets qui, même s’ils n’ont rien à faire dans votre chambre, s’y faufilent sans arrêt, comme le panier à linge. C’est vrai que c’est pratique de plier son linge sur le lit, mais de grâce, rangez tout après! Les tas de chaussettes et de tee-shirts ne mettent pas vraiment d’humeur câline. Pareil pour les jouets du petit. Difficile de se bécoter en compagnie d’une horde de peluches.


Passons maintenant à un autre gros morceau: le matériel créatif. Il migre souvent dans la chambre quand il ne trouve aucun endroit où aller. Les aiguilles et les pelotes devraient pourtant en être bannies, sauf si vous tricotez la nuit. En revanche, si c’est l’un de vos rituels du soir, vous pouvez faire une exception. Dans ce cas, rangez tout dans une boîte et glissez-la sous le lit. De la même manière, trouvez un autre endroit que la chambre pour stocker votre équipement de gym et votre matériel informatique. Les disques durs et les haltères sont tout sauf apaisants.


Vous me trouvez peut-être dure avec les bibelots, mais, personnellement, je trouve qu’ils n’ont pas leur place dans une chambre. Quelques pièces choisies avec soin, oui, mais avez-vous vraiment besoin d’en avoir une troupe de quinze sur la commande? Plus il y a d’objets sur une surface, plus elle est difficile à nettoyer — et qui veut passer encore plus de temps à faire le ménage? Pas moi.


Voyons maintenant ce que nous pouvons libérer de l’espace, et c’est là où, personnellement, je commence beaucoup à m’amuser. J’ai toujours eu la fibre rebelle et enfreindre les lois de la consommation (ou de la décoration) me permet, à mon humble façon, de continuer à dire non. Et s’il y a un endroit où il est amusant, et socialement acceptable, de le faire, c’est la chambre!


La chambre est notre jardin secret. Peu de gens y pénètrent et ceux qui le font nous connaissent bien (et ne bronchent sans doute pas en voyant le peu de meubles et d’objets qui s’y trouvent). On peut donc y tenter l’expérience du minimalisme en toute liberté et s’affranchir des normes sociales. C’est tentant, non? Dans le salon, cela peut être gênant de faire asseoir les gens par terre, mais dans la chambre, personne ne veut vraiment savoir sur quoi on dort.


Enfant, j’avais une vraie chambre de princesse: un magnifique lit à baldaquin, une housse de couette et des rideaux à fleurs et la série de meubles complète: coiffeuse, commodes et étagères. Presque chaque centimètre carré du sol était occupé par un meuble hormis un petit espace de chaque côté du lit. Même si c’était très joli, c’était suffocant. Je n’avais pas la place pour m’étirer et bouger librement. Adolescente, j’ai supplié mes parents de me laisser la redécorer. J’ai enlevé les commodes, la coiffeuse, les tables de nuit et troqué le lit à baldaquin contre un matelas et un sommier tout simple. De 80% de meubles dans ma chambre, je suis passée à 20%… et j’ai adoré le changement. (Une minimaliste était née!)


Aujourd’hui, mon mari et moi n’avons qu’un futon par terre. Cela ne convient pas forcément à tout le monde, mais ça nous convient à nous. En éliminant le cadre de lit, on a aussi éliminé le besoin de tables de nuit. Au lieu d’utiliser des commodes, nous rangeons tous nos vêtements dans des garde-robes contenant des organisateurs en tissu et quelques boîtes. Nous n’avons pas de coiffeuse, car nous préférons nous préparer dans la salle de bains. En gardant ainsi le strict minimum, nous avons une chambre aérée et spacieuse — c’està-dire exactement ce qu’il nous faut après une journée abominable dans un monde de fou.


Souvenez-vous que rien ne vous oblige à avoir un certain nombre de meubles. Ce n’est pas parce qu’un thème de chambre à coucher comporte six pièces que vous êtes censé toutes les acheter (ou les garder). Tout le monde n’a pas besoin de coiffeuse. Tout le monde n’a pas besoin de commode. Tout le monde n’a pas besoin de table de nuit. Et tout le monde n’a pas non plus besoin de lit! Oubliez les suites parentales que vous avez vues dans les magazines de déco et prenez le temps de réfléchir à ce dont vous avez vraiment besoin. Réduisez le mobilier de votre chambre au strict minimum et réjouissez-vous de tout cet espace reconquis — les voisins n’ont pas besoin de savoir que vous vivez sans table de nuit.


Essayez aussi de réduire le nombre de draps, housses de couettes, taies d’oreiller. Avez-vous vraiment besoin d’en avoir des différents pour l’été et pour l’hiver? Sous la plupart des climats, le coton convient toute l’année. De même, choisissez une couette (et une housse) adaptée à toutes les saisons. Au lieu de stocker des parures de lit pour une armée, réduisez votre collection à l’essentiel. En quelques choix judicieux, vous baisserez le niveau de votre armoire à linge sans sacrifier votre confort.
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Contenir


Pour qu’une chambre soit paisible et sereine, tout doit être à sa place. Quand tout est rangé, un agréable sentiment de calme y règne. À l’inverse, des objets errants peuvent casser l’ambiance. Le cercle rapproché de votre chambre devrait contenir les objets dont vous vous servez tous les jours: réveil, lunettes, affaires de toilette, vêtements de saison. Et bien sûr, ils devraient tous se trouver dans leur écrin personnel au lieu de traîner partout.


Les vêtements devraient être dans un placard ou une commode, et non entassés par terre ou jetés sur le dos d’une chaise. Prenez l’habitude de plier ou suspendre vos vêtements, ou de les mettre dans le panier à linge sale en vous déshabillant. Regroupez vos produits de maquillage dans un sac ou une trousse, et arrangez-vous pour que tous vos accessoires (chaussures, ceintures, sacs et bijoux) aient une place attitrée dans vos garde-robes ou vos tiroirs. Les objets de votre cercle rapproché doivent être facilement accessibles sans être forcément visibles.


Réservez votre cercle élargi aux affaires comme le linge de lit et aux vêtements hors saison. Quant au cercle éloigné, je ne vois pas ce qui, dans une chambre, pourrait en faire partie. Les garages, les greniers et les sous-sols ne sont pas des endroits rêvés pour stocker des draps qui, logiquement, devraient être en circulation.


Si vous n’avez pas d’autre rangement, placez les parures de lit que vous gardez en réserve dans des modules dans la chambre. Les boîtes en plastique qui se glissent sous le lit sont parfaites pour ranger les draps, oreillers et couvertures. Mettez-en dans chaque chambre pour que chacun ait accès à ses affaires. Vous éviterez ainsi de les voir s’empiler en vrac sur une étagère.


Quand vous regrouperez votre linge de lit, vous serez sans doute surpris de voir à quel point vous en avez. Les draps et les couvertures semblent se multiplier dès qu’on a le dos tourné. De temps en temps, on achète une nouvelle parure — pour changer, parce que l’ancienne est défraîchie ou parce qu’on a des invités qui viennent — sans penser à celles qu’on a déjà. Alors on met celles-ci de côté «au cas où» et on gonfle notre collection chaque année. En plaçant le linge de lit dans des modules, on finit par n’avoir que ce dont on a besoin. Et ça, c’est merveilleux.


Poussez le concept un peu plus loin et limitez vos draps, housses de couettes et taies d’oreiller à un certain nombre. Deux parures suffisent généralement pour un lit et pour faire un roulement entre deux lessives. Si vous avez des couvertures et des couettes, tenez compte du climat, car plus on vit dans un pays chaud, moins on en a besoin. En règle générale, ne gardez que ce que votre famille et vos invités peuvent utiliser à un moment donné. Appliquez la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» et, la prochaine fois que vous achèterez une nouvelle parure de lit, donnez l’ancienne — en pensant au confort et à la chaleur qu’elle procurera à la personne qui la récupérera.


Si vous conservez des affaires de toilette dans votre chambre, mettez-les aussi dans des modules. Rangez les produits de maquillage, les peignes, les brosses, les gels dans un petit sac (ou une petite boîte) qui peut être rangé quelque part entre deux usages. Pourquoi dévoiler vos secrets de beauté à votre partenaire ou vos invités? Au lieu de gâcher l’ambiance avec une rangée de laques, crèmes pour les pieds et déodorants sur la commode, cultivez le mystère. Pensez aussi à prévoir un vide-poche — plateau, petite boîte ou tiroir — dans lequel vous déposerez chaque soir portefeuille, monnaie, carte de transport et clés. Regroupez-les pour éviter la pagaille et les retrouver plus facilement le lendemain matin.


Maintenir


Maintenant, parlons de la surface la plus importante de la chambre: le lit. Elle devrait être toujours dégagée — et pas de «si», pas de «et», pas de «mais»! Le lit est essentiel pour la santé et le bien-être, et devrait être utilisé au moins un quart du temps de la journée et donc être toujours prêt à l’emploi.


Le lit est une surface fonctionnelle sans but décoratif c’est pourquoi il faut limiter au maximum le nombre de coussins et autres objets non essentiels, car il n’y a rien de plus pénible que de devoir le dégager le soir pour pouvoir se coucher. Alors moins on a d’affaires dessus, mieux c’est. Prenez l’exemple des grands hôtels et restez simple: des draps et des taies d’oreiller d’un blanc monacal avec une couette moelleuse pour créer un nid minimaliste, mais douillet. Comme «surface fonctionnelle» ne veut pas dire «multifonctions», pas question d’en faire une buanderie, un espace de travail ou une aire de jeux. Si c’est ce qui se produit ponctuellement, retirez les vêtements, papiers et jeux sitôt après usage.


Le lit n’est pas la seule surface qu’il faut surveiller de près. Plus on a de meubles (tables de nuit, coiffeuse, commodes, tables), plus il faut être vigilant, d’où l’intérêt d’en avoir peu. Ne laissez pas vos meubles attirer les objets errants. Dégagez les surfaces et réservez-les aux quelques affaires qui méritent vraiment d’y être. Enfin et surtout, n’oubliez pas le sol. Retirez les piles de livres et de magazines (franchement combien pouvez-vous en lire à la fois?) et tout ce qui peut s’accumuler dès que vous relâchez l’attention.


Et surtout, ne laissez aucun vêtement prendre ses aises par terre et commencer une nouvelle pile. Sinon, vous aurez un sacré problème, car les garde-robes horizontales ne sont bonnes ni pour l’ambiance de la pièce ni pour les vêtements. Le seul endroit du sol qu’on peut raisonnablement utiliser est le dessous du lit. Utilisez (mais n’abusez pas) ces zones de stockage dans toutes les chambres. Autrement dit, ne les transformez pas en cachettes à traîneries.


Même si la chambre est sans doute l’endroit le plus calme de la maison, elle doit être rangée chaque jour pour la garder propre et épurée.


Première mission: faites votre lit tous les jours. C’est simple, cela ne prend que quelques minutes, mais cela transforme entièrement la pièce. Un lit fait est l’un des petits plaisirs de la vie, une invitation à la détente après une dure journée de travail. Il dégage une atmosphère de calme et influe énormément sur l’ambiance générale de la pièce. Un lit défait favorise le désordre autour, car tout a l’air sens dessus dessous. Par contre, quand les draps sont tirés, lissés, bordés, on remarque tout et les traîneries risquent moins de s’accumuler.
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Deuxième mission: traquez les vêtements qui traînent. Parfois quand on enlève une veste, un chandail, des chaussettes — surtout quand on s’écroule sur le lit après une longue journée —, on oublie de les mettre dans leur écrin. Dès que vous repérez un vêtement en liberté, rangez-le. À noter que les chaussures et les sacs font parfois de la résistance. Ils aiment sortir et s’entassent souvent près de la porte. Donnez-leur une place spéciale dans votre garde-robe (où ils devront retourner chaque soir) pour qu’ils n’empiètent pas sur votre espace personnel dans votre chambre.


Troisième mission: débusquez les «intrus». Vous aurez beau mettre une pancarte «Privé» sur la porte de votre chambre, certains objets s’y faufileront (généralement dans les bras d’autres membres de votre famille). Si vous surprenez un des jouets de votre enfant ou la raquette de tennis de votre conjoint dans un coin, ne l’invitez pas pour la nuit — renvoyez l’intrus à l’expéditeur. De même, quand vous aurez terminé de lire votre roman, ne le laissez pas s’incruster près du lit. S’il n’y a pas de bibliothèque dans votre chambre, remettez-le dans son module dans le salon ou le bureau. Rangez votre chambre avant de fermer les yeux pour pouvoir vous réveiller dans un cadre merveilleusement zen le matin!



Chapitre 23


La garde-robe


Il est temps, maintenant, de trier vos vêtements. Si vous en avez beaucoup et que vous n’avez pourtant «rien à vous mettre», ce chapitre est pour vous. Je vais vous montrer comment, dans le cas des vêtements, le bonheur du peu permet d’économiser du temps, de l’argent, de la place et du stress — tout en vous aidant à mieux vous habiller. Une garde-robe passée au crible de la méthode STREAMLINE est une source de joie immense pour un minimaliste!


Vider ses garde-robes ne doit pas être une corvée. Au contraire, cela doit être une fête. Personnellement, c’est l’une de mes activités préférées, car c’est beaucoup plus facile de désencombrer sa garderobe qu’une pièce entière: pas de meubles qui pèsent sur la conscience, pas de babioles dont on ne sait que faire ni d’objets appartenant à d’autres. C’est franchement plus un moment «pour moi» qu’une séance de ménage.


Je mets de la musique, me sers un verre de vin et farfouille dans ma garde-robe comme si je devais organiser un défilé. Il n’y a rien de plus amusant que de purger sa garde-robe de ses vieilleries et d’inventer de nouveaux agencements tous plus fabuleux les uns que les autres, sans parler de la satisfaction de voir tout l’espace qu’on a reconquis à la fin.


Pour se réinventer, il faut commencer par mettre sur le lit tout le contenu de ses placards, commodes et armoires. Et quand je dis «tout», c’est «tout». Allez fouiller jusque dans les coins les plus sombres à la recherche de vos pantalons à pattes d’éléphant, de vos jupes paysannes et de la robe de demoiselle d’honneur que vous portiez au mariage de votre sœur. Sortez aussi vos bottes de cowboy, vos sandales à plateforme ou à talons aiguilles à lanières avec lesquels vous n’avez jamais pu marcher. Ajoutez vos sous-vêtements, chaussettes, pyjamas et collants et alignez vos sacs. Arrêtez-vous seulement quand il n’y aura absolument plus rien dans vos tiroirs, sur vos étagères ou sur vos cintres.


Avant de continuer, prenez le temps de réfléchir un moment. Pour créer une garde-robe minimaliste, il faut savoir ce qui vous va bien. Alors quel est votre style à vous? Classique? Sport? Bon chic, bon genre? Punk? Bohème? Glamour? Rétro? Romantique? Moderne? Préférez-vous les pastels, les couleurs chatoyantes, les couleurs primaires? Avez-vous meilleure allure dans des vêtements ajustés ou des vêtements amples et lâches? Dans quelle matière vous sentez-vous le mieux? Gardez les réponses en tête quand vous passerez vos vêtements en revue. Les pièces qui ne correspondent ni à votre style ni à vos goûts n’ont plus rien à faire dans votre garde-robe ou sur vous.


Maintenant, imaginez qu’un incendie, une inondation ou une catastrophe quelconque détruise votre garde-robe et que vous soyez forcé de tout recommencer à zéro. Comme vous avez un budget limité, il va donc falloir faire des choix judicieux. Pensez d’abord aux essentiels, c’est-à-dire aux pièces dont vous avez besoin pour une semaine normale: chaussettes, sous-vêtements, un ou deux pantalons, deux ou trois chemises, une veste, une paire de chaussures qui va avec tout, et peut-être un cardigan, une jupe, une paire de collants (oubliez ces deux dernières pièces si vous êtes un homme).


Les vêtements que vous allez choisir doivent convenir aussi bien au travail qu’aux loisirs en plus de pouvoir être superposés pour vous tenir chaud en cas de changement de température. Vous devez aussi pouvoir les combiner et les assortir pour créer des tenues différentes avec seulement quelques pièces. Cet exercice vous aidera à repérer les pièces les plus fonctionnelles de votre garde-robe et à bâtir le reste à partir de là.


Désencombrer


Maintenant que vous avez vidé votre garde-robe, essayez tous vos vêtements. Si vous n’avez pas porté cette robe du soir ou ce costume trois-pièces depuis cinq ans, comment savez-vous qu’elle (il) vous va encore? Enfilez chaque pièce et faites un ou deux tours sur vous-même devant une glace. En effet, ce n’est pas parce qu’un vêtement a l’air beau sur un cintre qu’il vous ira. À l’inverse, un vêtement banal sur un cintre peut faire beaucoup d’effet sur vous.


Faites vos piles «À jeter», «À chérir» et «À donner», et préparezvous mentalement à prendre des décisions difficiles. Utilisez des boîtes ou des sacs poubelles pour vos vieilleries — pas pour les jeter, mais pour ne plus les voir. Cela vous aidera à résister à la tentation de les reprendre. Si vous vous sentez flancher, faites une pause et relisez la première partie de ce livre pour vous imprégner de la philosophie du bonheur du peu. Il suffit parfois d’un peu d’encouragement pour continuer!


Dans la pile «À jeter», mettez les pièces qui ne peuvent plus être arrangées (que vous ne savez pas arranger ou que vous n’avez plus envie d’arranger) comme ce chandail troué ou ce chemisier irrémédiablement taché. De même, un vêtement dont vous avez oublié l’existence, que vous ne mettez jamais ou que vous ne portez jamais en public, doit partir. Ce n’est pas non plus une raison pour l’envoyer à l’écocentre. Si vous pouvez le recycler ou lui trouver un autre usage, tant mieux, mais ne le gardez que si vous avez un vrai projet pour lui.
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S’il suffisait d’enlever les vieux vêtements pour alléger sa garde-robe, ce serait un jeu d’enfant! Le problème, c’est qu’on se lasse de la plupart de nos vêtements avant qu’ils soient usés. Placez dans la pile «À donner» les pièces qui vous procurent un inconfort physique ou psychique, ou qui sont démodées — autrement dit les vêtements qui sont toujours bien, mais pas sur vous. Au lieu de les laisser languir dans vos placards, donnez-leur une seconde vie.


S’ils ont encore leur étiquette d’origine, essayez de les ramener en boutique — la plupart d’entre elles acceptent de reprendre les vêtements non portés dans les 30 à 90 jours après l’achat. Sinon, vendez-les en ligne, placez-les en consignation dans une friperie ou donnez-les à des proches ou à un organisme d’entraide.


Appliquez la méthode STREAMLINE pour repérer les pièces que vous chérissez et constituer ainsi très vite votre garde-robe minimaliste. Si vous préférez prendre votre temps, voici une autre technique qui demande peu d’effort: trouvez trois bobines de rubans (ou trois pelotes de laine) vert, jaune et rouge.


Après avoir porté un vêtement, nouez un ruban ou un bout de laine sur le cintre: vert s’il vous va fabuleusement bien, rouge s’il vous va horriblement mal ou jaune si vous hésitez. Au bout de six mois, gardez les verts et les jaunes et jetez (ou donnez) les rouges. Si un vêtement n’a pas de ruban, cela veut dire que vous ne l’avez pas du tout porté, auquel cas vous savez très bien dans quelle pile le mettre!


La fonction première d’un vêtement est d’être porté. Donc le choix est facile, non? C’est le cas de la majorité de nos vêtements. Mais attention! Selon le principe de Pareto (ou «loi des 80-20»), on ne porte que 20% de nos vêtements 80% du temps. Cela signifie qu’on ne se sert pas de la majorité de nos vêtements — au moins pas souvent — et qu’on pourrait donc n’en conserver qu’un cinquième sans que le reste nous manque.


Les vêtements qui vous vont ont une bonne raison de rester dans vos placards. En revanche, s’ils ne vous vont pas, vous ne les portez pas, n’est-ce pas? Donc si vous ne les portez pas, à quoi bon les garder? Ne stockez pas des vêtements en différentes tailles. Récompensez-vous en en achetant de nouveaux après avoir maigri. (Quelle super motivation pour se passer de dessert et aller au gym!)


Les vêtements qui vous embellissent sont aussi les bienvenus dans votre garde-robe. Trouvez la longueur de manches qui vous rend sexy et la longueur de jupe qui met vos jambes en valeur. Trouvez quelles couleurs vous vont le mieux et déterminez celles qui vous font un teint de navet. Adaptez votre garde-robe à votre silhouette plutôt qu’aux tendances. Si vous hésitez sur une pièce, demandez-vous si vous aimeriez être photographié avec ou être vu avec par votre ex. Si la réponse est «non», bye bye!


Conservez aussi les vêtements qui correspondent à votre style de vie. Réfléchissez à vos activités qui nécessitent une tenue particulière (travail, vie sociale, jardinage, loisirs, sport, etc.) et voyez quelles pièces y correspondent. Résistez à la tentation de garder des vêtements de «fantaisie», car un placard plein de robes de soirée ne fera pas de vous une célébrité. Gardez plutôt de la place pour les vêtements que vous portez vraiment. Adaptez votre garde-robe à votre mode de vie: adieu les costumes si vous travaillez chez vous ou les doudounes si vous travaillez dans un pays chaud.


Ne gardez pas un vêtement simplement parce qu’il vous a coûté cher. Je sais que c’est dur de se débarrasser d’un cardigan en cachemire ou d’une paire de Manolo Blahnik, même si on ne les a jamais mis: tant qu’ils sont dans notre armoire, on se dit qu’on n’a pas gaspillé notre argent et que notre achat a encore un sens. Le mieux, c’est quand même de les vendre pour récupérer une partie de sa mise ou de les donner à une association pour avoir la satisfaction d’avoir contribué, par procuration, à une bonne cause.


Une garde-robe minimaliste correspond à ce qu’on appelle une collection capsule: un petit assortiment de pièces essentielles qui peuvent être mélangées et assorties pour créer plusieurs tenues. Commencez par choisir une couleur de base (noir, chocolat, gris, bleu marine, crème ou kaki) et limitez vos indispensables à ces couleurs. Moi, j’ai choisi le noir — parce que c’est une couleur qui me va bien, qui bouge bien et sur laquelle les taches ne se voient pas — et j’ai banni le bleu marine, le brun chocolat et le chameau.


Non seulement j’ai ainsi réduit considérablement la taille de ma garde-robe, mais j’ai aussi beaucoup diminué le nombre de mes accessoires. J’ai été émerveillée de voir que je n’avais plus besoin de sacs et de chaussures de différentes couleurs. Avec un sac et une paire de chaussures noirs, je pouvais tout mettre. Je ne vous dis pas le vide que j’ai fait dans mes placards!
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Ne vous inquiétez pas, cela ne veut pas dire qu’il faut adopter un look monochrome. Il va y avoir de la couleur, mais par petites touches. Trouvez quelles couleurs qui vous vont bien et qui fonctionnent bien avec votre couleur de base (j’ai choisi le bordeaux, le prune, le bleu turquoise et le bleu vert). Choisissez vos chemises, chandails et accessoires dans ces couleurs pour compléter vos indispensables. Pour changer, vous pouvez ajouter une autre couleur neutre. J’ai des jupes et des pantalons gris en plus des noirs. Le kaki complète bien les marrons, et le crème s’accorde bien au bleu marine — l’essentiel étant que les couleurs se mélangent et se marient bien. Dans l’idéal, on devrait pouvoir s’habiller dans l’obscurité en étant sûr d’être sublime.


Privilégiez la multifonctionnalité. Chaque candidat potentiel à votre collection capsule devrait pouvoir jouer plusieurs rôles. Il devrait pouvoir être porté par tous les temps et dans toutes sortes de circonstances. Optez pour des pièces qui peuvent se superposer au lieu de vêtements épais ou volumineux: un twin-set, par exemple, peut être porté plus souvent qu’un chandail irlandais. Préférez les coupes simples: une tunique avec une encolure en V va avec beaucoup plus d’autres vêtements qu’une tunique à froufrous. Choisissez des pièces qui vont avec tout au lieu de presque rien: des bottines noires sont plus faciles à porter que des talons aiguilles vert anis.


Choisissez des vêtements qui peuvent à la fois faire chic et décontracté. Oubliez les paillettes et les gilets sport et tout ce qui fait trop habillé ou trop sport. Choisissez plutôt un haut qui peut passer du bureau au souper, une robe qui peut être «glamourisée» par un collier ou décontractée par une paire de sandales, une chemise qui fonctionne avec la combinaison veste/cravate, mais aussi avec un jean.


Envie d’un peu plus de fantaisie? Ajoutez quelques touches «chic urbain» avec une cravate fine, une grosse ceinture, un bracelet original pour dynamiser un look simple et classique. J’ai remarqué que si j’ajoutais un foulard avec un imprimé fort à un vieil ensemble, quelqu’un me complimentait immanquablement sur ma «nouvelle tenue». Tel est l’avantage des accessoires: ils dynamisent d’un coup un ensemble fatigué en prenant un minimum de place dans nos placards.


Contenir


Placez tous vos vêtements dans un placard, une commode, une armoire ou sur des étagères. Ne laissez pas vos chaussures traîner dans le salon ou vos chemises se cacher dans l’armoire de votre conjoint. Pour y arriver, donnez un écrin à chaque vêtement. Réservez quelques étagères à vos tee-shirts, quelques tiroirs à vos sous-vêtements et une partie des placards aux manteaux, vestes et robes. Dans votre cercle rapproché, mettez les pièces que vous portez tous les jours ou toutes les semaines: chaussettes, sous-vêtements, pyjamas, costumes de travail, tenues de week-end, affaires de sport et vêtements mous pour la maison. En les gardant ainsi accessibles, vous gagnerez du temps le matin et vous vous faciliterez le rangement.


Consacrez votre cercle élargi aux vêtements que vous portez moins souvent — d’une à deux fois par mois à une ou deux fois par an, comme les vêtements de soirée et habillés. Pourquoi les garder si vous les mettez rarement? Parce que vous pouvez en avoir besoin pour un mariage, les fêtes de fin d’année, une soirée officielle et parce que c’est moins stressant d’avoir ce qu’il faut sous la main que de devoir aller l’acheter. Mais ce n’est pas une raison pour avoir trois smokings et cinq robes de soirée: un costume et une robe noire suffisent amplement. Comme ce genre d’occasions est rare, vous pourrez les remettre sans problème.


Votre cercle élargi peut aussi comporter des vêtements liés aux activités saisonnières comme les combinaisons de ski et les maillots de bain. Remettez-les dans votre cercle rapproché au début de l’hiver ou de l’été.


Dans le cercle éloigné, il ne devrait y avoir que quelques (voire aucun) vêtements. Les pièces sentimentales comme les robes de mariée ont droit à une dérogation spéciale si on tient vraiment à les garder. Le cercle éloigné peut aussi servir à entreposer les vêtements de l’aîné pour le plus jeune. Mais gare à son emplacement: les vêtements peuvent s’abîmer à la cave, au grenier ou au garage et passer directement dans la pile «À jeter». Alors «éloigné» soit, mais dans un endroit sec et chaud de la maison.


Quand on regroupe ses vêtements dans des modules, le résultat peut être époustouflant! On découvre ainsi qu’on a 10 pantalons noirs, 20 chemises blanches et 30 paires de chaussures. Quand on les voit ensemble, on réalise qu’on a en beaucoup trop. Le principe, c’est de les garder regroupés pour ne pas être tenté d’en acheter d’autres. Suspendez toutes vos chemises, tous vos pantalons, toutes vos robes, tous vos manteaux ensemble. Mettez vos pyjamas, vos vêtements d’entraînement et vos chandails sur les mêmes étagères, et les chaussettes et les sous-vêtements dans les mêmes tiroirs.


Si vous voulez, vous pouvez scinder vos modules par couleur, saison, genre. Par exemple, rangez les pantalons bleu marine, les vestes chocolat ou les shorts kaki ensemble. Divisez vos hauts en plusieurs catégories — sans manches, à manches courtes, à manches longues — et vos jupes par longueurs. Rangez séparément vos robes habillées et vos robes décontractées.


Pareil pour vos costumes d’été ou d’hiver. Plus vos modules seront précis, plus vous trouverez facilement ce que vous cherchez. Appliquez la même méthode pour vos accessoires, car ce n’est pas parce qu’ils sont petits qu’il faut les oublier. Regroupez vos écharpes et foulards, et classez-les par saison. Regroupez vos chaussures et rangez-les par activité (combien de paires de chaussures de sport avez-vous?). Regroupez vos bijoux et classez-les par genre: boucles d’oreilles, colliers, broches, bagues et bracelets. Regroupez vos sacs et classez-les par couleur, saison ou fonction.


Quand vous aurez tout regroupé, allégez! Si vous vous rendez compte que vous avez trop d’objets dans une catégorie, gardez les plus beaux et les plus flatteurs, car vous finirez sans doute par ne porter que ça. C’est normal d’avoir plusieurs exemplaires d’une même pièce, car on peut difficilement se contenter d’une seule chemise ou d’un seul pantalon. Même les moines bouddhistes ont deux robes. Par contre si on a tellement d’exemplaires qu’on ne peut pas tout mettre, cela devient un problème. Choisissez les meilleurs et les plus beaux vêtements et débarrassez-vous du reste.


Enfin, contenez vos vêtements pour qu’ils restent bien rangés. Cela ne veut pas dire que vous devez foncer acheter 20 bacs en plastique, mais juste les mettre sur une étagère, dans un tiroir ou un endroit précis de votre garde-robe. En revanche, pour les petites pièces, utilisez des récipients comme des plateaux, des boîtes, des paniers, des sacs pour les collants, les écharpes, les montres, les bijoux… Un tel système de classement les empêchera de proliférer.


Les vêtements sont désormais produits en si grand nombre qu’ils ne coûtent pas cher et sont faciles à trouver. Quand on va magasiner, on peut revenir si on le souhaite avec un coffre rempli d’achats. De plus, la mode change tout le temps. Ce qui est «branché» une saison est «démodé» la saison suivante pour inciter le consommateur à remplacer l’ancien par du nouveau. Alors que nos grands-parents n’achetaient que quelques nouvelles pièces par an, on n’a aucune limite. Pas étonnant que nos placards explosent!
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C’est pourquoi les limites jouent un rôle si important dans le bonheur du peu, car elles gardent les vêtements et les accessoires à un niveau gérable. Les limites, au sens le plus large du terme, cantonnent les vêtements à l’espace de rangement dont on dispose, c’est pourquoi il ne faut jamais les laisser en sortir et envahir la chambre. Mieux encore, au lieu de bourrer vos placards jusqu’à ce qu’ils ne ferment plus, retirez suffisamment de vêtements pour les aérer. Cela n’arrange pas les vêtements d’être tire-bouchonnés sur des cintres ou mis à la va-comme-je-te-pousse dans des tiroirs — encore moins notre humeur! Forte de cette constatation, je vous invite à revoir vos objectifs: limitez vos vêtements à un espace plus petit que celui dont vous disposez.


Je ne vous dirais jamais combien de chemises, de chandails ou de pantalons vous devez posséder — c’est à vous de décider. Quand je suis partie vivre à l’étranger, je n’ai pu mettre que quatre paires de chaussures dans mes valises, et je m’en suis donc tenue à ça. Quand j’ai acheté un cintre gain de place pour cinq chemises, je n’ai gardé que cinq chemises. J’ai limité le nombre de grosses pièces à une par saison et j’ai gardé un stock de chaussettes et de sous-vêtements pour dix jours. Vos limites seront certainement différentes des miennes et dépendront de votre situation et de vos besoins personnels.


Amusez-vous à regarder combien de tenues vous pouvez inventer à partir d’un certain nombre de vêtements; c’est une formidable occasion de stimuler votre créativité et votre sens du style.


Les vêtements ne s’usent pas aussi vite que la mode change. Du coup, quand on achète de nouvelles pièces chaque saison, nos placards débordent. Quand on actualise sa garde-robe, il faut donc aussi en extraire les pièces datées, trop petites ou trop grandes, et celles qu’on n’aime plus. Appliquez la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» pour des pièces équivalentes. Si vous rentrez avec une nouvelle paire de chaussures de sport, expédiez-en une autre dehors. Si vous craquez pour une nouvelle robe, donnez-en une autre. Si vous achetez un nouveau costume, mettez-en un vieux à la retraite. Votre garde-robe sera alors fraîche, toujours d’actualité et non pas un reflet daté des modes passées.


Et si vos anciens vêtements sont «trop bien» pour que vous vous en débarrassiez, demandez-vous si vous avez vraiment besoin d’en avoir de nouveaux. Quel est l’intérêt d’ajouter de nouvelles pièces à votre garde-robe si ce que vous avez vous convient parfaitement? Ne vous sentez pas obligé de suivre la mode au détail près — ce n’est qu’une stratégie marketing conçue pour vous faire dépenser un argent durement gagné. Au lieu d’acheter les «incontournables» de chaque saison, investissez dans des pièces classiques qui ne se démodent pas. Vous aurez plus d’argent dans votre compte, plus de place dans vos placards et moins de vide à faire.


Maintenir


Vous avez fait de la place dans votre garde-robe et appris à être sublime avec peu. Félicitations, vous avez bien travaillé! Maintenant, il faut empêcher que ça dégénère de nouveau.


Premièrement, gardez votre garde-robe bien rangée. Quand vous vous déshabillez, remettez vos vêtements sur des cintres, posezles pliés sur une étagère ou jetez-les dans le panier à linge sale. Si vous reposez vos vêtements ou accessoires dans leur module, vous saurez toujours ce que vous avez — et empêcherez ainsi l’arrivée de cinq nouveaux hauts complètement inutiles. Laissez le sol libre en utilisant des rangements verticaux, comme des étagères, des porte-chaussures, des tringles ou des organisateurs à suspendre.


Ils empêchent le désordre de s’installer et offrent de bonnes conditions de rangements pour les vêtements. Le jour où vous devrez vous habiller pour un entretien d’embauche ou un rendez-vous galant, j’imagine que vous n’aurez pas envie de mettre un chemisier ou une veste qui sont restés des jours par terre.


Deuxièmement, prenez soin de vos affaires. Vous ne pouvez pas vous permettre d’avoir un vêtement auquel vous tenez, taché ou avec des bords effilochés. Pour cela, faites preuve de bon sens: ne mettez pas vos bottines en suède quand il pleut ou votre pantalon blanc pour accompagner votre fils au soccer. Anticipez au lieu de réparer. Autrement dit, raccommodez les déchirures avant qu’elles ne s’élargissent et traitez les taches avant qu’elles ne se fixent. Quand on fait attention à ses affaires, on n’a pas besoin d’avoir des remplaçants en coulisses.


Troisièmement, n’entrez pas dans les boutiques. Ne magasinez pas par amusement, par plaisir ou pour tromper votre ennui. Vous savez comment ça se passe: on se promène dans un grand magasin et, paf, on tombe en arrêt devant une petite robe. Quarante-cinq minutes plus tard, on ressort du magasin avec ladite robe, plus des chaussures assorties, un nouveau sac, une grande écharpe et des boucles d’oreilles, sans compter d’autres bricoles qu’on a glanées en chemin.


Évitez la tentation et ne mettez pas les pieds dans un magasin (ou ne surfez pas sur un site Web) sauf si vous en avez absolument besoin. Faites l’inventaire de vos vêtements et prenez-le avec vous quand vous allez magasiner. Si vous avez 23 tee-shirts sur la liste, vous serez moins tenté d’en acheter un 24e.


Enfin, allégez-vous à chaque changement de saison. L’automne et le printemps sont de merveilleux moments pour réorganiser sa garde-robe. Quand vous transborderez vos manteaux et chandails d’une armoire à l’autre, prenez le temps de les inspecter. Les goûts changent, le corps change et la mode change.


Cette veste que vous adoriez l’année dernière a peut-être pris un coup de vieux, s’est démodée ou ne vous plaît plus. Et ce jean coupe étroite est peut-être devenu trop étroit depuis la dernière fois que vous l’avez mis. Retirez tout ce que vous ne pensez plus porter, et commencez la nouvelle saison avec plus de place dans votre garde-robe!



Chapitre 24


Le bureau


Passons maintenant à un autre grand chantier: le bureau, pour le débarrasser des montagnes de papiers qui s’y sont élevées et mettre en place des systèmes pour éviter que ça recommence. La tâche peut paraître herculéenne, c’est pourquoi nous allons procéder étape par étape. Et je vous promets qu’après, vous aurez moins de mal à payer vos factures ou faire votre déclaration de revenus. De plus, vos efforts seront largement récompensés: votre nouvel espace de travail, propre et magnifique, vous rendra un million de fois plus productif!


Imaginez-vous assis à votre bureau travaillant dur sur un projet difficile. Vous avancez bien quand, soudain, vous avez besoin d’un document précis. «Oh, oh», pensez-vous en regardant les tas de papiers qui l’encombrent. Vous serrez les dents et plongez, en espérant que vous le trouverez sans mal. Raté. Vous passez en revue les différentes piles avec un sentiment de désespoir croissant — car, entretemps, vous êtes tombé sur une facture en retard, un formulaire que vous devez renvoyer et un reçu de caisse qui doit être rangé.


Vous vous en occupez et repartez à la chasse au fameux document. Au moment où vous êtes prêt à lancer un avis de recherche, vous mettez enfin la main dessus dans un amas de papiers à l’autre bout de la pièce. Mais vous êtes maintenant complètement déconcentré et vous manquez de temps. Le projet reste donc en plan, en attendant des jours meilleurs.


Quand l’espace dans lequel on travaille est dégagé, on a l’esprit dégagé; on peut se concentrer sur son travail et être plus productif. À l’inverse, un bureau couvert de papiers empêche de bien avancer. Si le chaos règne dans votre espace de travail, vous n’arrivez peut-être même pas à travailler!


Alors, comment se réinventer? Dans le bureau, plus que nulle part ailleurs, il faut tout scinder en petites tâches. Au lieu d’amener le bureau, les étagères et les armoires de classement dans l’entrée, on va s’attaquer à leur contenu. Si on le réduit au point de pouvoir se passer d’un meuble, fantastique! Mais n’oublions pas que, dans un bureau, il y a beaucoup de papiers et de petites fournitures et que si on arrive à désencombrer un tiroir ou un porte-documents, ce sera déjà bien. Obligez-vous à aller lentement, car, pour être efficace, il faut prendre son temps et être rigoureux.


Videz complètement le tiroir ou l’étagère de votre choix. Autrement dit, au lieu de ne jeter qu’une ou deux bricoles, mettez-vous en mode «camion poubelle» et réorganisez complètement leur contenu. Quand tout sera étalé devant vous, vous pourrez étudier chaque objet et décider s’il vaut la peine ou non d’être gardé. Si vous rêvez depuis toujours d’être maître de l’univers, le grand jour est arrivé: le sort de centaines d’agrafes, trombones, stylos, papiers et élastiques est entre vos mains.


Ce faisant, réfléchissez soigneusement à votre système de rangement. Ce n’est pas parce que votre agrafeuse a toujours été au fond à gauche de votre deuxième tiroir qu’elle doit y retourner. Cette étape est une formidable occasion de mélanger les objets et de tester de nouvelles configurations — bref, de repenser votre bureau pour travailler de façon plus simple et plus efficace.


Désencombrer


Commencez par le plus facile: supprimez tous les envois publicitaires qui s’accumulent. La majorité (offres de crédit, avis de soldes, catalogues, brochures et sollicitations) a peu de valeur dans le grand ordre des choses. Si un document n’est pas suffisamment important pour être traité maintenant, mettez-le dans le bac vert. Purgez à tour de bras sans aucun état d’âme. Il y a peu de risques que vous regrettiez un jour d’avoir jeté une lettre publicitaire.


Tant que vous y êtes, jetez (ou recyclez) tout ce qui est visiblement bon pour la poubelle: les stylos séchés, les trombones rouillés, les élastiques détendus, les gommes usées, les calendriers périmés, les crayons cassés, les sous-chemises déchirées, les vieux pense-bêtes, les enveloppes usagées, les cartouches d’encre vides et tout ce qui ne ressemble à rien. Entre nous, j’ignore comment les fournitures de bureau abîmées et décrépies réussissent à déjouer notre attention et à s’installer chez nous pour de bon. Quoi qu’il en soit, rassemblez-les et abrégez leurs souffrances.


C’était un bon échauffement, non? C’était bien de dégager tout ça! Maintenant, nous allons nous atteler à de plus lourdes tâches. Vous ne le savez peut-être pas encore, mais certaines fournitures de bureau «en bon état» méritent aussi d’aller à la poubelle. Avant de crier au scandale, laissez-moi vous expliquer. Les fournitures de bureau s’amoncellent avec le temps — et s’installent souvent durablement —, car on pense rarement à les jeter. Pendant ce temps, la technologie, les goûts et les besoins changent, ce qui nous laisse donc avec un stock de matériel nettement moins utile qu’avant.
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Même si ça me gêne de l’admettre, sachez que durant mon dernier grand ménage, j’ai retrouvé une boîte de coins photo (mes photos sont toutes sur mon ordinateur), une boîte de disquettes, des étiquettes de cassettes vidéo et — croyez-le ou non — du ruban correcteur pour machine à écrire. Je suis sûre que je ne suis pas la seule à découvrir des fournitures obsolètes dans un bureau moderne. Cherchez, fouillez et vous verrez, vous aussi vous exhumerez des antiquités. Même si elles fonctionnent encore, elles sont complètement archaïques. Donc, si vous (et personne dans votre entourage) n’en avez aucun usage, vous savez où les mettre.


Pendant qu’on est dans la pile «À jeter», parlons des ordinateurs et autres équipements informatiques dépassés. Dans la plupart des cas, on les a remplacés par des versions plus design et plus récentes. Alors, pourquoi laisser les vieux appareils agoniser dans un coin? Vous croyez vraiment qu’ils vont ressusciter si notre nouveau matériel passe l’arme à gauche? La plupart des gens sont incapables de réparer les objets hightech et les coûts de réparation sont souvent plus élevés que le prix d’un appareil neuf. Donc si vous hébergez toujours une imprimante, un ordinateur ou de l’équipement qui a depuis longtemps rendu l’âme, dites-leur un dernier adieu. Ne transformez pas votre bureau en maison de retraite pour les vieilleries hightech.


Mettez également dans la pile «À jeter» les papiers et les fournitures concernant des projets ou centres d’intérêt anciens. S’ils ne sont plus d’actualité, débarrassez-vous-en. Je sais que vous serez tenté d’en garder certains en souvenir d’un rude travail. C’est ce qui m’est arrivé avec mes notes de cours qui représentaient le sang, la sueur et les larmes que j’avais versés lors de mes études. Mais elles n’avaient aucun intérêt pour ma nouvelle carrière. Le jour où le camion de recyclage les a emportées, j’ai senti un énorme poids en moins, et j’ai eu envie de m’ouvrir à l’avenir au lieu de rester tournée vers le passé.


Quand vous passerez en revue vos affaires, abusez de la pile «À donner». Même si vous n’utiliserez jamais vos cinquante chemises jaune fluo ou votre gigantesque stock de crayons à mine HB, ça pourrait intéresser quelqu’un et ce quelqu’un pourrait être une école, un hôpital, une association dont l’argent pourrait être mieux employé qu’à acheter des fournitures. Ils peuvent notamment avoir besoin de matériel informatique et électronique. Appelez-les pour leur proposer vos surplus — le temps et les efforts que vous y consacrerez boosteront votre karma.


Maintenant que vous vous êtes débarrassé des objets usés, cassés et démodés, regardons ce qui reste. Réfléchissez bien à ce que vous allez mettre dans la pile «À chérir». Avez-vous vraiment besoin d’avoir des surligneurs de cinq couleurs différentes ou six différentes formes d’enveloppe? Combien d’objets donnant l’heure et la date vous faut-il? (Si vous avez une montre, un ordinateur et un téléphone portable, avez-vous vraiment besoin d’une horloge de bureau et d’un calendrier?) Le presse-papier remplit-il sa fonction ou est-il juste là pour faire joli? Les objets les plus insignifiants peuvent prendre inutilement de la place dans un bureau.


Pour avoir un bureau vraiment zen, épurez vos fournitures au maximum. Si vous n’utilisez que 10 enveloppes par an, inutile d’en avoir 500. Si vous utilisez rarement des élastiques, jetez tous ceux qui traînent dans vos tiroirs. Combien d’agrafeuses, de règles, de dévidoirs de ruban adhésif, de taille-crayons et de ciseaux avez-vous? Si c’est plus d’un de chacun, c’est beaucoup trop! Certains objets comme les agrafeuses n’ont pas besoin d’une petite sœur. Dans le rare cas où elles se cassent, elles sont faciles et bon marché à remplacer. Ne consacrez pas un espace précieux aux doublons.


De nos jours, on n’a pas vraiment besoin de faire des stocks. Pratiquement tout ce dont on a besoin est vendu près de chez nous ou en ligne, un peu comme si on avait un immense placard à fournitures délocalisé qui s’ouvre à la demande. Organisez-vous en fonction de vos besoins et préférences: si vous ne pouvez pas travailler sans avoir cinq ans de papier ou de cartouches d’imprimante d’avance, soit. Mais si vous manquez de place et de rangement, vous pouvez probablement survivre avec moins. Dans le pire des cas, ça sera amusant, et la Terre n’arrêtera pas de tourner si vous venez à manquer de trombones.


Avec un peu de créativité, on peut nettoyer le matériel de bureau. Utilisez seulement votre ordinateur portable et débarrassez-vous du gros. Choisissez du matériel polyvalent, comme une imprimante qui numérise et photocopie, au lieu de chercher de la place pour trois appareils différents. Mettez-vous au défi de travailler avec le moins d’équipement possible.


Enfin, invoquez les dieux du peu, et réduisez la paperasse. Pour cela, je vous recommande fortement d’investir dans une table à numériser qui prendra moins de place que les tas de papiers qu’il va éliminer. Croyez-moi, vous allez bientôt vous demander comment vous avez fait pour vivre sans cette petite merveille!


Je numérise des articles, des cartes de vœux, des lettres, des factures, des relevés, des instructions, des photos, des dépliants et tant d’autres documents, c’est-à-dire tout ce qui contient des informations dont j’ai besoin sans garder l’original. (Dans ce cas, il faut bien sûr faire régulièrement le ménage dans son ordinateur pour éviter que le désordre s’y installe.) Mais avant de numériser à tour de bras, souvenez-nous qu’il faudra toujours garder certains documents.


Le délai de conservation des documents dépend de la situation de chacun, des dispositions législatives et fiscales et des pratiques en vigueur dans votre domaine d’activité. Pour plus d’informations, parlez-en à un conseiller financier ou faites des vérifications en ligne.


À l’avenir, réfléchissez bien avant d’imprimer quoi que ce soit — pourquoi utiliser (et donc à la fin jeter) toujours plus de papier? Laissez vos courriels dans la boîte de réception, et ajoutez les pages Web qui vous intéressent à vos favoris pour pouvoir les consulter si nécessaire. Si vous avez peur de ne pas pouvoir les retrouver, convertissez-les en fichiers PDF. Ainsi, vous en aurez une copie facilement accessible sur votre disque dur. Cette astuce est idéale pour les factures et les confirmations de paiement en ligne, car elle permet d’accéder à la preuve dont on a besoin sans tenir des dossiers physiques. Pensez juste à sauvegarder régulièrement vos fichiers pour ne pas perdre d’informations.


Contenir


Un écrin pour chaque objet et un objet dans chaque écrin… c’est le meilleur moyen de garder son bureau propre et dégagé. Au lieu de laisser les stylos, trombones et élastiques circuler à leur guise dans votre espace de travail, regroupez-les dans des endroits précis et assurez-vous qu’ils y restent. Trouvez un endroit où ranger les chemises, le courrier entrant et sortant, les catalogues, les magazines, les reçus et tout ce qu’on trouve comme documents et fournitures dans un bureau. Si ça vous aide, étiquetez des boîtes, des tiroirs, des étagères pour vous souvenir de leur contenu.
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Votre cercle rapproché devrait contenir les fournitures dont vous vous servez souvent et les papiers en cours. Cela signifie que vous devriez avoir sous la main les stylos, les crayons, les trombones, les enveloppes, les timbres, les carnets, les chéquiers et le courrier entrant ou sortant (parmi tant d’autres choses). Le cercle élargi, lui, contient les papiers et les documents dont vous vous êtes récemment occupé et que vous pouvez avoir besoin de consulter (factures, reçus, récépissés et matériel de recherche) ainsi que des fournitures de rechange comme du papier imprimante et des cartouches d’encre.


Utilisez le cercle éloigné pour les documents qui doivent être conservés longtemps ou à vie (comme les certificats de naissance ou de mariage, les diplômes, les actes notariés, les déclarations de revenus et autres documents financiers ou légaux importants). Dans ce cas, pas question de les numériser ou de les jeter, car ils doivent rester sous leur forme originale. Rangez-les à l’écart, quitte à mettre les plus précieux dans une boîte ou un coffre ignifuge.


Pour ce qui est des modules, donnez à chaque catégorie de fournitures son propre récipient (même si c’est juste un sachet à fermeture à glissière ou un casier dans un organisateur de tiroir). Les trombones ne devraient pas cohabiter avec les élastiques, les timbres ne devraient pas se mêler aux agrafes, et les documents ne devraient pas fraterniser avec les magazines et les catalogues. En les regroupant, vous les retrouverez plus vite et éviterez d’en avoir trop. Quand on met 30 crayons à papier au même endroit, on se rend compte qu’il est absurde d’en avoir autant, et, normalement, on a envie d’en enlever une bonne partie.


Autre solution: organiser ses fournitures par activité ce qui, en mettant ainsi le matériel dont on a besoin à disposition, peut stimuler la productivité. Pensez par exemple à créer un module «Factures à payer» contenant votre chéquier, des enveloppes, des timbres et un stylo. Dans le module «Impôts», rassemblez toutes vos déclarations et justificatifs de l’année. Dans le module «Projets», mettez la documentation et les papiers concernant un projet particulier (nouvelle activité, recherches, vacances, etc.).


En regroupant ainsi votre matériel, vous vous retrouverez sans doute avec plus de crayons, trombones, agrafes, élastiques et autres bricoles que ce dont vous avez raisonnablement besoin. Ce n’est pas forcément votre faute. Beaucoup de ces articles ne sont vendus qu’en grosses quantités. D’autres, comme les stylos, viennent de votre travail, sautent par inadvertance dans votre sac pendant vos déplacements et se multiplient la nuit. Fixez des limites pour chaque catégorie, débarrassez-vous du superflu et, à l’avenir, activez la fonction «minimaliste» dans votre cerveau quand vous irez acheter des fournitures. Renoncez aux paquets doubles ou triples, ou partagez vos achats avec un ami, un membre de votre famille ou un collègue.


Les modules et les limites aident aussi à avoir la mainmise sur les papiers. On sait ce qui se passe quand on archive, on archive et on archive encore: on se retrouve avec des chemises pleines à craquer dont le contenu se déverse dans d’autres chemises et, avant qu’on ait eu le temps de réaliser ce qui se passe, on achète une nouvelle armoire de classement. L’archivage devrait être à sens double: les papiers devraient y entrer et en sortir. Pour cela, consacrez chaque chemise à un sujet précis et quand elle explose, videz-la.


Utilisez la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» pour vous simplifier la vie: quand vous archivez une nouvelle facture ou un nouveau document, jetez le plus ancien dans la foulée (à condition de ne pas en avoir besoin pour les impôts, la banque, le notaire, etc.).


Si vous ne pouvez pas avoir de bureau chez vous, créez-en un sous forme de module. Tout le monde n’a pas la chance d’avoir une chambre de trop ou un salon dans lequel on peut installer un espace de travail. On est parfois obligé de se réfugier sur une table dans un coin du salon ou sur l’étagère d’un placard. D’autres transportent leur «bureau» dans un sac en tissu ou en plastique et s’installent là où ils peuvent, sur le principe de «l’espace flexible». En fait, quel bonheur ce serait de réduire son matériel (fournitures, documents, équipements) à un module transportable! Ainsi quand le soleil brillerait et les oiseaux pépieraient, on pourrait s’installer sur notre balcon, dans la cour, dans le jardin ou dans un parc.


Maintenir


Il est crucial d’aérer au maximum les surfaces de votre bureau. Faites comme si c’était un espace flexible et nettoyez-le quand vous le rangez le soir, comme si quelqu’un allait prendre votre place le lendemain. (Bien sûr, ce sera vous, mais je parie que vous serez ravi de vous installer à un endroit propre.) Gardez les fournitures dans des tiroirs ou dans des boîtes au lieu de les laisser traîner partout. Investissez dans un range-papier mural ou autoportant pour y mettre les papiers et les courriers entrants et utilisez un tableau pour y mettre les pense-bêtes, les cartes, les notes, les bouts de papier au lieu de les laisser squatter votre espace de travail.


Il se passe dans les bureaux un phénomène étonnant (et désespérant): tout ce qui est horizontal se retrouve envahi d’objets. J’ai vu des tas de papiers et de fournitures finir perchés sur des étagères, des meubles de classement, des bords de fenêtres, des imprimantes, des numériseurs, des chaises, des lampes, des boîtes et des pots de plantes. De grâce, ne «tapissez» pas votre environnement: c’est chaotique, désordonné et ça empêche de trouver la moindre chose. Aérer les surfaces est non seulement agréable pour les yeux, mais aussi très bon pour l’esprit. Vous serez capable de mieux réfléchir et serez plus productif, car vous serez moins distrait visuellement.


De plus (et je vais le dire même si c’est une évidence): le plancher n’est pas un système de rangement. Mais vous savez comment c’est: quand toutes les autres surfaces sont pleines, le surplus atterrit sur ce grand espace qui est sous nos pieds. Le «sol» des bureaux est une terre fertile où poussent des buissons de livres, de magazines et de documents qui finissent par devenir des forêts. Dans ce cas, je préconise plutôt un grand ménage que l’achat d’un nouveau meuble de rangement. Par contre, si vous manquez vraiment de place, il vaut mieux investir dans une nouvelle armoire que de slalomer entre des tas de papiers pour atteindre votre bureau.


On aura beau s’alléger au maximum, si on ne contrôle pas l’arrivée de nouvelles fournitures ou documents, cela ne servira à rien. Dans le reste de la maison, on contrôle la porte d’entrée et on peut donc refuser l’accès aux nouveaux venus. Le problème, c’est la fente de la boîte aux lettres. Et par cette fente arrive tout un tas de choses inutiles et indésirables, cinq jours sur sept. Alors, essayez par tous les moyens d’arrêter ce déluge.
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Vous pouvez réduire la quantité de publicité en mettant un autocollant «Pas de circulaires» sur votre boîte aux lettres. De plus, relisez les politiques de confidentialité des différents organismes qui vous contactent et appelez le numéro indiqué pour leur signaler que vous ne voulez plus recevoir de courrier promotionnel de chez eux ou de leurs partenaires.


Dorénavant, gardez vos nom et adresse top secret. Ne remplissez plus les formulaires de fidélité des magasins et refusez de donner des informations à la caisse. Ne participez pas aux sondages, tirages ou concours qui sont le plus souvent organisés par des services marketing pour vous soutirer des renseignements personnels. Ne renvoyez pas les formulaires de déclaration et les fiches de garantie des produits. Lors d’un déménagement, ne remplissez pas l’avis de changement d’adresse de la poste pour que le courrier publicitaire ne vous suive pas jusqu’à votre nouvelle maison.


Contactez plutôt personnellement les gens et les sociétés auxquels vous voulez donner vos nouvelles coordonnées. Au lieu de vous abonner à un journal ou un magazine, lisez-les en ligne. Et surtout, ne demandez pas de catalogue. Si vous en demandez un, vous en recevrez trente de différentes sociétés tous les ans.


Ces astuces vous permettront d’éliminer presque tout le courrier publicitaire. Si vous le désirez, vous pouvez également limiter les courriers provenant des sociétés chez qui vous êtes clients et les recevoir sous forme électronique. Par exemple, optez pour la facturation en ligne et demandez le prélèvement automatique. De même, passez à la version en ligne de vos relevés bancaires. Vous éviterez ainsi de recevoir des enveloppes bourrées de publicités et d’offres commerciales et de passer des heures à trier.


Les bureaux sont des endroits dynamiques: les objets entrent, sortent et bougent dans tous les sens. Impossible dans ces conditions de faire le grand ménage une bonne fois pour toutes. Pour y connaître le bonheur du peu, il faut rester constamment sur ses gardes et donc être un «bon gardien»: mettez un bac de recyclage près de la porte d’entrée pour stopper net les catalogues, circulaires, menus de repas à emporter et autres courriers publicitaires qui tenteraient d’entrer.


Quant aux lettres qui parviennent jusqu’à vous, ouvrez-les et traitez-les immédiatement au lieu de les poser sur votre bureau. Déchiquetez les courriers vous proposant des crédits renouvelables, les avis de virement et autres papiers non essentiels contenant des informations personnelles. Numérisez ou archivez les documents que vous devez garder. Classez les factures qui doivent être payées, les lettres auxquelles vous devez répondre ou les documents que vous devez lire et déposez-les dans une corbeille d’arrivée ou un classeur de bureau. Dans l’idéal, chaque document ne devrait être manipulé qu’une fois.


Ensuite, rangez toutes les fournitures à leur place et les documents dans leur chemise. Si vous préférez les garder ensemble, créez un module «En cours» pour un projet précis, qui sera mieux dans une boîte ou une chemise qu’éparpillé quelque part. Ainsi vous pourrez recommencer pile où vous vous êtes arrêté sans avoir à rassembler le matériel nécessaire ou à le déblayer de votre bureau. Surveillez aussi les objets qui pourraient venir s’y réfugier. Redonnez à votre enfant ses devoirs, à votre conjoint son roman, à votre chien son jouet mâché avant qu’ils aient le temps de s’incruster. Vos affaires à vous vous suffisent amplement.


L’entretien au quotidien vous permettra de garder votre bureau dégagé et d’avoir le contrôle sur vos affaires, même si vous devrez de temps en temps faire un grand tri. Vous aurez beau appliquer la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» à la lettre, vous risquez de vous retrouver avec plus d’objets entrants que sortants. Inspectez vos chemises une fois par mois ou par trimestre et débarrassez-vous (c’est-à-dire jetez ou recyclez) de ce qui n’est plus d’actualité. Prévoyez aussi un grand ménage annuel et dégagez l’ancien pour faire place au neuf. Personnellement, je m’y attelle toujours début janvier, histoire de bien commencer l’année!



Chapitre 25


La cuisine et la salle à manger


Si je vous demandais quelle est la pièce que vous utilisez le plus, vous répondriez certainement la cuisine. Et c’est vrai que c’est là que nous stockons, préparons, servons et souvent consommons notre nourriture. C’est aussi souvent là que la famille se retrouve. La cuisine tient un rôle si important dans notre vie qu’il est normal qu’elle contienne beaucoup de choses! En revanche, s’il y en a trop, cela peut la rendre moins fonctionnelle et moins agréable pour travailler ou y passer du temps ensemble. Alors, voyons comment on peut la désencombrer et la rendre aussi épurée que possible.


En vous promenant dans une salle d’exposition d’un cuisiniste (ou en feuilletant un magazine de décoration), vous avez certainement un jour rêvé de troquer votre ancienne cuisine contre celle que vous aviez sous les yeux. En regardant ces surfaces étincelantes avec envie, vous avez certainement pensé que vous adoreriez cuisiner dans un environnement aussi propre et pratique. Je me trompe?


La plupart du temps, ce qui fascine dans les salles d’exposition de cuisines, ce ne sont pas les électroménagers haut de gamme, les multiples surfaces de travail ou les rangements de fantaisie, mais l’espace! Les cuisines d’exposition sont immanquablement propres, vides et ordonnées et ne possèdent qu’une petite sélection d’appareils et de vaisselle. Cela les rend belles et accueillantes. La bonne nouvelle, c’est qu’on n’a pas besoin de dépenser une fortune en travaux pour avoir ce résultat. Avec un peu de vide et de rangement, on peut radicalement transformer une cuisine.


Première étape: se réinventer. Videz chaque tiroir, armoire et étagère. Comme toujours, résistez à la tentation de laisser quelque chose en place parce que vous «savez» que vous l’y remettrez. Ôtez chaque objet jusqu’à ce que l’espace soit entièrement vide. Donc, dehors tous les assiettes, tasses à café, verres, fourchettes, cuillères, couteaux, casseroles, poêles, gadgets, appareils, aliments, papier aluminium, contenants de plastique et même le contenu de votre «tiroir à n’importe quoi». Rappelez-vous que votre objectif n’est pas de choisir tout ce que vous allez jeter, mais de choisir ce que vous allez garder. Une fois tout sorti, examinez chaque objet attentivement et ne remettez que les meilleurs, les plus utiles et les plus indispensables.


Imaginez que vous devez concevoir une cuisine de rêve, comme celles dont les photos tapissent les pages des magazines. Pourquoi la vôtre devrait-elle être moins belle?


Si vous doutez de la nécessité de faire le vide dans vos placards, cette méthode a un autre avantage: elle vous donne l’incroyable occasion de les nettoyer. Depuis combien de temps n’avez-vous pas passé un coup d’éponge là-dedans? Lorsqu’on fait à manger, les cuisines se salissent et se graissent, et même si on met un point d’honneur à garder leurs surfaces éclatantes de propreté, on oublie souvent l’intérieur des armoires. Alors, quand vous viderez les vôtres, profitez-en aussi pour enlever la saleté. (Être minimaliste veut aussi dire être efficace!) Grattez la moindre tache pour prendre un nouveau départ!


Désencombrer


En nettoyant votre cuisine, vous tomberez sans doute sur tout un tas d’objets destinés à la pile «À jeter». Si vous n’avez pas vidé votre garde-manger depuis longtemps, il s’agira sans doute essentiellement d’aliments. Vérifiez les dates d’expiration de chaque produit que vous touchez et jetez tout ce qui est gâté, périmé ou défraîchi. Les épices, sauces et condiments ont une durée de vie limitée, alors ne les oubliez pas lors de ce grand ménage. Si cette bouteille de sauce soja est plus vieille que votre petit dernier, mettez-la à la poubelle et achetez-en une nouvelle. Pareil pour les autres produits périssables, surtout si vous ne savez plus depuis quand vous les avez ou si vous ne vous souvenez plus de la dernière fois où vous les avez utilisés.


D’autres candidats à la pile «À jeter» sont aussi sans doute tapis dans un coin de votre cuisine: les assiettes ébréchées, les verres fissurés, les ustensiles déformés ou abîmés (comme cette fourchette qui s’est retrouvée coincée dans le broyeur à déchets). Traitez votre nourriture comme elle le mérite et servez-la dans de la vaisselle en bon état. Ne conservez pas les pièces endommagées au cas où. Jetez aussi les appareils et les gadgets cassés. Si vous n’avez pas encore trouvé le courage de les réparer, vous vous en passerez très bien.


Dans la pile «À donner», mettez tous les objets qui peuvent servir à quelqu’un d’autre. Pour une raison étrange, on a tendance à accumuler plus de matériel que nécessaire. Certains entrent dans notre vie sous la forme de cadeaux de mariage ou de crémaillère, d’autres sous la forme d’achats impulsifs. Certains nous ont semblé pratiques en boutique, mais se sont avérés être compliqués ou chronophages à l’usage. Alors, donnez cette machine à pâtes ou cette sorbetière à quelqu’un qui s’en servira. Observez vos affaires d’un œil objectif. Si vous évitez d’utiliser votre robot parce qu’il est difficile à nettoyer, c’est l’occasion de lui rendre sa liberté.


N’oubliez pas que les aliments peuvent aussi aller dans la pile «À donner». Nos goûts et besoins alimentaires changent constamment et la durée de vie de certains peut excéder la durée de nos envies. On peut se lasser de la soupe à la tomate avant d’avoir fini nos stocks ou préférer manger des fruits frais plutôt que ceux en boîte qui nous attendent dans le garde-manger. Ne culpabilisez pas. Considérez cela comme une magnifique occasion de faire une bonne action. Donnez les boîtes et les paquets dont vous ne voulez plus aux banques alimentaires à la Saint-Vincent-de-Paul. Les grands oubliés de votre garde-manger peuvent rassasier des gens.


Vous aurez sans doute du mal à vous séparer de certains objets par peur d’en avoir besoin un jour (et donc, très certainement, le lendemain du fameux grand ménage). Dans ce cas, prévoyez une boîte «En attente» et mettez-y les affaires que vous n’utilisez pas régulièrement, mais que vous pensez utiliser bientôt (comme la machine à pain, les moules à muffins et ce kit de décoration pour les gâteaux). Marquez la date dessus et donnez ce que vous n’avez pas récupéré au bout d’un certain temps (disons six mois ou un an).


C’est une bonne façon de gérer les objets «en ballottage». Ils sont disponibles en cas de besoin, mais ne prennent pas une place précieuse dans les placards et les tiroirs. Et surtout, vous verrez comment est la vie sans eux, et vous vous rendrez peut-être compte qu’ils ne vous manquent absolument pas.
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La cuisine est l’endroit idéal pour avoir une vraie conversation avec vos objets. Certains sont blottis dans l’ombre depuis si longtemps que vous ne vous en souvenez même plus. C’est l’occasion de refaire connaissance et de voir si vous avez encore intérêt à cohabiter.


«Qui es-tu et que fais-tu?» Même si on ne devrait pas avoir à se poser la question, force est de constater que parfois on ne connaît pas la réponse. On trouve désormais des gadgets pour toutes les tâches possibles et imaginables, et ce n’est pas parce que ce vide-ananas ou cette roulette à pâtisserie vous ont semblé indispensables quand vous les avez achetés que vous devez être capable de les identifier des années plus tard. Comme quoi, il peut être dangereux de garder une part de mystère… Si vous ne vous souvenez plus de la fonction d’un objet, c’est qu’il n’est pas indispensable. Offrez-lui un autre foyer; cela fera un beau cadeau pour un fan de cuisine qui saura comment l’utiliser.


«À quelle fréquence me sers-tu?» La question à un million de dollars! Les objets pour lesquels la réponse est «tous les jours» ou «une fois par semaine» peuvent réintégrer vos armoires. Mais ce n’est pas parce que vous ne vous servez de la poire à jus de viande qu’à Noël que vous devez vous en débarrasser. La réponse à cette question déterminera dans quel cercle mettre chaque objet. Pour ceux qui vous servent moins d’une fois par an, à vous de décider s’ils méritent ou pas la place que vous leur accordez.


«Rends-tu ma vie plus facile ou plus difficile?» Personnellement, je pourrais faire cuire du riz et bouillir de l’eau dans la même casserole, mais mon cuiseur à riz et ma bouilloire me rendent vraiment de grands services. Donc, ils ont droit de cité dans ma cuisine. Par contre, je ne me sers plus de ma machine à expresso parce que je déteste la nettoyer et que je préfère aller boire un café sur une terrasse. Si un appareil est difficile à installer, à utiliser ou à nettoyer (et que le résultat n’est pas à la hauteur de vos efforts), organisez son départ.


«As-tu un frère jumeau?» Les accessoires de cuisine sont comme les fournitures de bureau: ils semblent se reproduire sans autorisation. À moins d’être très agile de ses mains, personne ne peut utiliser deux économes ou deux ouvre-boîte en même temps. De plus, en cas de besoin, on peut en racheter très facilement. Jetez les doublons pour faire de la place aux objets plus utiles.


«Es-tu trop beau pour que je t’utilise?» Surprenant comme question, non? Mais pas tant que ça quand on pense au service en porcelaine de notre mariage ou à l’argenterie de famille. L’un et l’autre se croient si précieux qu’ils squattent notre vaisselier depuis des décennies sans jamais rendre le moindre service. On y tient trop pour s’en débarrasser, mais on craint de s’en servir (de peur de casser ou perdre une pièce). Je vous propose une solution radicale: au lieu de garder le service entier, n’en conservez qu’un ou deux éléments que vous utiliserez comme objets décoratifs ou pour des dîners en amoureux.


J’aimerais pouvoir vous donner la liste officielle du contenu d’une cuisine minimaliste. Malheureusement, ce serait inutile, car nous n’avons pas tous les mêmes besoins. J’aurais tort de vous dire qu’on ne peut pas goûter au bonheur du peu si on a un moule à cannelés ou une friteuse. Cela dit, je reste persuadée que la plupart des gens peuvent se contenter de moins d’accessoires «indispensables» que ceux préconisés dans les magazines et les livres de cuisine.


Mon mari et moi avons découvert que nous pouvons préparer tous nos repas avec seulement quatre ustensiles: une grande poêle en fonte, une casserole, et un moule à pain. Nous avons peu d’appareils électroménagers: un micro-ondes, une bouilloire, un cuiseur à riz et une cafetière à piston (au lieu d’une machine à expresso). Nous possédons aussi un couteau de cuisine professionnel, un couteau à pain, un petit couteau, une passoire, un cuit-vapeur, une planche à découper, une tasse à mesurer, une spatule, une louche, un fouet, un ouvre-boîte, un tire-bouchon, une râpe à fromage, un grand bol en inox et une carafe filtrante. Certains d’entre vous trouveront peut-être cette liste parfaite alors que d’autres la trouveront excessive. Pour nous, c’est suffisant.
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À vous de définir ce qui est «suffisant» pour vous, et de nettoyer votre matériel de cuisine en conséquence. Pour ce faire, préférez les objets polyvalents aux objets à fonction unique. Les ustensiles comme les dénoyauteurs à cerise, les cuillères à melon, les coupe-bananes, les gaufriers, les ciseaux à homard et les pinces à équeuter les fraises n’ont généralement pas leur place dans vos placards, sauf si vous vous en servez souvent. Remplacez-les par du matériel simple et polyvalent. De même, rien ne vous oblige à posséder une série complète de poêles et de casseroles. Une ou deux dans les tailles les plus pratiques suffisent amplement.


Essayez également de ne pas avoir trop de vaisselle de tailles ou de formes particulières (comme les coquetiers ou les assiettes à sushis) et optez pour des plats plus polyvalents. Au lieu d’avoir de la «belle» vaisselle et de la vaisselle «de tous les jours», choisissez-en une et utilisez-la tout le temps. Diminuez aussi le nombre de verres. À moins d’être restaurateur, vous n’avez pas besoin d’un modèle différent pour le vin, le champagne, le whisky, la bière, le martini, l’eau et les jus de fruits. J’ai une série de verres qui convient à tout (sauf au thé et au café) et, franchement, je préfère avoir ça que des verres à vin et des flûtes à champagne trop fragiles.


Quand vous appliquerez la méthode STREAMLINE à votre cuisine, rappelez-vous que, dans certains pays, on cuisine une quantité impressionnante de plats avec très peu d’ustensiles. C’est la créativité (pas le matériel ni le look de la cuisine) qui permet de cuisiner des repas délicieux et copieux. Ce ne sont pas les belles assiettes qui font les bons plats, c’est l’effort et l’amour qu’on y met. Et, comme vous le diraient les bouddhistes, il suffit d’un simple bol pour les déguster.


Contenir


Pour rester organisé et efficace dans votre cuisine, réfléchissez aux endroits où vous accomplissez chaque tâche (la préparation, la cuisson, le service, le repas, la vaisselle, la gestion des déchets) et rangez le matériel correspondant en conséquence. Par exemple, mettez les couteaux là où vous coupez les légumes, les casseroles près du four et les produits à vaisselle sous l’évier. Confinez les tâches diverses comme le paiement des factures dans un endroit précis pour empêcher les stylos et les chéquiers de prendre leurs aises sur le plan de travail ou de fuguer dans le tiroir à épices.


Trouvez un écrin pour chaque objet. Les assiettes devraient être en pile, les tasses et les verres alignés. Les fourchettes, couteaux, cuillères, casseroles, poêles et équipements électroménagers devraient tous avoir une place désignée. Pour vous aider, collez des petites étiquettes («fait-tout», «poêlon», «bols à céréales») pour vous rappeler (et rappeler aux membres de votre famille) où va chaque objet.


Affectez chaque objet à vos cercles rapproché, élargi et éloigné. Le cercle rapproché devrait contenir les assiettes, les casseroles, les poêles, les ustensiles, les verres, les tasses, les gadgets, l’électroménager et la nourriture que vous utilisez régulièrement. Réservezleur vos rangements les plus accessibles. En effet, pas question de sortir l’escabeau pour prendre une tasse à café ou de traverser la pièce pour récupérer un couteau de cuisine. Dans le cercle élargi (armoires du haut, tiroirs du bas et coins reculés), rangez ce que vous utilisez moins d’une fois par semaine, mais plus d’une fois par an. Cela concerne, entre autres, les moules à gâteaux, les cocottes en fonte, l’essoreuse à salade, le mélangeur et les plaques de four.


Le cercle éloigné contient généralement les objets qui servent une fois par an (ou moins), souvent au moment des fêtes: les grands plats, les saladiers à punch, les saucières, les ramequins, les présentoirs à gâteaux et les nappes de fantaisie. Rangez-les dans les endroits les plus hauts, les plus bas, les plus éloignés de votre cuisine ou de votre salle à manger. En revanche, ce n’est pas parce qu’un objet a sa place dans le cercle éloigné qu’il doit forcément y aller. Si vous n’en avez vraiment pas besoin (ou si vous pouvez l’emprunter), rendez-lui sa liberté.


Les modules sont très pratiques dans la cuisine, qui contient souvent des ustensiles en double et des ingrédients en trop. Ils permettent de voir tout ce qu’on a accumulé (souvent à notre insu) au fil des années. Ils nous font nous poser des questions comme: «Pourquoi ai-je 18 verres pour une famille de 4?», «À quoi vont me servir ces 20 paires de baguettes chinoises?» et «Pourquoi ai-je besoin de deux thermomètres à viande, de trois tire-bouchons et de quatre pots de cannelle?»


Les ustensiles en trop sont faciles et rapides à jeter, car on n’a pas besoin de réfléchir pendant des heures et on ne risque pas d’en manquer puisqu’on en a encore un exemplaire. Cela aère agréablement les armoires et les tiroirs, et aide à trouver plus facilement ce qu’on cherche quand on cuisine.


En créant des modules, on découvre souvent qu’on a plus de vaisselle que nécessaire. Pourquoi? Parce que, quand on achète de nouveaux éléments, on jette rarement les anciens. Techniquement, la vieille vaisselle peut encore servir: on la remplace juste pour le plaisir d’en avoir une nouvelle. Alors elle reste entassée au fond d’un placard «au cas où». On peut aussi se faire léguer ou offrir un service entier et se sentir obligé de l’accueillir chez nous. Essayez de limiter le nombre d’assiettes, de tasses, de bols, de verres et d’ustensiles à la taille de votre famille. Si vous n’êtes que 4, pourquoi garder de quoi nourrir 16 personnes? Gardez les pièces les plus neuves, les plus originales ou les plus belles et retirez les plus vieilles pour faire de la place.


«Et on fait comment quand on a des invités?» vous demandezvous. Il faut, bien sûr, tenir compte des repas qu’on organise chez soi quand on réduit ses stocks. Demandez-vous combien de personnes au maximum vous recevez régulièrement et gardez suffisamment de vaisselle pour ça. Et pour les grosses fêtes que vous organisez de temps en temps, louez ou empruntez ce dont vous avez besoin. Toujours pas prêt à renoncer à votre service du dimanche? Réduisez celui qui se trouve dans vos armoires à votre usage quotidien et mettez le reste dans le cercle éloigné en attendant de vous en servir.
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Ne gardez que les appareils électroménagers et les gadgets que vous utilisez souvent, et quand vous en achetez un nouveau, débarrassez-vous de l’ancien. N’encombrez pas vos placards d’anciens grille-pains, mélangeurs et cafetières. Un jeune couple d’amis ou un étudiant seraient peut-être ravis de les récupérer. Et imposez votre loi sur votre stock de contenants de plastique. Ils sont potentiellement utiles, mais prolifèrent vite. Gardez-en quelques-uns et envoyez le reste au recyclage.


Malheureusement, aucune cuisine ne serait complète sans son légendaire «tiroir à n’importe quoi» où s’entassent les sachets de ketchup, les menus pour livraison, les piles, les bougies d’anniversaire, les attaches métalliques, les bougies chauffe-plat, le rouleau de ficelle, les ciseaux, les ustensiles en plastique et autres bidules trop petits, trop peu nombreux ou trop spécialisés pour aller quelque part.


Que faire de ce bric-à-brac? Passez en revue chaque objet et regroupez ceux qui ont leur place dans un module «Objets utiles» (le même tiroir avec un plus joli nom!). Regroupez-les dans des sacs à glissière ou un compartiment d’organisateur de tiroir. Quand tout est facilement accessible, identifiable et vraiment utile, on ne peut plus le taxer de «n’importe quoi».


Enfin, parlons des recettes et des livres de cuisine puisqu’ils sont plus nombreux à entrer dans nos cuisines qu’à en sortir. Ils s’accumulent progressivement avec le temps et prennent rarement la place d’un autre — ils viennent juste gonfler notre collection. Et du jour au lendemain, on a plus de recettes qu’il n’y a de jours dans une année pour les cuisiner! Au lieu de toutes les archiver, gardez-en une sélection récente. Quand vous trouvez une meilleure recette d’un plat ou un meilleur livre de cuisine, jetez l’ancien. Considérez vos recettes et livres de cuisine comme une collection dynamique et non statique. Faites-la évoluer en fonction de vos changements de goûts et de régimes alimentaires.


Maintenir


La cuisine est le lieu de tant d’activités qu’il faut la maintenir en ordre non seulement tous les jours, mais à longueur de journée!


Ici, tout peut dégénérer très vite si on ne contrôle pas un tant soit peu les objets. Des assiettes, casseroles et poêles sales s’entassent dans l’évier; des aliments, des gadgets et des emballages encombrent le plan de travail; des factures, des devoirs et des journaux traînent sur la table; des jouets, des sacs d’école et de courses s’amoncellent par terre; des restes s’accumulent dans le réfrigérateur. En général, plus on est nombreux, plus le bordel règne dans la cuisine jusqu’à ce que le désordre soit tel qu’on ne peut plus y préparer les repas (ou manger). Quand il n’y a pas de place pour laver, hacher, trancher, couper et éplucher, on finit souvent par mettre un plat surgelé industriel au four à micro-ondes ou par faire livrer.


Ne laissez pas le désordre vous empêcher de préparer des repas sains pour votre famille. Et pour cela, aérez vos surfaces! Elles ne devraient comporter que les objets dont vous vous servez tous les jours (et encore!). Équipez-vous de rangements muraux pour les épices, les couteaux et autres instruments de cuisine, et de paniers suspendus pour les fruits et les légumes.


Le matériel qui s’encastre sous les meubles hauts (micro-ondes, fours et machines à café) peut aussi libérer un espace précieux. Pour avoir une cuisine à la fois belle et fonctionnelle, oubliez les babioles décoratives et les pots en tous genres et laissez les surfaces vides et neutres. Je vous promets qu’en enlevant tout ce qui encombre vos surfaces de travail, vous aurez plus envie de cuisiner et plus d’idées.


Nettoyez aussi les surfaces après chaque repas. Quand vous cuisinez, rangez les gadgets, ustensiles et ingrédients sitôt après usage. Après avoir fini de manger, débarrassez entièrement la table et les surfaces planes. Lavez aussitôt toute la vaisselle ou mettez-la dans le lave-vaisselle. Il vaut mieux passer quelques minutes à nettoyer après chaque repas que d’être obligé de vous y mettre pour pouvoir préparer le prochain, car une pile d’assiettes sales peut vite décourager de cuisiner. Essayez plutôt d’appliquer cette règle: ne quittez jamais la cuisine en laissant des plats dans l’évier. (Ou, au moins, ne vous couchez jamais en laissant des plats dans l’évier.) C’est merveilleux de repartir de zéro chaque matin, et encore plus merveilleux de bien manger!
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La cuisine est depuis longtemps considérée comme le cœur battant de la maison, un endroit où la famille se retrouve et partage des moments de qualité. Et c’est justement parce que c’est un lieu très fréquenté que ses surfaces attirent autant d’objets. Quand quelqu’un y dépose un jouet, un livre, un journal, une lettre, demandez-lui de repartir avec. (Ou menacez-le de le mettre à la poubelle.) Surveillez également le plancher. Quand on porte des casseroles lourdes ou des liquides chauds, la moindre bricole par terre peut provoquer une catastrophe.


Enfin, la cuisine est un endroit fantastique pour faire le vide tous les jours. Il y a en effet forcément quelque chose qui peut partir, que ce soit le journal de la veille ou les restes de la semaine dernière. Prenez l’habitude de survoler régulièrement le contenu de votre réfrigérateur, de votre congélateur et des étagères de votre garde-manger pour débusquer les produits expirés ou périmés (ou ceux que vous n’avez pas envie de manger) et réglez-leur leur compte une bonne fois pour toutes.


Promettez-vous de vous débarrasser d’au moins une chose par jour, que ce soit un aliment avarié, une tasse en trop, un ustensile orphelin, une assiette solitaire ou un gadget dont vous vous servez rarement (votre tiroir à n’importe quoi devrait à lui seul vous occuper une année). Ainsi, vous aurez de plus en plus de place dans vos armoires!



Chapitre 26


La salle de bains


Prêt à goûter facilement au bonheur du peu? Alors, appliquons les stratégies minimalistes que nous avons apprises pour embellir nos salles de bains. C’est généralement la pièce la plus petite de la maison avec très peu de rangements, à comparer au salon, au bureau et à la cuisine. Y appliquer la méthode STREAMLINE est un jeu d’enfant! Avec peu d’efforts et quelques habitudes simples, on peut créer un espace fonctionnel et apaisant.


Dans les autres pièces que nous avons allégées, nous avons souvent dû procéder par petites tâches. Tout est facile dans la salle de bains grâce à sa taille. Donc, ici, on va pouvoir agir en une seule fois. Comparée aux autres pièces, elle n’a que quelques mètres carrés, une surface plane, un espace de rangement et peu de fonctions. Par contre, le manque d’espace oblige à bien réfléchir à la façon dont on va l’organiser et l’utiliser. L’objectif n’est pas de déterminer combien d’objets on va pouvoir y entasser, mais de trouver les quelques objets dont on a vraiment besoin pour créer un cadre zen et épuré.


D’abord, fermez les yeux et imaginez la salle de bains minimaliste de vos rêves. Visualisez des surfaces vides et propres, sans le moindre spray ou mascara dessus. Contemplez le joli sol nu — pas de serviettes empilées dans un coin ou des stocks de produits d’avance sous le lavabo. Posez votre regard sur les surfaces étincelantes et les produits soigneusement choisis et posés près de la baignoire. Ouvrez les tiroirs et l’armoire et admirez les produits et les affaires de toilette parfaitement alignés. Tout a l’air d’être à sa place, tout est espacé. Maintenant, posez les yeux sur la bougie votive ou l’orchidée qui orne le meuble. Ah… vous pourriez passer des jours dans ce genre d’environnement calme et relaxant!


Retour à la réalité. Mieux, transformons ce rêve en réalité. Pour se réinventer, il faut commencer par vider le contenu de tous les tiroirs, étagères et meubles de rangement comme dans les autres pièces. Enlevez tout ce qui traîne sur les surfaces. N’oubliez pas la baignoire et la douche: prenez les savons, shampoings, crème à raser, rasoirs et bougies et emportez-les ailleurs (par exemple, par terre dans votre chambre ou sur la table de la salle à manger). Il est en effet plus facile de s’alléger quand on retire les objets de l’endroit où ils se trouvent et qu’on les observe hors contexte. Choisissez les objets que vous voulez garder et remettez-les en place un par un.


Désencombrer


Pour décider de ce qui va dans les piles «À jeter», «À chérir», «À donner», pensez à votre routine quotidienne. Imaginez que vous vous lavez les dents, et posez votre brosse, votre dentifrice et votre fil dentaire dans la pile «À chérir». Maintenant, imaginez que vous vous nettoyez le visage et déposez sur la pile votre produit nettoyant et du coton. Faites semblant de vous raser, de vous maquiller, de vous coiffer et d’accomplir vos rituels de beauté et mettez les objets correspondants dans la pile «À chérir».


Cet exercice vous permettra de voir exactement quels produits vous utilisez chaque jour et, donc, ceux qui ont leur place dans votre salle de bains. Cela vous aidera aussi à repérer ceux que vous n’utilisez pas et à vous demander pourquoi vous les gardez.


Certains produits sont destinés à la pile «À jeter» simplement à cause de leur âge. Les produits de maquillage qu’on n’utilise pas souvent se périment avant qu’on en ait terminé. Même s’ils portent rarement une date de péremption, ils en ont une.


Les liquides et les crèmes (surtout celles pour les yeux ou le contour des yeux) ont une durée de vie de trois à six mois alors que les fonds de teint, les correcteurs, les fards à joues et les rouges à lèvres sont généralement conçus pour durer un an. Ils se dégradent à cause des bactéries qui prolifèrent dans les milieux humides. Donc, si vous les gardez trop longtemps, vous risquez d’avoir des problèmes de peau (irritations, infections, etc.).


Surveillez aussi de près votre armoire à pharmacie. La plupart des médicaments (achetés en pharmacie ou en vente libre) portent une date de péremption sur les boîtes. En cas de doute, parlez-en à votre médecin ou votre pharmacien. Le moment venu, débarrassez-vous-en convenablement. Ne les jetez pas à la poubelle (pour qu’un chien ou qu’un enfant ne les mange pas) ou dans les toilettes (pour ne pas polluer le réseau d’eau). Rapportez-les à votre pharmacie dans leur emballage d’origine.
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La condition sine qua non pour garder un objet dans la salle de bains est de l’utiliser. À l’inverse, débarrassez-vous de tout ce qui ne vous sert pas. Quand vous inspecterez vos affaires, mettez de côté celles que vous n’avez pas touchées depuis au moins six mois. Puis, à moins d’avoir une bonne raison (c’est-à-dire une raison médicale) de les garder, jetez-les pour faire de la place dans vos rangements. Si ce sont des produits périssables, ils ont probablement dépassé leur date de péremption de toute façon.


Il y a une exception: les produits d’urgence qui englobent ceux «dont on pourrait avoir besoin» ou les «au cas où». Vérifiez si votre boîte de premiers soins contient bien des bandages, de la gaze, des pansements, de la pommade antibiotique, un désinfectant, un thermomètre, des comprimés contre la fièvre et la douleur, des antihistaminiques, des antidiarrhées, des cachets contre les brûlures d’estomac, etc. Peu importe si vous n’y avez pas touché depuis six mois ou six ans, gardez-les sous la main au cas où vous en auriez besoin un jour. Et bien sûr, vérifiez régulièrement la date de chaque produit et remplacez les périmés.


Si un produit vous convient, c’est aussi une excellente raison de le garder. Cela concerne notamment les shampoings qui empêchent les frisottis, les crèmes qui gomment les rides, les ombres à paupières qui font ressortir vos beaux yeux bleus. Cependant, si un produit ne marche pas sur vous, c’est une excellente raison pour le jeter, comme cette crème luxueuse qui vous irrite la peau. Ce n’est pas parce qu’elle coûte cher qu’il faut la garder ou vous forcer à l’utiliser.


Enfin, parlons des objets qui n’ont pas une si bonne raison que ça d’être dans votre salle de bains: on vous les a donnés gratuitement. Cela concerne les échantillons présents dans les magazines ou offerts dans les magasins et ces minibouteilles de savon ou de shampoing qu’on rapporte des hôtels où on séjourne. Je sais qu’ils sont adorables, mais si on ne s’en sert pas, ils ne font que vous encombrer un peu plus. Ne les rapportez pas sauf si vous avez vraiment l’intention de les utiliser.


Pour créer une salle de bains minimaliste, il faut aussi savoir simplifier ses soins et ses rituels de beauté. Les produits spécialisés peuvent rendre la toilette longue et compliquée, par exemple un soin nettoyant en cinq étapes, trois crèmes de soin antiâge à superposer ou un masque à la boue à appliquer plusieurs fois par semaine. Quant aux cheveux, on les boucle, on les raidit, on y met de la mousse, on les enduit de gel, on les crêpe, on les ébouriffe ou on les fige avec de la laque. Enfin, on cache nos petits défauts, on illumine nos pommettes et on allonge nos cils. Ouf! Quel travail!


Réfléchissez soigneusement à votre routine pour voir ce que vous pouvez supprimer. Je suis sûre que vous pouvez être toujours aussi sublime avec seulement la moitié. Si vous lavez votre visage à l’eau et au savon, vous pouvez jeter vos produits nettoyants et vos toniques de fantaisie. Si vous avez décidé de vieillir en beauté, vous pouvez supprimer les crèmes antirides. Si vous optez pour un maquillage minimaliste et une coupe de cheveux pratique, vous pouvez vous débarrasser d’un tiroir entier de produits.


La beauté ne vient pas d’une crème, elle vient de l’intérieur. Au lieu d’accumuler les produits aux vertus miraculeuses, optez pour des soins de beauté naturels comme le sport, une alimentation saine, beaucoup d’eau et de vraies nuits de sommeil.


Pour se réinventer, il faut choisir des produits multiusages. Parmi les produits à privilégier, on peut citer les shampoings 2 en 1 (shampoing et conditionneur), les baumes à lèvres teintés, les produits nettoyants pour le corps et les cheveux, et les crèmes avec un écran solaire. Certains produits ménagers font aussi des miracles sur la peau. Avec le bicarbonate de soude, on peut se faire des gommages, se brosser les dents, se laver les mains, se faire des bains de pied et entretenir ses cheveux.


Avec l’huile d’olive, on peut s’hydrater le visage, se démaquiller, revitaliser ses cheveux, hydrater ses cuticules et protéger ses lèvres. Quant à la vaseline, c’est un excellent hydratant pour les mains, les pieds, les coudes et les genoux. Alors, pensez-y: les produits polyvalents peuvent vous aider à faire le vide dans votre armoire de toilette.


Maintenant, parlons des serviettes. Dans le genre «on se reproduit à toute vitesse», elles sont incroyables! Pourquoi? Parce que, quand on en achète de nouvelles, on jette rarement les anciennes. Elles sont si pratiques qu’on n’arrive pas à s’en séparer. Pendant que les nouvelles occupent la place d’honneur dans la salle de bains, les anciennes attendent de servir, tapies dans l’ombre, gonflant un peu plus chaque année le contenu de nos placards.


Inspectez votre salle de bains, votre armoire à serviettes ou l’endroit où vous les stockez et faites-en l’inventaire. Combien en avez-vous? Combien de personnes vivent chez vous? S’il y a une grande différence entre les deux, vous devez vous désencombrer.


Décidez du nombre de serviettes nécessaires à chacun. Les minimalistes endurcis n’en garderont sans doute qu’une même si je pense que la majorité des gens préfèrent en avoir deux pour faire un roulement quand on les lave ou pour dépanner des invités. Limitez aussi leur taille. Les draps de bain peuvent servir pratiquement à tout, ce qui permet de se passer d’essuie-mains ou de serviette à cheveux. Moins on en a à ranger, à laver et à retrouver, mieux c’est.


Enfin comme la salle de bains est un espace petit et fonctionnel, résistez à la tentation de la remplir de bricoles. Hormis une bougie ou un petit pot de fleurs, limitez au maximum le nombre d’objets décoratifs. Ils vont se mouiller, se salir et vous encombrer. C’est idiot de risquer de casser quelque chose en se séchant les cheveux! Et si vous voulez de la lecture, prenez-en, mais emportez-la avec vous quand vous partez: la salle de bains n’est pas une bibliothèque!


Contenir


L’espace dans une salle de bains est souvent limité et les rangements, rares. C’est pourquoi chaque objet devrait avoir son écrin et y rester, comme des troupes en marche vers la bataille (plutôt que de rappeler les vestiges d’une grosse fête).


Répartissez vos affaires dans vos cercles rapproché, élargi et éloigné. Le cercle rapproché devrait contenir la majorité des objets qui se trouvent dans votre salle de bains, c’est-à-dire les objets que vous utilisez tous les jours: brosses à dents, dentifrice, fil dentaire, lotion nettoyante pour le visage, crème hydratante, écran solaire, maquillage, brosse, peigne, rasoir, mousse à raser, coton-tige, coton, gants et serviettes en cours d’utilisation.


Ils doivent bien sûr être facilement accessibles pour vous faciliter la tâche quand vous vous préparez. Dans le cercle élargi, mettez les objets que vous utilisez moins souvent: les lisseurs, les ciseaux à ongles, la trousse de premiers soins, les barrettes, les serviettes de rechange et les produits de toilette d’avance. Utilisez le cercle éloigné pour les produits que vous achetez en lot, comme les gels douche ou le papier toilette si vous manquez de place dans la salle de bains.


Quand vous trierez vos affaires, regroupez-les en modules en étant bien attentif à ce que vous y mettez. Vous débusquerez ainsi certainement des doublons. Ôtez les peignes, les pinces à épiler, les coupe-ongles en trop. Vous découvrirez aussi peut-être que vous avez 18 couleurs de vernis à ongles ou 6 laits corporels parfumés différents. Quand vous les verrez ensemble, vous trouverez ça sans doute excessif! Réfléchissez au nombre dont vous avez vraiment besoin et ne gardez que vos préférés.
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Quand vous aurez réduit le nombre de vos produits de toilette, regroupez-les dans des récipients. Gardez vos produits à maquillage dans une trousse et vos accessoires de cheveux (pinces, barrettes et élastiques) dans leur sachet d’origine. Même chose pour les médicaments, les crèmes de soin, les produits pour les ongles et autres produits de beauté. Quand ils roulent librement dans un tiroir, on peut difficilement les empêcher de se reproduire sans parler du fait que cela incite tout un tas d’autres bricoles à venir s’y installer.


Quand ils sont rangés dans des récipients séparés, on peut plus facilement les trouver et les contrôler. Si le cœur vous en dit, vous pouvez mettre des modules décoratifs. Les boules de cotons, les cotons-tiges et les sels de bain sont très jolis dans des pots en verre et donnent aux salles de bains un petit côté chic et luxueux.


Réservez un tiroir ou une étagère à chaque personne qui utilise la salle de bains pour que tout le monde ait son module privé et ne soit pas tenté d’étaler ses affaires. Chacun d’entre vous aura ainsi son espace de rangement défini et pas plus. Si les pots de gel de votre ado ou les shampoings de votre conjoint en débordent, demandez-leur de les stocker ailleurs. Si vous manquez de rangements, installez autant de crochets que de personnes vivant sous votre toit pour que chacun puisse suspendre sa trousse de toilette. Cela aère les surfaces planes et rend chacun responsable de ses affaires.


Quand on met des limites dans une salle de bains, le chiffre magique est «un». Pour créer une armoire de toilette vraiment minimaliste, essayez de n’avoir qu’un produit de chacun: un shampoing, un revitalisant, un démaquillant, un après-rasage, un lait corporel, un dentifrice, un fard à paupières, un mascara, un fard à joues, un vernis à ongles, etc. Ainsi vos placards seront mieux rangés et vous réfléchirez moins le matin. Un produit de chacun signifie moins d’impact sur la planète à la fois en aval (fabrication) et en amont (traitement des déchets). Un produit de chacun signifie aussi appliquer le concept du bonheur du peu.


Pour ce faire, finissez un produit avant d’en acheter un autre. Je sais que c’est plus facile à dire qu’à faire. Quand on entend parler de la crème de nuit «parfaite» ou du mascara «indispensable», on fonce les acheter. Essayez de résister à la tentation surtout si vous avez un produit similaire chez vous — ou au moins jetez votre ancienne crème, à moitié entamée et pas si miraculeuse que ça quand vous en achetez une nouvelle. Ne vous sentez pas obligé de garder l’ancienne en pensant que vous la finirez un jour. Elle sera sans doute périmée quand vous la ressortirez. Ne laissez pas non plus traîner les tubes de dentifrice et les flacons presque vides.


Il y a peu de chances que vous ayez un jour la masse musculaire suffisante pour les vider jusqu’à la dernière molécule. Surveillez aussi vos produits de maquillage. Si vous rapportez chez vous le rouge à lèvres de la nouvelle teinte d’hiver ou l’ombre à paupières de la nouvelle teinte de printemps, faites vos adieux à ceux d’avant. C’est plus amusant d’avoir la nouvelle collection que des rebuts des tendances passées.


Maintenir


La méthode STREAMLINE est très facile à appliquer dans la salle de bains. C’est même l’endroit idéal pour s’exercer et acquérir de l’expérience et de la confiance avant de l’appliquer au reste de la maison.


Si vous êtes un bon gardien, cela vous simplifiera encore plus la tâche. Soyez en permanence à l’affût de l’arrivée de nouveaux objets, surtout si vous partagez votre salle de bains avec d’autres personnes. Chaque fois que vous en sortez, prenez avec vous ce qui ne devrait pas y être: la tasse à bec de votre bébé, les chaussures de votre ado, le magazine de votre époux ou le roman que vous lisiez dans le bain. Regardez si le sol ne sert pas de panier à linge sale ou de zone de stockage provisoire. Si oui, demandez à chacun de venir récupérer ses affaires ou redonnez-les à leur propriétaire.
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Dans l’idéal, gardez le dessus du meuble-lavabo complètement vide quand vous ne l’utilisez pas. On a en effet souvent tendance à y laisser un tube de dentifrice ou un déodorant, car on s’en sert souvent. Cependant, n’oubliez pas que le désordre engendre le désordre. Si vous les laissez sortis, très vite la brosse à cheveux se glissera près d’eux. Puis le rasoir arrivera, suivi d’un rouge à lèvres, d’une lotion, d’un parfum. Multipliez cela par le nombre de personnes dans votre foyer et les surfaces de votre salle de bains seront très vite complètement encombrées. Au final, c’est plus facile de tout ranger systématiquement.


Pour les mêmes raisons, il ne devrait rien y avoir par terre: pas de serviettes, de linge, de produits d’avance. Mettez les vêtements sales dans un panier et conservez les produits d’avance dans un placard, un panier, une boîte de rangement ou ailleurs dans la maison. Utilisez des crochets et des porte-serviettes pour suspendre les serviettes et les peignoirs. Les bords de la baignoire devraient être aussi complètement dégagés. Installez une étagère pour y déposer vos produits au lieu d’encombrer les bords de la baignoire de savons, de shampoings et de crèmes à raser.


Quand on aère les surfaces, non seulement on les embellit, mais on les rend aussi plus hygiéniques. Les salles de bains sont des pièces chaudes, humides et renfermées. La poussière, la moisissure et les bactéries s’y plaisent énormément. Donc, moins on les aide à proliférer, mieux c’est. Les surfaces planes sont plus faciles à nettoyer quand on n’a pas besoin de déplacer ou de soulever un assortiment de produits de toilette.


Faites au moins l’effort de nettoyer les surfaces avant d’aller vous coucher. Mettez tous les produits de toilette, les ustensiles et les bricoles dans leur écrin, accrochez les serviettes et passez un coup d’éponge sur les surfaces. Faites-en un rituel du soir pour retrouver, chaque matin, une splendide salle de bains minimaliste!



Chapitre 27


Les lieux de stockage


Maintenant que vous avez appliqué la méthode STREAMLINE aux pièces dans lesquelles vous vivez, jetons un coup d’œil aux zones qui vous servent d’entrepôt, comme le grenier, le sous-sol et le garage (ou le minientrepôt que vous louez quelque part). Souvent, c’est là où finit tout ce dont on ne sait plus quoi faire. Mais ce n’est pas parce qu’on ne le voit pas qu’on n’y pense pas!


Les lieux de stockage semblent être la solution à tous les problèmes: comme la vie serait ordonnée si on avait un vaste sous-sol, un grand grenier ou un double garage où entreposer toutes nos affaires! Malheureusement, cette «solution» n’en est pas une, car les objets finissent par envahir tout l’espace disponible et, en un rien de temps, former un fouillis inextricable.


À une époque, mon mari et moi vivions dans un studio très confortable avec un placard pour tout rangement. Puis nous avons emménagé dans une maison de trois chambres, avec grenier, sous-sol et garage. Devinez ce qui s’est passé. Le nombre de nos possessions a augmenté de façon exponentielle. Quand nous vivions en appartement, chaque fois que nous nous lassions d’un meuble, d’un équipement de sport, de matériel d’un loisir, nous nous en débarrassions. Une fois qu’on s’est installé dans notre maison, tout ça est parti à la cave, «au cas où» nous en aurions besoin un jour. Des boîtes d’«au cas où» se sont ainsi empilées jusqu’à créer une nouvelle zone de chaos. Franchement, je trouve qu’il est plus facile d’être minimaliste quand on a peu de lieux de stockage!


Pour que le désordre ne s’installe pas, appliquez la méthode STREAMLINE à vos lieux de stockage comme vous l’avez fait dans votre espace de vie. Ce n’est pas parce que vous avez un grand garage que vous devez en remplir le moindre centimètre carré. Il vaut mieux y mettre votre voiture que tout un tas d’objets que vous n’utilisez pas. De plus, les lieux d’entreposage peuvent aussi servir d’«espaces flexibles» pour des loisirs salissants et peuvent même être transformés en salon ou en chambre. Ne laissez pas le désordre vous empêcher d’exploiter au mieux leur potentiel.


Première étape: se réinventer. Vous avez deux possibilités: la carte (petit à petit) ou le menu complet. Si vous êtes motivé, frappez un grand coup! Bloquez une fin de semaine complète pour trier et vider le contenu de votre sous-sol, de votre grenier ou de votre garage dans votre jardin ou votre cour.


Comme il est facile d’oublier des objets blottis dans les coins obscurs, mettez toutes vos affaires à la lumière pour pouvoir les passer en revue. Il suffit parfois de sortir un objet de chez soi pour se rendre compte qu’on n’a plus envie de le garder. On trouve soudain ridicule d’avoir encore ses vieilles chaussures de foot ou ses vieux vélos cassés qu’on n’a pas utilisés depuis des années.
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Pour plus d’efficacité, conviez votre famille. Mettez de la musique, servez des boissons fraîches, créez une ambiance amusante et ludique pour que ça ne ressemble pas à une corvée. Pour motiver vos troupes, imaginez comment vous allez utiliser ce «nouvel» espace. Votre ado aura plus envie de vous aider s’il sait que c’est pour aménager un cinéma maison ou une salle de répétition pour son groupe.


Si la tâche vous paraît trop énorme, procédez une boîte à la fois. Ces grandes manœuvres sont souvent moins impressionnantes quand on avance pas à pas. Par contre, pour vraiment progresser, faites un plan. Par exemple, triez le contenu d’une boîte une fois par jour ou une fois par semaine. Sortez-la du lieu de stockage ou de l’endroit où elle se trouve pour voir ce qu’elle contient, car lorsqu’on examine un objet hors contexte, on a moins tendance à le remballer. Cette méthode douce et lente permet de réfléchir au sort de chaque objet et donne le temps de passer en revue les photos, les documents et autres souvenirs avant de les jeter.


Et surtout, si vous louez un minientrepôt, débarrassez-vous-en! C’est comme louer une seconde maison pour y mettre ses affaires en trop — c’est-à-dire les affaires qu’on n’aime plus suffisamment pour les garder chez soi! Pour vous aider, demandez-vous si vous pouvez faire de mémoire la liste des objets qui s’y trouvent. Sinon, avez-vous vraiment besoin d’objets dont vous avez totalement oublié l’existence? D’ailleurs quand vous en êtes-vous servi pour la dernière fois? Pourquoi payer pour entreposer des choses que vous n’utilisez jamais?


Si vous ne voulez pas les garder chez vous, pourquoi les garder tout court? Vous découvrirez probablement que, dans ce genre de cas, la meilleure façon de se réinventer est de rendre les clés.


Désencombrer


Lorsque vous ferez vos tas «À jeter», «À chérir», «À donner», restez simple et appliquez la règle suivante: si vous n’avez pas utilisé un objet depuis plus d’un an, débarrassez-vous-en. Ainsi, les décorations de Noël, les équipements d’été ou d’hiver comme les jouets de piscine ou les pneus à neige, et les équipements de sport qu’on ne pratique qu’à certains moments de l’année comme le ski ne sont pas concernés. En revanche, si vous ne faites plus de planche à voile, si vous n’allez plus camper ou si vous n’avez pas utilisé certaines décorations de Noël l’année dernière (ou depuis plusieurs années), il est temps de vous demander pourquoi vous les gardez.


Vous trouverez sans doute dans vos lieux de stockage des tas de choses à mettre dans la pile «À jeter», car ils sont souvent des cimetières à objets. Demandez-vous s’il y a des chances que vous répariez un jour ce vieux téléviseur ou cette vieille tondeuse si vous les avez déjà remplacés (à mon humble avis, très peu!). Demandez-vous également si cette chaise plus que bancale ou cette table au pied cassé peuvent un jour réintégrer votre salle à manger. Si vous deviez vraiment les réparer, vous l’auriez déjà fait. Épargnez-vous cette corvée — ça vous allégera l’esprit et vous donnera du temps pour faire d’autres activités (plus agréables).


Votre pile «À donner» va, elle aussi, grossir rapidement puisque les lieux de stockage sont les fourre-tout de projets abandonnés et de loisirs autrefois adorés. On culpabilise souvent à l’idée d’abandonner une activité, surtout si on a dépensé beaucoup d’argent en fournitures ou en cours particuliers. Alors on range le matériel en se jurant de s’y remettre un jour. Mais rien ne nous oblige à le faire. Donnez cette vieille table que vous n’avez pas fini de restaurer, offrez la canne à pêche à laquelle vous n’avez pas touché depuis des années, ou vendez la machine à coudre que vous n’avez jamais appris à utiliser. Donnez-vous la permission d’avancer, c’est si libérateur! Quand ces objets ne pèseront plus sur votre conscience, vous vous découvrirez de l’énergie et de l’enthousiasme pour de nouvelles passions.


Il en va de même pour les meubles. Quand on redécore sa maison, on se retrouve souvent avec des meubles qui ne «vont» plus. Mais au lieu de s’en débarrasser, on les entasse dans le garage ou au sous-sol. Si personne ne s’assoit dessus, ne mange dessus, ne travaille dessus ou ne dort dessus, pourquoi les garder? C’est ainsi que les affaires de bébé se retrouvent mises de côté pour l’éternité même si la seule raison valable de garder un berceau, une chaise haute ou un parc, c’est qu’on envisage sérieusement d’avoir un autre enfant.


Ne conservez pas cette poussette vieille de 15 ans parce qu’elle vous rappelle les jeunes années de votre ado. Elle n’a pas le pouvoir de vous ramener en arrière. Donnez-la à quelqu’un qui en a besoin. Offrez-la à une jeune famille démunie au lieu de lui laisser prendre la poussière au sous-sol.


De plus, ne transformez pas votre grenier (sous-sol ou garage) en musée. Regardez d’un œil critique tous ces bulletins scolaires, ces médailles, ces affiches, ces uniformes et autres souvenirs. Libérez-vous-en sauf si vous envisagez vraiment de remettre votre tenue de soccer ou de gymnastique rythmique (et, dans ce cas, que la force soit avec vous). Même chose pour les héritages qui s’y cachent. S’ils ne méritent pas d’avoir une place chez vous, demandez-vous ce qu’ils ont de si précieux pour les garder.


Enfin, quand vous réunirez les objets que vous chérissez, n’oubliez pas que le meilleur des lieux de stockage n’est généralement pas aussi propre et aussi climatisé que le reste de la maison. La poussière, la saleté, la moisissure, les insectes peuvent à la longue faire beaucoup de dégâts. Si un jour vous devez récupérer un objet, il ne sera peut-être plus en super état et vous devrez en racheter un nouveau. (Après tant d’années à s’être embêté à le garder!) Beaucoup de robes de mariée, censées être transmises à la jeune génération, se détériorent ainsi lentement. Arrangez-vous pour que les objets que vous chérissez survivent dans ce genre d’endroit. Sinon, conservez-les dans l’espace où vous vivez ou donnez-les à quelqu’un au lieu de les laisser s’abîmer.


Même si on ne les voit pas, les objets entreposés au grenier, au sous-sol ou dans le garage sont toujours là — au-dessus de nos têtes, sous nos pieds — et nous pèsent mentalement. La simple pensée d’être entouré de désordre peut être étouffante. Aussi nettoyez le contenu de ces endroits autant que possible. Ne gardez que ce que vous utilisez régulièrement (ou que vous pensez utiliser d’ici peu). Ne les remplissez pas d’«au cas où»: la vie est beaucoup plus excitante quand on vit avec peu!


Prenons d’abord l’exemple des décorations de Noël. Pourquoi réserver de la place à des décorations vendues en grandes surfaces alors qu’on trouve tant de merveilles dans la nature? Pendant les vacances de Noël, décorez votre intérieur avec des branches de sapin, des pommes de pin, du houx au lieu de babioles fabriquées en Chine ou ailleurs. Embellissez votre maison avec des feuilles mortes et des glands en automne, et des fleurs fraîches ou séchées au printemps.


Utilisez des galets, des branchages et des fruits au lieu des fanfreluches produites en série pour apporter de la matière et de la couleur à vos pièces. Quand on décore sa maison avec les richesses de la nature, on lui donne un air «frais» dans tous les sens du terme — et en plus, on n’a rien à ranger!


Maintenant, passons aux sports et aux loisirs qui nécessitent peu de matériel. Quand on fait de la natation ou du tennis, on a besoin de beaucoup moins d’équipement que pour le football ou le hockey. De même on a besoin de trois fois rien pour suivre des cours de yoga, de karaté ou de danse. Au lieu d’acheter un tapis roulant, vous pouvez marcher ou courir dehors, et au lieu de faire de la musculation, découvrez la gymnastique suédoise. Appliquez la même logique à vos loisirs. Même si le travail du bois, la poterie et la ferronnerie sont de magnifiques activités, elles nécessitent d’avoir de nombreux outils et fournitures. L’apprentissage d’une nouvelle langue, un atelier d’écriture ou des cours de dessin vous plairont peut-être autant, sans le souci du matériel.
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Enfin, empruntez! Si vous ne faites du patinage qu’une fois de temps en temps, louez des patins au lieu d’en acheter. Si vous ne nettoyez vos tapis qu’une fois par an, louez un nettoyeur vapeur à une entreprise de location de matériel. Si vous n’avez besoin d’un marteau pneumatique que tous les 36 du mois, empruntez celui de votre voisin.


Ou, si ça existe près de chez vous, inscrivez-vous à l’«outillothèque» de votre ville ou de votre arrondissement pour avoir accès à un grand choix de matériel de bricolage ou de jardin. Enfin, si vous utilisez rarement votre voiture, vendez-la et inscrivez-vous à un organisme d’autopartage comme Communauto ou Car2go: vous économiserez de l’argent et gagnerez de la place dans votre garage.


Contenir


Dans les lieux d’entreposage (comme dans les autres pièces de la maison), il faut impérativement que chaque objet ait sa place (et y reste). Les tas où l’on jette au hasard des objets divers et variés peuvent envahir l’espace en un rien de temps. Résistez à la tentation de jeter quelque chose dans un coin, ou de le tasser sur l’étagère la plus proche, sinon vous vous retrouverez avec un gigantesque bric-à-brac qui ne fera que grossir.
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Si vous pensez que toutes les affaires qui se trouvent dans vos lieux de stockage font partie de votre cercle éloigné, vous vous trompez. Les sous-sols et les garages contiennent des objets dont on se sert régulièrement. Il faut donc les ranger pour y avoir accès facilement. Dans votre cercle rapproché, mettez tout ce que vous utilisez souvent (comme les produits d’entretien, la tondeuse, les outils de bricolage, le matériel d’entretien de votre voiture) sur les étagères, dans les bacs et sur les crochets les plus accessibles. Considérez votre cercle rapproché comme un «espace actif» qui abrite les fournitures et le matériel (et peut-être l’espace de travail) nécessaires pour accomplir des tâches récurrentes.


Le cercle élargi est essentiellement un lieu de stockage pour les objets qu’on n’utilise qu’une fois par an ou à certains moments de l’année. Il réunit vos décorations de Noël, vos réserves d’aliments périssables, ainsi que le matériel et les équipements de sport hors saison (comme le souffleur à feuilles ou les combinaisons de ski en été, les outils de jardinage et le matériel de camping en hiver). Enfin, réservez votre cercle éloigné aux objets que vous n’avez pas spécialement envie de réutiliser, mais que, pour une raison ou une autre, vous devez garder. Ce cercle ne devrait pas contenir grand-chose hormis les réserves d’aliments non périssables et vos documents importants (déclarations de revenus, titres de propriété, etc.). Et surtout, n’utilisez pas votre cercle éloigné pour cacher des objets dont vous ne savez que faire (comme le service de 36 pièces qu’on vous a légué).


Comme les lieux de stockage abritent une multitude d’objets (des glacières aux luges en passant par les vélos et les patins à roulettes), il faut les organiser par modules. Regroupez les objets similaires, du plus grand au plus petit, mettez les pelles et les râteaux ensemble et triez les écrous, les vis et les rondelles par genre et par taille (une mission de rêve pour un organisateur né!). Au lieu de mettre une étiquette «matériel de bricolage» sur un tas de contenants, séparez leur contenu en plusieurs modules: plomberie, électricité, bois, peinture, entretien extérieur, etc.


De même, triez les décorations par occasion ou par saison pour ne pas avoir à fouiller dans vos décorations de Noël pour retrouver une guirlande d’Halloween. Rangez les équipements de sport par activité ou par personne et mettez les vêtements d’hiver (comme les bottes, les tuques et les gants) dans un autre module que celui d’été (où se trouvent les palmes et les serviettes de plage). Profitez-en pour supprimer tout le matériel en double ou en trop.
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Ensuite, trouvez des récipients appropriés pour les objets de petite ou moyenne taille pour qu’ils ne traînent pas partout. Les bacs transparents sont idéaux puisqu’on peut voir ce qu’ils contiennent. Si vous utilisez des récipients opaques, étiquetez-les ou instaurez un code de couleur pour ne pas avoir à fureter dans une douzaine de boîtes avant de trouver ce que vous cherchez. Si vous avez envie de pousser le concept plus loin, faites l’inventaire du contenu de chaque récipient, imprimez la liste et collez-la sur sa face avant. Muni d’un tel système, vous serez capable de mettre la main sur n’importe quoi en quelques minutes, tout en évitant les traîneries.


Comme les lieux de stockage sont hors de vue, on a tendance à y mettre tout et n’importe quoi, ce qui n’est franchement pas très minimaliste, non? Alors n’hésitez pas à mettre autant de limites que nécessaire pour garder le contrôle.


Premièrement, essayez de ne conserver que ce qui tient sur des étagères ou dans des rangements verticaux. Cela vous permettra de dégager le sol et de faire de la place pour d’autres activités (comme garer votre voiture, bricoler ou répéter avec votre groupe de rock). Limitez aussi le nombre de vos possessions par catégorie, par exemple une ou deux boîtes pour le matériel de sport, les décorations de Noël ou les outils. Et si vous devez absolument garder des souvenirs ou autres objets à forte valeur sentimentale, faites tout tenir dans une boîte.


Si on n’y prête pas attention, les lieux de stockage peuvent devenir des musées d’appareils électroniques obsolètes, des maisons de retraite de vieux outils et des monuments à la gloire d’anciennes activités. Pour éviter cela, appliquez la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler». Jetez vos appareils électroniques et autres objets analogues quand vous les remplacez par quelque chose de mieux et renoncez à votre ancien sport (et à l’équipement correspondant) quand vous en commencez un nouveau. Quand un objet arrive, un autre part — et pas dans le garage!


Maintenir


Dans votre grenier, sous-sol ou garage, gardez tous les espaces fonctionnels (comme les bancs ou les tables) complètement vides. Les tâches qu’on y accomplit sont parfois dangereuses d’où la nécessité de garder les surfaces entièrement dégagées. Autrement dit, pas question que des balles de tennis se baladent par terre quand on manie une scie électrique ou des produits chimiques dangereux. De plus, quand on s’attaque à un projet, il n’y a rien de plus décourageant que de devoir faire de la place avant de commencer. Pour garder vos surfaces de travail vides, fixez un panneau perforé au mur pour vos outils, vis, écrous, et autre matériel qui seront ainsi rangés et accessibles.


De même, efforcez-vous de ne rien mettre par terre, car non seulement on n’y voit rien, mais c’est dangereux: on risque à tout moment de trébucher sur une bricole. Quand vous trimballez une grande échelle ou un sac de terreau de 50 litres, ce n’est pas le moment de poser le pied sur une des petites voitures de votre fils. Abusez du rangement vertical comme les étagères, les crochets et les barres-supports. Suspendez le matériel de jardin (exemple: les râteaux et les pelles), les équipements sportifs (exemple: les skis et les patins à roulettes) ainsi que des sacs filets pour les petits objets comme les ballons, les casques et autres accessoires.


Installez des systèmes de rangement au plafond pour que les vélos et autres gros équipements ou matériaux n’encombrent pas le sol. Dans l’idéal, il faudrait pouvoir se déplacer dans les lieux d’entreposage sans enjamber, éviter ou heurter quoi que ce soit.


Pour que ces endroits restent bien rangés, il faut être un bon gardien (souvenez-vous que lorsqu’un objet s’installe quelque part, il est très difficile de l’en enlever). Réfléchissez avant de mettre quoi que ce soit au grenier, au sous-sol ou dans le garage. Si quelque chose quitte le salon, il peut souvent carrément quitter la maison. Si vous vous surprenez à monter au grenier avec la collection de boîtes à musique de votre tante, arrêtez-vous et cherchez un plan B. Au lieu de la garder, vous avez peut-être plutôt intérêt à l’offrir à votre belle-sœur ou à l’Armée du salut.
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Penser aussi à jeter une chose par jour: les zones d’entreposage sont les endroits rêvés pour désencombrer votre maison. Et en plus, c’est facile: comme ces objets sont entreposés hors des pièces où on vit, on a déjà coupé le cordon. Comme on ne les voit pas ou qu’on ne les utilise plus tous les jours, on sait qu’on peut vivre sans. Demandez-vous aussi ce qui se passerait si vous deviez déménager à l’autre bout du pays. Vous embêteriez-vous à transporter toutes ces choses jusque-là? Si vous ne les aimez pas ou ne les utilisez pas suffisamment pour les emballer, les mettre dans des boîtes et les porter, rendez-leur leur liberté.


Faites au moins un grand tri une fois par an. Programmez-le lors d’une longue fin de semaine de printemps pour que ce soit festif. Retirez les outils inutiles, les fournitures des loisirs que vous n’aimez plus, les équipements de sport trop petits et tout ce qui s’y est faufilé au cours des 12 derniers mois. Pour vous motiver davantage, organisez une vente-débarras et consacrez l’argent de la vente à un projet sympathique: des vacances en famille ou un abonnement à un centre aquatique. Faites-en une tradition pour attendre tous, avec impatience, ce grand renouveau annuel.



Chapitre 28


Les cadeaux, les héritages et les objets à forte valeur sentimentale


Quand vous ferez de la place, vous tomberez immanquablement sur des objets qui vous stopperont net. Ils ne sont ni utiles ni beaux. Et pourtant, vous ne pouvez pas vous en séparer même si vous ne les avez pas forcément choisis. Vous avez compris de quoi il s’agit? Eh oui, des cadeaux, des héritages et des objets sentimentaux!


Les cadeaux


En principe, c’est chouette, les cadeaux! On est censé être heureux d’en offrir, être heureux d’en recevoir, et les chérir jusqu’à la fin de nos jours. Les cadeaux ont toujours eu une forte valeur symbolique. Ils servent à exprimer le respect, à obtenir des faveurs, à exprimer l’amour, à remercier quelqu’un pour son hospitalité, à sceller une amitié, à demander pardon, etc. Le mot clé dans tout cela est «symbolique». Le cadeau en lui-même ne sert qu’à exprimer une émotion, une intention ou un sentiment qui persistent en dehors de cet objet. Autrement dit, le lien représenté par une tasse «Meilleure amie» n’a pas grand-chose à voir avec la tasse elle-même.


Malheureusement, des campagnes de marketing redoutables sont passées par là. À l’approche de chaque grande fête, nous sommes envahis de publicités nous exhortant à acheter ci ou ça pour les personnes que nous aimons. Elles nous promettent le bonheur éternel si nous offrons à notre femme le bon bijou, à notre mari le bon gadget, à notre ami la bonne écharpe et à nos enfants les bons jouets, en sous-entendant que si on s’abstient, ils seront très déçus. Résultat, on offre maintenant souvent des cadeaux par obligation, par culpabilité ou pour répondre à une attente.


Grâce à ces campagnes de marketing, on ne peut plus aller à une fête, un anniversaire, une crémaillère, un mariage sans apporter un cadeau… et c’est ainsi qu’on se retrouve avec des tiroirs et des placards pleins à craquer. Multipliez ces occasions par le nombre de vos amis, parents et collègues et vous comprendrez pourquoi vous êtes autant envahi! Quand on devient minimaliste, on doit agir de deux manières: jeter les cadeaux dont on n’a jamais voulu et éviter d’en recevoir d’autres.


L’avantage de ce trafic de cadeaux, c’est que les gens oublient souvent ce qu’ils ont offert. Vous vous souvenez, vous, de ce que vous avez acheté pour votre chef à Noël ou pour l’anniversaire de votre conjoint il y a deux ans? Si oui, l’avez-vous revu — et cela vous chagrine-t-il? Le plus souvent, c’est le geste qui est important: une fois qu’elle vous l’a donné, la personne ne pense plus au cadeau qu’elle vous a fait. Donc quand votre belle-sœur vient dîner, elle ne scanne pas les étagères à la recherche des chandeliers qu’elle vous a offerts l’an dernier. C’est l’intention, pas l’objet, qui compte.


Alors, ne gardez que ce que vous aimez vraiment et laissez partir le reste — comme si vous diffusiez la générosité des gens qui vous les ont donnés au reste du monde! Et par la suite, mettez les cadeaux dont vous ne voulez pas dans une boîte, car c’est plus facile de s’en séparer quand ils n’ont pas eu le temps de s’incruster. Pour les cadeaux provenant de gens qui habitent loin, c’est encore plus facile. Remerciez-les chaudement en leur écrivant un petit mot avec une photo montrant que vous en faites bon usage. Prenez-vous en photo avec l’écharpe que vous a tricotée votre cousine ou le sac reçu de votre tante. Envoyez la photo à la personne qui vous a fait le cadeau et le cadeau à un comptoir d’entraide. Comme ça, tout le monde sera content.


Autre solution: vendre le cadeau et acheter autre chose avec l’argent ainsi obtenu. Ainsi, vous avez le symbole de l’affection de la personne qui vous a fait le cadeau, mais en plus fonctionnel et plus beau. Vous pouvez aussi l’offrir à quelqu’un d’autre en suivant ces règles simples: demandez-vous si cela peut vraiment lui faire plaisir et, si vous lui auriez spontanément offert ce genre de chose, donnez-le en dehors du cercle social (et de préférence en dehors de la région) de la personne qui vous l’a offert et ne léguez que les cadeaux que vous n’avez pas utilisés.


Mieux, et encore plus efficace, optez pour l’échange de cadeaux. Je sais, je sais, c’est plus facile à dire qu’à faire! Ce genre de concept passe plutôt bien au bureau ou avec de vagues relations, mais peut bloquer avec les amis et la famille. Changer les habitudes en matière de cadeaux de Noël peut être un vrai défi, et cette idée doit être évoquée avec grâce et diplomatie.


Pour augmenter vos chances de succès, présentez ça sous un angle positif: proposez de passer du temps ensemble au lieu de vous faire des cadeaux ou expliquez que vous voulez limiter votre impact écologique. Si cette politique «zéro cadeau» échoue, proposez le système du cadeau unique par tirage au sort. Comme ça, vous ne recevrez qu’un cadeau au lieu de 5, 10 ou 20.


Si on continue malgré tout à vous couvrir de cadeaux, dites que vous préférez les articles consommables. Expliquez que vous adoreriez recevoir du bon fromage, des pâtes fraîches ou du café de qualité, ou réaffirmez votre amour du sucré en parlant avec ferveur des macarons et des chocolats grands crus. Faites savoir que vous adorez les sels de bain, les bougies artisanales ou les crèmes pour le corps parfumées. Rappelez que vous adorez jardiner et demandez des plantes ou des graines pour votre jardin.


Pensez aussi à demander des cadeaux «expérience» comme des leçons de piano, des billets de théâtre ou un abonnement à un musée. Ou proposez de vous échanger des services comme la garde d’enfant, le jardinage, le lavage de voiture ou l’assistance informatique. Offrez des «coupons» pour des tâches spécifiques à utiliser au cas par cas. Plus simple encore: organisez un repas ou un goûter pour fêter un événement ensemble.


La meilleure solution, c’est de proposer de faire des dons à des associations ou des organismes charitables au lieu d’acheter des cadeaux. L’argent que l’on dépense dans des gadgets, bricoles et autres babioles pourrait être très utile à des personnes démunies. Au lieu d’aller faire les magasins, passez un après-midi à choisir les associations ou organismes que vous préférez avec vos proches (n’oubliez surtout pas d’impliquer les enfants). L’expérience peut être beaucoup plus enrichissante que d’affronter la cohue dans un centre commercial. La philanthropie entre amis ou parents resserre les liens autour d’une cause commune. Cela vous rendra les moments passés ensemble plus riches et plus marquants sans avoir à rendre, à refiler ou à jeter quoi que ce soit.
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Les héritages


Quand on décide de faire le vide, on se heurte à un gros problème: les objets qu’on nous a légués. Le plus souvent, on n’aurait jamais choisi de les acheter et encore moins de les chérir jusqu’à la fin de nos jours. Et puis soudain, on se retrouve en train de dépoussiérer des figurines en cristal, à se demander où on va accrocher une peinture de chiens qui jouent au poker ou à essayer de caser une méridienne du XIXe siècle dans un décor contemporain. Le plus souvent, on ne garde pas ces objets parce qu’ils sont pratiques ou beaux, mais parce qu’on culpabilise, qu’on y est attaché ou qu’on se sent le devoir de veiller sur l’«héritage» de la famille.


Les héritages ont pour principale caractéristique d’arriver chez nous à la mort d’un être cher, ce qui ôte généralement toute envie de s’en séparer. On pense que ces objets sont tout ce qui nous reste du défunt et que, si on les donne, on rompra cet ultime lien. C’est un processus difficile et douloureux, c’est pourquoi il faut se donner le temps de faire son deuil avant d’entreprendre quoi que ce soit. Si possible, gardez ces objets dans des boîtes ou rangés quelque part jusqu’à ce que vous soyez en état de prendre une décision. S’ils s’installent chez vous, ce sera encore plus dur de vous en séparer.


Vous devez avant tout vous rappeler que ce ne sont que des objets — comme ceux que vous possédez. Vous sentez-vous lié corps et âme à vos assiettes? Votre table basse symbolise-t-elle ce que vous êtes? Bien sûr que non! De même, l’être cher que vous avez perdu n’est pas cet objet sur la cheminée et ne devrait pas y être assimilé. Vous pensez vraiment que votre grand-mère voudrait être dépoussiérée toutes les semaines? (Ou pire, oubliée dans un grenier sombre?) Au lieu de mettre des souvenirs dans des boîtes, honorez la mémoire du défunt en racontant des histoires à son sujet ou en montrant des photos de lui à vos amis et votre famille. Vos souvenirs sont infiniment plus précieux que les «objets» qu’il a laissés derrière lui.


Quitte à garder ce qu’on vous a légué, essayez de trouver un moyen de l’utiliser au mieux. On vous a confié la tâche d’offrir à ces objets une nouvelle maison, mais pas forcément la vôtre! Un de vos proches sera peut-être ravi de récupérer un souvenir de famille. Et ne laissez pas les querelles familiales vous contraindre à garder des affaires dont vous ne voulez pas. Autrement dit, ne conservez pas l’argenterie de votre grand-tante pour éviter de contrarier votre cousin. Donnez vos héritages avec le sourire à ceux que ça intéresse et qui ont envie d’en avoir la responsabilité.


Si les objets dont vous avez hérité ont une valeur financière ou historique, prêtez-les (ou donnez-les) à un musée ou une société historique qui seront sans doute ravis d’exposer les photos d’époque de votre grand-père ou la collection d’aquarelles régionales de votre oncle. C’est une merveilleuse façon de partager l’héritage d’un être cher et d’en confier le soin et la responsabilité à des gens plus compétents que soi. Même si votre héritage n’a aucune valeur, essayez de le mettre dans un endroit où il sera apprécié. Par exemple, offrez la pendule de votre grand-père ou la collection de vieilles cartes postales dont vous avez hérité à une maison de retraite.


Donnez la collection de poupées anciennes de votre tante à une petite fille qui les adorera ou donnez ses boîtes de livres à une médiathèque. Cherchez à qui pourraient faire plaisir ces objets au lieu de les laisser s’empoussiérer dans votre grenier.


Sinon, vendez-les et faites bon usage de l’argent récolté. L’oncle Jean serait probablement enchanté de savoir que son équipement de sport a permis de financer le stage de soccer de son neveu et la tante Jeanne serait touchée de voir que son service en porcelaine de Limoges vous a aidé à acheter une nouvelle voiture. En vous léguant ces antiquités, ils n’avaient pas l’intention de vous encombrer, mais de vous faire un cadeau particulier. Donc, si vous pouvez transformer cette générosité en quelque chose que vous aimez vraiment, c’est parfait. Autre idée: donnez l’argent obtenu en vendant votre héritage à la cause ou l’association préférée du défunt. J’ai du mal à imaginer une meilleure façon d’honorer la mémoire de quelqu’un.


Si un objet financier a de la valeur, chérissez-le, offrez-le, donnez-le ou vendez-le, mais ne le gardez pas parce qu’il vaut peut-être beaucoup d’argent. Même si on espère que la collection de timbres ou la peinture à huile dont on a hérité pourra financer notre retraite, le plus souvent c’est juste un prétexte pour éviter de s’en occuper. Au lieu de trouver des millions d’excuses pour justifier votre bric-à-brac, cherchez ce qui vaut vraiment la peine d’être gardé.


Allez voir des objets similaires dans les boutiques en ligne ou sur les sites d’enchères pour connaître leur valeur. Vous saurez ainsi si votre héritage est courant ou excessivement rare. Dans ce cas, faites-le expertiser ou contactez une maison de ventes aux enchères pour avoir une évaluation. Et ne pleurez pas si vous découvrez que l’argenterie de votre grand-mère ne vaut rien, car cela veut dire que vous n’avez plus besoin de la trimballer partout en attendant qu’elle finance les études de votre enfant. Si vous la gardez, c’est pour le plaisir de l’avoir, pas pour être riche un jour.


Quelle que soit la valeur financière d’un héritage, sa valeur sentimentale empêche de s’en séparer facilement. Mais ce n’est pas parce que vous avez hérité d’une collection entière de poteries que vous devez toute la garder. Choisissez une pièce ou deux et exposez-les fièrement. Si votre héritage ne comporte qu’un objet, gardez-en seulement un morceau: découpez quelques centimètres d’une vieille courtepointe ou gardez les poignées d’une commode du siècle dernier. Vous conserverez ainsi un souvenir de son ancien propriétaire — sauf qu’il sera plus petit et plus facile à ranger. Pensez aussi à numériser les héritages à forte valeur sentimentale: vieilles cartes postales, lettres, documents, dessins, etc., et photographiez les plus gros objets. Une photographie de la machine à coudre de votre tante vous la rappellera instantanément… en prenant beaucoup moins de place.


Enfin, si vous envisagez de transmettre ces héritages, sachez — même si c’est douloureux — que vos enfants n’en voudront probablement pas. Votre collection d’art naïf les encombrera pour rien, et votre buffet art déco n’ira pas avec leurs meubles. Si vous avez des objets de valeur que vous voulez léguer, demandez-vous si ça intéresse leurs éventuels destinataires. Ils préféreront sans doute vous aider à les vendre plutôt que de devoir s’en occuper plus tard. Quand vous préparerez votre succession, pensez à vous alléger. Occupez-vous du sort de vos objets de votre vivant au lieu de transmettre tout votre bric-à-brac à vos descendants.


Les objets à forte valeur sentimentale


Malheureusement, les héritages ne sont pas les seuls objets auxquels on est attaché. On en accumule aussi énormément au cours de notre vie. Les événements marquants, les dates importantes et les rites de passage ont tous leur lot d’«accessoires», d’objets commémoratifs dont il est difficile de se séparer.


On commence à les accumuler à la naissance — bien avant de pouvoir donner notre avis. Par exemple, vos parents ont peut-être gardé votre première petite cuillère ou vos premières chaussures. Ils ont archivé vos bulletins scolaires, vos médailles de natation et les œuvres que vous avez fabriquées en cours d’art plastique. Ils ont même peut-être gardé votre uniforme de scout ou votre déguisement de fée. Avec l’âge, on prend le relais: on garde nos journaux intimes, notre première robe de soirée, notre premier tee-shirt de fête, des billets de concert, des souvenirs de vacances, des cartes postales, des cartes de vœux, des lettres, etc. Et puis quand on se marie et qu’on a des enfants, on se met à garder leurs affaires à eux (oh, mon Dieu!).


Les souvenirs et les émotions liés à ces objets nous empêchent de nous en débarrasser. On a l’impression qu’en se séparant d’eux, on se sépare d’une partie de nous-mêmes. Pourtant, on sait tous que ce n’est pas vrai! Ce n’est pas parce qu’on donne sa vieille tenue de soccer qu’on n’est plus un grand sportif. Ce n’est pas parce qu’on jette les bonbonnières de son mariage qu’on n’est plus marié. Et ce n’est pas parce qu’on donne les affaires de bébé qu’on est de mauvais parents. Les événements et les expériences que nous vivons ne sont pas incarnés dans ces objets. Les objets sont temporaires: ils peuvent casser, s’user, disparaître alors que les souvenirs sont éternels.


Maintenant que vous en avez pris conscience, jetons un coup d’œil à ces objets sentimentaux qui se mettent en travers de la route du bonheur du peu.


Les souvenirs de mariage


Un mariage est l’un des événements les plus importants et les plus marquants de la vie. Le problème, c’est qu’on dirait qu’on s’est aussi marié à un tas d’affaires. Vous vous sentez peut-être obligé de garder une robe, un voile, un serre-tête, des chaussures, une jarretière, des bonbonnières, des invitations, des fleurs, des rubans, des figurines de mariés, des centres de table, un livre d’or, des albums photos, des cadres, des cartes, des bougies, des décorations et autres souvenirs de ce jour-là. Mais rappelez-vous que c’est à votre conjoint que vous avez promis fidélité, pas aux boîtes de souvenirs de votre mariage.
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Mettez des limites pour les contrôler. Sélectionnez les objets les plus intéressants à garder ou réduisez leur nombre pour qu’ils tiennent dans une seule boîte. Je vous promets que vous n’en perdrez pas le sommeil et que votre mariage n’en souffrira pas. Par contre, pour la robe, c’est plus compliqué. Les robes de mariée sont fragiles, encombrantes et difficiles à conserver. Et pourtant, on n’imagine pas pouvoir s’en séparer. Demandez-vous quand même pourquoi vous gardez un vêtement que vous ne remettrez jamais alors qu’on le voit sous toutes les coutures sur les photos et les vidéos. D’ailleurs, quand vous parlez de votre mariage, je parie que vous avez plus tendance à sortir les albums photo que votre robe.


Vous la gardez pour votre fille? C’est charmant, mais elle ne la mettra probablement pas. (Vous avez porté la robe de mariée de votre mère, vous?) Choisir une robe de mariée est un rite de passage. Il y a donc peu de chance qu’elle ait envie de récupérer une robe vieille de 30 ans qui dort dans un grenier. De plus, le tissu est si fragile qu’il peut vite et facilement s’abîmer. Revendez-la, donnez-la ou transformez-la tant qu’elle est encore en bon état. Faites-en une robe de soirée ou servez-vous du tissu pour faire une pochette ou un coussin pour les alliances de votre fille et de votre gendre. Ce sera le «quelque chose d’ancien» de leur mariage.


Les affaires d’enfants


Vous êtes devenu un chantre du bonheur du peu quand, soudain, vous tombez sur des dessins que votre fils a faits à la maternelle. Votre cœur fond et toutes vos bonnes résolutions s’envolent. L’instinct parental nous pousse à garder tout ce que nos enfants ont créé même si eux, ils préféreraient vivre dans un lieu spacieux et vide de vieux objets et souvenirs. Mais comment trouver la force de renoncer à la preuve de leur génie?


Là encore, les limites peuvent vous sauver! Au lieu de tout garder, choisissez les objets les plus importants ou les plus rares. Si votre «bébé» a déjà quitté le nid, la décision finale vous appartient, mais s’il est encore là, enrôlez-le. Cela vous permettra de voir ce qui compte le plus pour lui. À la fin de l’année scolaire, aidez-le à mettre ses créations et ses dessins préférés dans sa boîte à souvenirs. Si le cœur vous en dit, vous pouvez numériser le reste pour la postérité et donner les originaux à ses grands-parents, oncles et tantes.


Si vous profitez de son départ pour emménager dans une plus petite maison, proposez-lui de récupérer ses affaires. S’il accepte, super! Il décidera lui-même de la suite des événements. S’il refuse, dites-vous ceci: si ces objets comptent si peu pour lui, pourquoi les garder? Votre réussite à titre de parent est indéniable. Ce qui compte, c’est l’adulte qu’il est devenu, pas ses résultats en maths au primaire. Au lieu de ressasser le passé, soyez présent dans sa vie actuelle, et célébrez les événements présents au lieu de vénérer les anciens.


Les objets faits à la main


Les loisirs sont une fabuleuse façon d’exprimer sa créativité même si, parfois, cela se termine avec une maison remplie «d’objets d’art». Quand on apprend une technique, on se rend compte qu’il faut beaucoup s’exercer. Et c’est ainsi qu’on se retrouve au bout d’un certain temps avec une accumulation de dessins, peintures, écharpes, chaussettes, bols, vitraux, origami, cartes, bougies, bijoux… On doit alors affronter ce grave dilemme: devoir jeter des objets qu’on a créés. Mais soyons réalistes: nos efforts n’ont pas systématiquement donné lieu à des chefs d’œuvre. Alors pourquoi s’embêter à tout garder? Ne choisissez que vos préférés et donnez le reste ou utilisez les matériaux dans de nouveaux projets.


Autre scénario: vous êtes l’heureux propriétaire des créations d’autres personnes, comme d’une paire de chaussettes tricotées par votre sœur ou d’un bol fait par une amie à son cours de poterie. Acceptez-les de bon cœur et utilisez-les plusieurs fois en leur présence (envoyez-leur une photo s’ils habitent loin). Mais s’ils ne vous plaisent pas, ne vous sentez pas obligé de les garder à vie. Il vaut mieux qu’ils soient en vadrouille quelque part que rangés au fond d’un placard. Ne culpabilisez pas. Leur propriétaire a peut-être juste essayé de se désencombrer lui-même un peu. Si vous recevez un tel cadeau, dites merci sans en faire trop pour ne pas risquer d’en avoir d’autres!


Les souvenirs


Dans tous les sites ou les monuments touristiques, on peut être sûr de trouver une boutique de souvenirs. Et bien sûr, cette boutique est bondée! Pour une raison bizarre, on n’a l’impression d’avoir voyagé que si on rapporte une réplique de l’endroit qu’on a visité… ou une tasse, un tee-shirt, un sac en tissu ornés de son image. Rapporter la preuve que l’on a été quelque part semble naturel sur le coup, mais l’est un peu moins quand on rentre chez soi et qu’on déballe la mini-pyramide blottie dans notre valise. Trop tard! Elle symbolise dorénavant notre voyage et va prendre racine chez nous.


Bien sûr, c’est faux: les voyages ne se résument pas à des babioles à trois sous. Ce n’est pas parce que vous jetterez votre paréo des Seychelles ou votre presse-papier «statue de la liberté» que vous oublierez votre voyage de noces ou votre semaine en amoureux à New York. Les souvenirs sont beaucoup plus précieux que les gadgets produits en masse. Alors, jetez les bibelots rapportés de vos voyages sans regret. Et à l’avenir, résistez à l’envie d’en rapporter de nouveaux. Bref, ne vous sentez pas obligé d’acheter des chopes de bière en Allemagne, des kimonos au Japon, des matriochkas en Russie ou des porte-clés de n’importe où.


Si vous tenez vraiment à rapporter un souvenir, choisissez-en un petit: des cartes postales ou des pièces de monnaie suffisent amplement pour «prouver» que vous y êtes allé. Mieux encore, prenez des photos. Elles ne prennent pas de place et illustrent merveilleusement bien les voyages. Cela dit, ne vous laissez pas vampiriser par l’envie de prendre la photo parfaite. Profitez à fond des endroits que vous visitez. Les images que vous garderez en tête seront vos meilleurs souvenirs!



Quatrième partie


Mode de vie


Maintenant que nous avons épuré notre intérieur, poussons le principe du minimalisme un cran plus loin. Nous allons expliquer à notre famille l’intérêt du bonheur du peu et les inviter à se désencombrer avec nous. Puis nous verrons les bienfaits d’un mode de vie plus simple sur notre planète, ses habitants et les futures générations — ce qui nous incitera encore plus à réduire notre consommation et notre impact sur l’environnement.



Chapitre 29


La famille «zéro désordre»


Vous êtes maintenant un minimaliste dans l’âme, vous maîtrisez la méthode STREAMLINE et vous vous êtes désencombré avec succès. Alors que vous savourez votre victoire, votre regard tombe sur les jouets de votre bébé, les chaussures de votre ado et la pile de magazines de votre conjoint. Oh, oh… Si vous avez travaillé dur pour épurer votre intérieur, qu’en est-il des autres?


Pas d’inquiétude: on peut goûter au bonheur du peu en famille (même si on est nombreux).


Bien sûr, «plus de monde» veut dire «plus de traîneries». Et pour compliquer le tout, plus les «colocataires» sont âgés, moins on a de prise sur eux. Votre bébé ne bronchera pas si vous jetez ses bottines. En revanche, il faudra être plus subtil pour jeter les peluches de votre préado ou les vieux appareils électroniques de votre mari.


Mais courage: initier sa famille au minimalisme est non seulement possible, mais très bénéfique. Dans ce chapitre, je vais vous décrire un plan d’action qui marche pour une famille de deux à dix personnes. Scindé en plusieurs étapes, il vous donnera un cadre pour aider les membres de votre famille à se désencombrer et à leur faire appliquer en douceur les principes de la méthode STREAMLINE.


Ceci fait, nous étudierons la situation par tranche d’âges: bébés, petits de 1 an à 3 ans, maternelle et primaire, ados et votre conjoint ou partenaire. (Avertissement: cette liste va du plus simple au plus compliqué.) Chaque famille étant différente, vous pouvez très bien aller directement au point qui vous intéresse — ou tout lire consciencieusement pour savoir ce qui vous attend.


Après avoir lu ce chapitre, vous comprendrez (en poussant sans doute un petit soupir de soulagement) qu’on peut être minimaliste en famille. En fait, le minimalisme est non seulement positif pour les familles, mais il les soude encore plus. Quand on enlève de chez soi les objets en trop, on peut consacrer plus d’espace, de temps et d’énergie aux gens qu’on aime. Et ça, ça vaut tous les efforts du monde!


Alors, passons à ce fameux plan d’action. Nous allons donner l’exemple, établir un programme, fixer des limites, mettre en place des rituels et placer une boîte marquée «Dehors». C’est tout ce qu’il faut faire pour appliquer la méthode STREAMLINE à l’échelle familiale. Facile, non?


Donnez l’exemple


Maintenant que vous avez goûté au bonheur du peu, vous avez du mal à refréner votre enthousiasme. Vous vous demandez comment on peut ne pas avoir envie de se débarrasser des 80% d’objets qu’on n’utilise pas. Vous aurez plus de chances de succès si vous agissez avant de parler. Si vous tentez de persuader, supplier, forcer vos proches à se désencombrer, vous risquez d’obtenir le résultat inverse, et les accrocher encore plus à leurs affaires.


Au lieu d’affûter vos arguments, donnez l’exemple. Laissez les espaces sereins que vous avez créés prouver les bienfaits du bonheur du peu à votre famille. L’effet ne sera peut-être pas immédiat, mais, au fil du temps, votre conjoint remarquera que vous êtes moins affairé et que vous ne perdez plus vos clés. Votre ado verra que vous ne rapportez plus des sacs remplis d’achats du centre commercial. Votre petit dernier se rendra compte que vous passez moins de temps à nettoyer et plus de temps à ranger avec lui. Et c’est à ce moment-là que vous pourrez, avec toute la délicatesse qui s’impose, les pousser sur la bonne voie.


De plus, l’expérience acquise en vous allégeant vous aidera à les soutenir. C’est en effet seulement quand on s’est torturé au sujet de ses propres affaires qu’on peut comprendre les états d’âme des autres, et seulement quand on a appliqué la méthode STREAMLINE (encore et encore) qu’on peut leur donner les outils adaptés.


Enfin, la disparition de votre désordre va mettre le leur en évidence. Quand une table est recouverte de monceaux de papier, de matériel créatif, de magazines et de jouets, personne ne sait à qui appartient quoi. De plus, si votre désordre a longtemps caché le leur, ils n’ont même peut-être pas vu qu’il y était! Mais maintenant que vos affaires ont disparu, les leurs se voient comme un nez au milieu de la figure. Et c’est là qu’il faut agir.


Quand on a repris le contrôle sur ses affaires, on a parfois envie de continuer et de s’occuper de celles des autres. Résistez à la tentation de parcourir votre maison, un sac poubelle géant à la main, quand tout le monde est parti. Si vous voulez un intérieur minimaliste, votre famille doit s’y mettre aussi.
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Les enfants, notamment, apprennent en observant et en imitant leurs parents. Montrez-leur que votre vie et votre bonheur ne dépendent pas des biens matériels, et les leurs non plus. Ne soyez pas obsédé par l’achat d’objets, ne passez pas vos week-ends dans les centres commerciaux et, surtout, ne bourrez pas vos tiroirs et placards d’objets en surabondance. Mettez l’accent sur les expériences nouvelles, le temps passé en famille, la nature, la vie sociale et non la consommation. L’une de mes plus grandes fiertés de minimaliste est d’avoir entendu ma fille de trois ans dire: «On n’a pas besoin de beaucoup de jouets, on a juste besoin de soleil.»


Et surtout, soyez patient. Le déclic sera peut-être moins rapide pour votre famille que pour vous. En attendant, tenez le flambeau: faites rayonner la joie d’un mode de vie plus simple et montrez-leur la voie.


Établir un programme


Nous voici enfin dans le vif du sujet! Avec un peu de chance, vos efforts pour vous alléger ne sont pas passés inaperçus. Ils ont peut-être suscité une remarque, de la curiosité ou même une vague admiration. Bref, c’est le moment d’inviter votre famille à vous imiter d’une façon adaptée à leur degré d’intérêt et leur enthousiasme.


Souvent, il vaut mieux commencer modestement et lentement. Laissez votre conjoint et vos enfants s’habituer doucement à l’idée en vous entendant décrire les avantages du minimalisme. Impliquez-les dans de petits projets de tri en guise de d’échauffement, comme désencombrer le placard de l’entrée ou le tiroir à n’importe quoi de la cuisine. Commencez par des choses faciles, communes, auxquelles ils sont peu attachés pour développer leur aptitude à se désencombrer.


D’autres préfèrent frapper un grand coup pour une prise de conscience immédiate et collective. Vider le garage ou le sous-sol crée de la complicité, donne un sentiment d’accomplissement et renforce la confiance pour d’autres projets. Cela peut resserrer les liens entre vous et vous donner l’occasion d’évoquer ensemble des souvenirs passés en faisant de la place pour les nouveaux.


La solidarité, le soutien et le point de vue des gens qu’on aime peuvent avoir un impact très positif sur la quête du bonheur du peu. Si votre fils hésite à donner la tenue de soccer dans laquelle il n’entre plus, sa sœur peut lui rappeler qu’il joue maintenant avec les grands. Ou vos enfants peuvent dire à leur père qu’ils préfèrent l’entendre jouer sur une «bonne guitare» que sur la vieille qui est stockée dans le garage.


Quelle que soit votre stratégie de départ, le plus important c’est de communiquer. Quand vous sentez que c’est le bon moment, convoquez votre famille à une réunion autour de la table de la cuisine (ou votre conjoint pour une discussion plus intime), et expliquez-leur dans le détail votre programme.


Commencez par dire exactement ce que vous espérez obtenir. «Il faut faire du vide» est trop large. Brossez un tableau détaillé: si vous voulez désencombrer la cuisine pour faire un coin repas, vider le garage pour le transformer en cinéma maison ou jeter 90% de vos biens pour aller vivre sur un bateau, dites-le-leur. Pour les embrigader, il faut leur donner un objectif commun.


Puis expliquez-leur pourquoi. Dites-leur que vous préféreriez passer vos fins de semaine à marcher plutôt que de ranger le garage. Dites-leur que vous voulez qu’ils aient plus d’espace pour pouvoir jouer sans se cogner partout. Dites-leur que vous voulez partir plus vite et plus calmement le matin, sans avoir à chercher frénétiquement vos clés de voiture, les cahiers des enfants et les chaussures. Dites-leur que vous voulez consacrer moins de temps aux objets pour avoir plus de temps pour eux.


Enfin, indiquez-leur comment vous comptez procéder. Allez-vous vous occuper d’un seul placard à la fois? Voulez-vous vider le grenier en une fin de semaine? Envisagez-vous d’organiser le concours de celui qui fera le plus grand vide? Mettez au point une stratégie et donnez-leur les outils pour réussir. Initiez-les à la méthode STREAMLINE — expliquez-leur comment se réinventer, trier leurs affaires, trouver un écrin pour chaque objet, utiliser les modules et les limites, nettoyer et mettre en place des rituels pour l’entretien au quotidien.
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À ce stade, vous vous demandez peut-être s’il faut parvenir à un consensus pour chaque objet qu’il faut jeter? Je dirais que non. Si l’objet en question n’appartient à personne en particulier et a peu de valeur (financière, sentimentale ou autre), n’hésitez pas à le balancer en douce. Si vous demandez l’avis des autres avant de jeter les couteaux en trop ou un vieux paillasson, quelqu’un vous dira certainement de les garder. Prenez la décision seul, évitez les conflits et laissez votre famille se concentrer sur ses propres affaires.


Fixer des limites


Vous vous souvenez de la bande de ruban adhésif en toile qui séparait en deux la chambre que vous partagiez avec votre frère ou votre sœur pour délimiter vos territoires? Eh bien, c’est ce que nous allons faire ici aussi. Cela peut paraître puéril, mais c’est absolument essentiel pour désencombrer une maison.


Le secret, c’est de donner à chacun un espace pour ses affaires pour le faire moins paniquer quand vous prononcerez le mot «vider». Précisez-leur qu’ils ne sont pas obligés de se débarrasser de tout, du moment qu’ils gardent leurs affaires dans leur espace. C’est, grosso modo, le principe des limites, mais à grande échelle et cela rend chacun responsable de ses objets.


Cet espace peut être la chambre ou la salle de jeux de votre enfant ou un coin particulier dans le salon, le bureau de votre conjoint, la pièce à bricolage ou une partie du garage (quitte à utiliser, à nouveau, du ruban adhésif!). Si vous vivez dans une maison de petite taille ou sans cloisons, faites preuve de créativité: assignez des étagères, des placards ou des coins de pièce à chaque membre de la famille, l’objectif étant de regrouper les traîneries de chacun et de garder la pièce commune dégagée.


Au début, ce transfert d’objets de la pièce à vivre aux espaces personnels risque d’être assez chaotique. Pas de problème! Votre famille a besoin de voir son désordre pour ensuite le gérer. Celui-ci est plus évident quand il est regroupé (et non pas dispersé dans toute la maison). Pas question pour autant de laisser la chambre de votre préado évoquer un champ de bataille; il faut intervenir avant pour l’aider à décider ce qu’il va garder.


Pour vous échauffer, commencez par trier. Votre fille, qui serait sans doute ravie de laisser sa maison de poupée dans votre salon pour toujours, préférera peut-être s’en débarrasser plutôt que de la mettre dans sa chambre. De même, votre conjoint garde peut-être ses magazines pendant des mois parce qu’il est facile de les empiler sur la table de la salle à manger. Donnez-leur la possibilité de jeter ce qu’ils ne veulent pas mettre dans leur espace à eux.


Plus important encore, assurez-vous que tout le monde a compris que le salon est un espace flexible. Autrement dit, on peut y jouer, y lire, y bricoler à condition de tout ramener quand on a terminé (dans l’idéal chaque soir). Soyez de temps en temps prêt à faire des concessions comme laisser un projet scientifique en cours sur la table. Contentez-vous d’y coller une date de fin pour qu’il ne soit pas encore là quand vos enfants entreront à l’université. Rappelez-vous: on ne fixe pas des limites pour restreindre les activités de la famille, mais pour leur dégager de la place.


Mettre en place des rituels


Si vous sortez (non… quand vous sortirez) victorieux d’une séance de grand nettoyage en famille, marquez le coup. Dites à vos enfants et votre conjoint qu’ils ont merveilleusement bien travaillé et prenez le temps d’admirer l’espace reconquis ensemble (même si c’est juste quelques centimètres carrés dans une armoire). Fêtez ça dignement. Si vous rendez cela drôle et positif (au lieu que ce soit une corvée), votre famille aura plus envie de recommencer.


Reposez quand même les flûtes à champagne, car ce n’est pas terminé. Que vous ayez fait un grand ou un petit vide, vous devez mettre en place des rituels pour éviter le retour du chaos. Je vous supplie à genoux de ne pas sauter cette étape. Les systèmes ont leur propre énergie, et votre maison n’y échappe pas: demain, votre fille va rapporter un sac de bonbons d’un anniversaire, votre conjoint déballera un nouvel achat et votre fils étalera sa collection de pierres sur la table basse. Ne laissez pas ces arrivées quotidiennes saper vos efforts.


Vous aurez beau tout essayer, vous n’y arriverez pas seul; vous devez faire adopter ces rituels à toute la famille. Le premier à mettre en place est la «chasse aux objets qui traînent» tous les soirs. Choisissez un moment entre le repas et l’heure du coucher, et demandez à chacun de faire le tour de la maison pour récupérer ses affaires et les remettre à leur place. Que vous ne soyez que deux à ranger la cuisine ou six, éparpillés dans toute la maison, transformez cela en projet collectif avec un début et une fin précise. Oui, cela fera très sergent-chef, mais ça s’arrangera au fil du temps. Et si vous vous y tenez tous les jours (sans gémir ou râler), cela ne devrait prendre que dix minutes en tout.


Cette chasse aux traîneries est incroyablement efficace pour empêcher le désordre de s’installer. En effet, tant de choses peuvent s’accumuler en 24 heures! De plus, l’effort que devra faire votre famille tous les soirs lui fera peut-être prendre conscience des inconvénients du «toujours plus». Plus on a d’affaires, plus il faut du temps et de l’énergie pour les ranger alors que, quand on en a moins, on a plus de temps pour s’amuser. Cela obligera les vôtres à affronter leur désordre tous les jours et les découragera peut-être de l’accroître davantage.


Deuxième routine à appliquer: remettre tous les objets à leur place immédiatement après usage. Les enfants peuvent et devraient apprendre à le faire dès leur plus jeune âge. Si vous pensez que c’est impossible, visitez une classe Montessori un jour. Vous verrez des bambins de deux ans replacer soigneusement leurs jeux à des endroits désignés dès qu’ils ont fini de les utiliser.


Enfin, il n’est jamais trop tôt pour instaurer la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler» et habituer les plus jeunes à donner un vieux jouet avant d’en recevoir un nouveau. Cette règle est très efficace contre les tsunamis de cadeaux d’anniversaire et de Noël. De la même manière, encouragez votre ado à jeter un vieux jean ou une vieille paire de chaussures quand il en rachète des neufs. Si cette perspective lui fend le cœur, il n’a qu’à retarder son achat jusqu’à ce qu’il en ait vraiment besoin.


Malheureusement, le grand vide ne se fait pas en une seule fois et pour toujours, surtout quand on vit à plusieurs sous le même toit. Mais si vous aidez votre famille à mettre en place des routines pour gérer ses affaires, votre maison a nettement plus de chance de rester épurée.


Installer une boîte de sortie


On a parfois l’impression que notre maison n’est qu’une immense boîte dans laquelle atterrissent les jouets, les vêtements, les papiers, les achats, les cadeaux, les gadgets et bien plus. Malheureusement, le chemin vers la sortie est beaucoup moins évident. Donc pour faciliter les départs, il faut installer une boîte de sortie, car autant il est facile pour un objet d’entrer, autant il faut le pousser vers la sortie.


Partons du principe que, motivée par votre exemple, votre famille s’est allégée. Vous avez tous convenu d’un moment, fixé des limites et mis de nouveaux rituels en place. C’est fantastique jusqu’à ce que votre ado erre, une paire de chaussettes de sport à la main, sans savoir où la mettre et qu’il finisse par la balancer dans un coin de sa chambre. La spirale vertueuse s’arrête et le prochain objet ne franchira sans doute pas le pas de sa porte.


Comment éviter ce genre d’incident et ne pas risquer de voir tous vos efforts échouer? Facilitez la tâche à votre famille, pas dans le sens «à garder jusqu’à la prochaine vente-débarras», mais dans le sens «à mettre dans une boîte parce que c’est plus simple que de jeter». Et non, je ne vous incite pas à profiter de la paresse de votre famille pour atteindre vos objectifs. Disons plutôt que je vous conseille la voie de la facilité.


Alors, arrêtons-nous un instant sur cette boîte marquée «Out». Il faut qu’elle soit grande (pour tout contenir), voyante (pour que personne ne passe pas à côté sans la remarquer) et placée à un endroit pratique. Bien sûr, sa taille dépend de celle de votre famille et du volume de ses éventuels déchets. Soyez généreux, pour que celui qui veut se débarrasser d’une vieille couverture ou d’une enceinte acoustique brisée puisse l’y mettre facilement. Par «voyante», je veux dire «qui se remarque». Couvrez-la de papier adhésif coloré pour que tout le monde la reconnaisse. Choisissez une couleur gaie pour donner une note positive à l’acte de jeter.


Et enfin l’emplacement, l’emplacement, l’emplacement, car c’est la clé du succès de la boîte de sortie. Si vous la mettez au fond du sous-sol ou du garage, personne n’aura envie de faire le chemin jusque-là. Alors, placez-la dans un endroit central, pratique pour tout le monde: comme le placard à manteaux ou même l’entrée. Mieux encore, posez-la à quelques mètres de l’endroit où vous pensez (espérez) que la majorité des déchets émergera comme le couloir près des chambres de vos enfants ou le bureau de votre conjoint.


En tant que «désencombreur en chef», vous devrez la gérer (mais c’est peu cher payer pour le nombre potentiel d’objets en partance). Dites-vous que c’est un système de recyclage à sens unique: vous donnez à votre famille les moyens d’y déposer tout ce qu’elle veut, par contre, c’est vous qui triez.


Pourquoi? Parce que votre préado peut y mettre ses vêtements, votre ado son violon, et le petit le nounours préféré de sa sœur (en partant du principe que votre conjoint n’y mettra pas n’importe quoi!). Vous devez être sûr que tout ce qui s’y trouve a une raison valable d’y être et vous devez pouvoir gérer comme il se doit les affaires ayant de la valeur (en les vendant ou en les donnant). En fonction de la vitesse à laquelle elle se remplit, inspectez la boîte de sortie une fois par semaine, par mois ou par saison, mais surtout, vérifiez qu’il y reste de la place.


Maintenant que nous avons un plan de match général pour toutes les familles, élaborons-en un plus spécifique à votre famille. Des bébés aux grands, en passant par les moyens, ce qui suit va vous donner des astuces pour aider tous les membres de votre famille à se désencombrer.


Les bébés


Si vous expliquez à votre bébé votre stratégie pour vous désencombrer, il gazouillera, sourira et pensera que c’est la meilleure idée du monde!


Non, il n’essaie pas d’être encore plus adorable. Il vous soutient à fond dans votre quête. Il se fiche éperdument de ses meubles, de son décor à thème, de sa balancelle, de sa parure de lit de créateur, de ses adorables serviettes de bain, de son chauffe-lingettes, de son mobile musical et autres gadgets indispensables offerts à sa naissance. Tout ce qu’il veut, c’est un câlin dans vos bras, des sourires et votre attention totale.


La majeure partie du temps, le matériel de bébé fait plus plaisir aux nouveaux (ou futurs) parents qu’aux bébés. Il est vendu avec la promesse de rendre notre vie (soudain complètement chamboulée) plus facile, plus pratique et plus stylée. Et quand on est anxieux, mal informé ou en mode zombi avec seulement trois heures de sommeil par nuit, on peut vite dépenser beaucoup d’argent. (Je parle d’expérience!)


Voici donc le meilleur conseil que je puisse vous donner: si votre petite boule d’amour n’est pas encore arrivée, n’achetez que les produits essentiels avant sa naissance. Attendez d’être sur le front pour voir clairement ce dont vous avez besoin. Je vous promets que les magasins de matériel pour bébé seront encore tous ouverts à ce moment-là et que les boutiques en ligne proposeront toujours la livraison en 48 heures. Alors, maintenant que vous savez que vous pourrez acheter tout ce dont vous avez besoin quand vous en aurez besoin, détendez-vous! Demandez des chèques ou des cartes cadeaux au lieu de cadeaux. Ils vous seront beaucoup plus utiles à long terme.
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Si la chambre de bébé est déjà remplie de tout ce dont il aura besoin jusqu’à la maternelle, vous devez la «réinventer» pour qu’il ne dorme pas dans un minientrepôt. Sortez tout et ne remettez que les affaires dont vous vous servez régulièrement. Vous profiterez tous d’avoir une chambre de bébé calme, sereine et spacieuse.


De quoi a-t-on vraiment besoin la première année avec un bébé? Il vous le dira. (Le mien, par exemple, m’a très bien fait comprendre qu’il détestait être emmailloté, alors que j’avais une bonne demi-douzaine de couvertures spéciales en stock.)


Vous espériez une autre réponse, je le sais (c’est tellement plus réconfortant d’avoir une liste précise), mais chaque bébé est différent. Rétrospectivement, j’aurais pu me contenter d’un siège d’auto, d’un lit à barreaux, d’un porte-bébé et de vêtements, mais j’avais beaucoup plus d’affaires que ça (et vous aussi). Ce n’est pas grave si vous faites des erreurs (j’ai moi-même eu une passion désespérée et mal avisée pour une balancelle que ma fille détestait). Cela vous fera apprendre, donner ou vendre, et avancer. Et n’oubliez pas que, pour votre bébé, il n’y a rien de mieux que l’espace.


Si vous ne vous êtes pas désencombré la première année, la petite enfance est le moment idéal pour réduire la voilure. Quand votre bébé commencera à se déplacer à quatre pattes, à marcher ou à rouler sur son petit camion partout, vous réaliserez que la meilleure mesure de sécurité, c’est de faire du vide. Moins il y aura de meubles sur lesquels il peut se cogner, moins il risquera de se blesser et moins vous stresserez.


Les enfants de un à six ans


Quand bébé grandit, cela se complique un peu. Alors qu’on pense avoir carte blanche sur la gestion de ses affaires, bébé commence à faire preuve d’un étonnant sens du contrôle et de la propriété («non» et «à moi» comptant parmi ses mots préférés).


Je l’ai appris à mes dépens. J’avais toujours vidé allègrement les jouets avec lesquels ma fille n’avait pas joué pendant des mois partant du principe qu’elle s’en moquait ou ne remarquerait pas. Mais vers deux ans, elle a développé un sixième sens pour tout ce qui manquait (même si elle n’y avait pas touché de l’année).


«Où est mon collier rose? Je veux mon collier rose», m’a-t-elle demandé le jour où je chargeais mes boîtes pour le comptoir d’entraide. Et l’après-midi où j’ai envoyé ses livres cartonnés à son petit cousin, elle a réclamé ses Caillou. Trois jours après, quand d’insistante elle est devenue carrément pénible, j’ai filé en douce à la librairie les lui racheter (ce n’est pas le moment le plus glorieux de ma vie).


Même s’il y a mieux en matière de conseil minimaliste, mais je vous recommande de mettre les affaires de bébé qui vous encombrent dans une zone d’attente, c’est-à-dire dans un endroit où elles pourront encore rester quelques mois avant de quitter la maison. Ainsi, quand votre enfant remarquera qu’un objet manque et décidera qu’il ne peut pas vivre une minute de plus sans lui (vas-y que je pleure, que je crie et que je roule par terre), vous serez capable de retrouver ledit objet sans être obligé de le racheter.


Entre deux et cinq ans, les enfants finissent par comprendre que tout n’est pas «à moi» — que les affaires peuvent être partagées (temporairement ou définitivement) avec d’autres enfants. Ma fille accepte volontiers de donner un jouet si elle sait où il va — que ce soit à un petit cousin ou à une «petite fille qui n’a pas beaucoup de jouets»; l’important, c’est qu’il ne disparaisse pas mystérieusement.


En fait, les enfants de cet âge peuvent avoir envie et être fiers de donner leurs affaires de «bébé». Profitez de l’enthousiasme de votre enfant pour l’initier au bonheur du peu! En revanche, s’il a du mal à se séparer de ses affaires, ne faites pas ce genre de ménage devant lui. Retirez discrètement ce qu’il faut retirer et utilisez abondamment la zone d’attente.


La petite enfance est le moment idéal pour apprendre à l’enfant le principe de l’écrin pour chaque objet et chaque objet dans son écrin. À votre niveau, cela nécessitera quelques efforts: au lieu de balancer ses affaires dans un coffre, placez-les sur une étagère facile d’accès (et donc facile à atteindre pour ranger). Au besoin, collez des photos des jouets à l’endroit où ils doivent être rangés, et chaque fois que votre enfant en prendra un, aidez-le à le remettre à sa place avant d’en prendre un autre.


Utilisez des modules (boîtes ou paniers) pour contenir les objets à multiples pièces comme les briques Lego ou les casse-tête. Là encore, au besoin, collez une photo sur chaque petit récipient. Cela aidera non seulement votre enfant à ranger derrière lui, mais aussi à acquérir des compétences importantes comme savoir classer et trier. Et voilà comment on forme un enfant à la méthode STREAMLINE tôt dans la vie et comment on le fait devenir encore plus intelligent!


Les enfants de siz à douze ans


Faire le vide prend une toute nouvelle dimension avec les enfants d’âge primaire. Ils sont maintenant capables de participer à tout le processus et même d’appliquer eux-mêmes la méthode STREAMLINE (même s’il faut continuer à surveiller le carton «Dehors»). Alors, commençons… et amusons-nous!


Tandis qu’avant six ans, un enfant commence tout juste à comprendre les principes «À jeter», «À chérir», «À donner»; après six ans, il peut le mettre en pratique. Les enfants de cet âge adorent prendre des décisions. Ils font clairement la différence entre ce qui est bon pour la poubelle, ce qu’ils veulent garder et ce dont ils ne veulent plus, mais que quelqu’un d’autre aimerait avoir. Concernant ce dernier point, ils acquièrent aussi un sens touchant de la compassion et de la charité et sont souvent prêts à donner les jeux dont ils ne se servent plus à des enfants moins chanceux.
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À cet âge, les enfants peuvent aussi formuler et expliquer pourquoi ils veulent garder un objet: j’aime lui faire des câlins, il me rend heureux, ma nounou me l’a donné, j’adore sa sirène (je n’ai pas dit que ça devait être une bonne raison!). Ils peuvent aussi trouver des raisons pour s’en séparer: c’est cassé, ça ne me va plus, je suis trop vieux pour ça. Discutez avec votre enfant pendant qu’il fait le tri. Il sera probablement enchanté de vous parler de ses affaires.


Ils sont aussi maintenant plus capables de remettre chaque objet dans son écrin. Alors que les petits ont beaucoup besoin d’être assistés, les enfants d’âge primaire peuvent ranger leurs affaires tout seuls. Mieux encore, ils ont une telle soif d’indépendance qu’ils se réjouissent souvent d’avoir cette responsabilité et sont fiers de mener à bien leur mission.


Les enfants plus grands peuvent faire leurs propres modules et s’amuser à trier leurs affaires par collection. Vérifiez que votre enfant a les bons récipients et expliquez-lui la notion des limites: dites-lui qu’il peut garder toute sa collection de petites voitures (ou de figurines, ou de matériel créatif) si elles tiennent dans une certaine boîte.


Il sera sans doute ravi de choisir ses préférés et de les ranger. À cet âge, les enfants peuvent aussi comprendre la règle «Interdiction d’accumuler», autrement dit que lorsqu’un nouveau jouet trouve sa place dans sa chambre, un ancien doit partir.


On peut également appliquer avec eux les rituels quotidiens familiaux en les habituant à ranger leur chambre tous les soirs. Cela empêchera leur désordre de prendre une ampleur incontrôlable, en plus de leur éviter des conflits quand la tâche sera trop écrasante. Cela les aidera aussi à comprendre les bienfaits du bonheur du peu.


Les adolescents


Commençons par une bonne nouvelle: votre ado est parfaitement capable d’appliquer la méthode STREAMLINE tout seul. Une fois que vous lui avez expliqué le principe, laissez-le se débrouiller. À cet âge, votre rôle consiste à l’assister et à le motiver.


Et maintenant, le grand défi: comment inciter son ado à se désencombrer? À cet âge, ils ont envie de tout sauf de faire plaisir à leurs parents. Mais c’est ça, la clé du succès: il faut leur faire croire qu’ils le font pour eux et non pas pour vous.


Mon premier conseil est de frapper un grand coup avec la première étape de la méthode STREAMLINE: se réinventer. Encouragez votre ado à tout sortir de sa chambre et à ne remettre que ses objets préférés et indispensables. Comment lui donner envie de le faire? En lui présentant ça, comme un réaménagement de sa chambre.


Le meilleur moyen de motiver un adolescent, c’est de faire appel au futur adulte qui sommeille en lui. Dans quelques années, il quittera le nid et il est peut-être déjà en train d’imaginer sa future vie. Le but de la manœuvre est de lui donner envie d’enlever ses affaires d’enfants pour se faire un décor d’adulte (il vaut mieux commencer maintenant que lorsqu’il partira faire ses études).


Pensez juste à ne pas être trop nostalgique et à ne pas tout régenter. S’il veut jeter ses cartes Pokémon, ses albums de L’agent Jean ou les cadeaux que lui a faits sa grand-mère, ne bronchez pas. Si elle veut se débarrasser de son petit lit et de sa commode assortie, acceptez. Si elle veut jeter la collection de poupées que vous avez difficilement (et chèrement) constituée, dites amen.


L’intérêt de ce réaménagement n’est pas de donner un budget à votre ado pour redécorer sa chambre — loin de là! Au contraire, cela ne devrait générer aucune nouvelle dépense si ce n’est, peut-être, une nouvelle couleur de peinture pour changer l’ambiance de sa chambre du tout au tout. Le but de cet exercice n’est pas d’acheter de nouvelles affaires, mais de faire de la place pour ses affaires préférées. Pour ce faire, aidez-le à appliquer les techniques de la méthode STREAMLINE pour décider quoi garder, où le garder et comment le garder dans son nouvel espace épuré.


Quand on donne la permission à un adolescent de jeter tout ce qu’il souhaite, on est parfois surpris de voir à quel point il est minimaliste. Dans un monde sans cesse bombardé de messages marketing et publicitaires et où la pression pour avoir toujours plus est énorme à leur âge, les adolescents ne pensent souvent pas un seul instant qu’on puisse vouloir moins. J’ai reçu d’innombrables courriels d’adolescents, au fil des ans, qui me remerciaient pour les renseignements et les conseils donnés sur mon blogue. Certains sont ravis de découvrir le bonheur du peu pour la première fois, d’autres sont soulagés de savoir qu’on n’est pas obligé de travailler sans arrêt quand on est adulte et d’autres, enfin, sont avides de créer leur propre espace zen chez eux.


Ce n’est pas parce que votre ado ne range pas sa chambre ou achète trop d’objets qu’il ne sera jamais minimaliste. Il ne sait peut-être pas se comporter autrement pour l’instant. Montrez-lui qu’un mode de vie plus simple est possible. Comme cela va à l’encontre de la tendance générale, cela peut titiller son côté rebelle. Par contre, si cela ne l’intéresse pas tant qu’il est sous votre toit, vous lui avez quand même fait un merveilleux cadeau. Il avancera dans la vie en gardant dans un coin de sa tête un puissant exemple du bonheur du peu.


Votre partenaire ou conjoint


Enfin, parlons de la personne qui, comme elle partage votre vie, est impliquée dans votre quête du minimalisme.


Si vous décidez de fusionner vos deux maisons (ou envisagez de le faire), c’est le moment idéal pour vous réinventer. Ne commencez pas votre vie ensemble avec deux exemplaires de chaque objet; convenez de vous séparer des doublons avant de vous installer ensemble. Soit, vous aurez sans doute du mal à savoir quels grille-pain, aspirateur ou canapé conserver, mais en tant que minimaliste, il faut être prêt à faire des concessions. Pour que la transition soit plus douce, je vous conseille de faire le tri avant de cohabiter.


Si vous vivez ensemble depuis un certain temps, la tâche risque d’être plus compliquée. Mais n’ayez crainte, c’est possible! Avec un peu de chance, votre conjoint adhère complètement à votre projet, car il se sent vaguement submergé par l’excès d’objets chez vous ou qu’il vous a peut-être lui-même discrètement poussé dans cette voie. Si c’est le cas, remerciez votre bonne étoile, et appliquez la méthode STREAMLINE ensemble. Par contre, si votre partenaire se crispe à l’idée de faire le vide, ne vous inquiétez pas; avec un peu de finesse et beaucoup de patience, on peut transformer un accumulateur forcené en un désencombreur efficace.


Mais commençons par le commencement: ne touchez pas à ses affaires! Oui, c’est tentant, mais pas de tri sauvage dans ses affaires sans sa permission même si vous pensez qu’il ne remarquera rien. Dans votre élan, vous pensez peut-être que cela ira plus vite si vous prenez tout en charge. Grave erreur, car s’il y a quelque chose qui ira vite, c’est la perte de confiance et le ressentiment entre vous qui détruiront toutes vos chances de succès. Alors, respirez profondément et préparez-vous pour une campagne lente, continue et subtile.


Quand on entraîne son conjoint dans la quête du bonheur du peu, c’est un peu comme quand on cultive une fleur: on sème une graine, on ajoute de l’engrais, on l’inonde de lumière, mais, à la fin, c’est elle qui décide de pousser et de s’épanouir.


Voyons d’abord comment semer la graine du minimalisme:


•Comme je l’ai expliqué précédemment, donnez l’exemple. Pour montrer les vertus du minimalisme, rien ne vaut le résultat final: un placard parfaitement rangé, des plans de travail complètement vides ou un tiroir de cuisine nettement organisé et ne contenant que des ustensiles indispensables.


•Laissez traîner ce livre à un endroit stratégique. S’il découvre les principes du bonheur du peu «par hasard», il sera peut-être plus enclin à les appliquer. Pour éveiller son intérêt, vous pouvez aussi éventuellement lui envoyer des liens vers des témoignages de familles qui ont réussi à se désendetter en s’allégeant ou d’un cadre supérieur qui a renoncé à une grande partie de ses biens pour prendre un nouveau départ.


•À l’occasion, parlez de vos efforts pour vous désencombrer sans, bien sûr, commencer la conversation par un «Tu as trop d’affaires» pour ne pas le mettre sur la défensive. Expliquez simplement comment vous essayez d’alléger votre garde-robe ou votre stock de matériel créatif comme si vous lui parliez d’un nouveau loisir. Évoquer la méthode STREAMLINE dans un contexte informel (mais instructif) est une excellente façon de la promouvoir.


Une fois que la graine est semée, il faut y mettre de l’engrais pour bien la nourrir. On ne peut pas faire pousser une plante en lui criant dessus — ou pire en essayant de tirer dessus. De même, on ne peut pas forcer quelqu’un à faire quelque chose. Il faut l’inciter à le faire. Voici comment:


•Cherchez ses motivations. Mettez-vous à sa place et tentez de déterminer les aspects du minimalisme susceptibles de lui plaire. Vendre des affaires pour se payer des vacances? Passer moins de temps à entretenir les objets et plus de temps avec les enfants? Moins dépenser pour pouvoir prendre sa retraite plus tôt? Montrez-lui comment il peut lui aussi goûter au bonheur du peu.


•Facilitez-lui la tâche. Convenez d’abord des espaces où vous pouvez, tous les deux, garder vos affaires personnelles et les espaces qui doivent être épurés. Puis commencez par enlever des objets évidents dont vous vous servez tous les deux comme les produits de toilette, les couverts en trop ou les fournitures de bureau (stylos, trombones, etc.). Quand on obtient facilement des résultats, cela dope la confiance.


•Créez un esprit de camaraderie. Souvenez-vous: ce n’est pas vous le chef, c’est un travail d’équipe. Quand vous ferez le vide ensemble, demandez l’avis de votre conjoint. Au lieu de déclarer que tout ce qu’il y a dans le garage doit partir, demandez-lui: «À ton avis, qu’est-ce qu’on peut faire pour avoir plus de place là-dedans?» Il y mettra plus de cœur s’il se sent lui aussi aux commandes. De plus, avoir un but commun motive et pousse à agir.


Avec un peu de chance, grâce à vos efforts de fertilisation, la graine a germé, une pousse est sortie de terre, et, maintenant, il faut absolument l’inonder de lumière!


•Couvrez votre conjoint de louanges. Les gens aiment être félicités pour leur travail et ont tendance à réitérer leur exploit pour recevoir de nouveaux compliments. En revanche, si vous le critiquez, vous pouvez être sûr qu’il s’arrêtera net. Alors s’il n’a jeté que quelques vieux tee-shirts, ne vous exclamez pas: «C’est tout?» Dites-lui qu’il semble avoir fait ça toute sa vie et que c’est merveilleux d’avoir plus de place dans le placard. Quand on pense être bon dans quelque chose, on a envie de recommencer.


•Soyez positif. Affichez un air radieux même si tout ne se déroule pas comme prévu. Ne rabaissez pas votre conjoint s’il a du mal à se débarrasser de ceci ou cela. Compatissez et expliquez-lui des techniques qui vous ont aidé lorsque vous étiez vous-même en difficulté. Évitez les disputes. Continuez à insister sur les avantages, et faites une pause si l’ambiance se tend.


•Créez un bon effet de serre. Autrement dit, donnez à la nouvelle pousse les conditions optimales pour la faire grandir et la protéger. Si votre conjoint a envie d’aller au centre commercial, suggérez-lui plutôt d’aller vous promener ensemble dans un parc. S’il rêve devant un catalogue, parlez-lui pour le distraire. S’il va sur eBay, glissez-lui des mots doux à l’oreille. Vous avez compris le principe: transformez les moments d’achat en moment à deux et continuez d’empêcher de nouveaux objets d’entrer chez vous.


Surtout, n’oubliez pas d’être patient. Le désordre ne s’accumule pas en une nuit. Il ne partira donc pas non plus du jour au lendemain (comme le vôtre, non?). De plus, il faut du temps pour changer des habitudes anciennes et adopter une nouvelle façon de penser.


Obliger son conjoint à s’alléger vite revient à obliger une plante à pousser. Bien sûr, on obtient parfois satisfaction, mais elle est de courte durée. Par contre, si on donne au bonheur du peu le temps suffisant et la possibilité de prendre racine, il va croître et transformer notre vie d’une façon merveilleuse.



Chapitre 30


Pour le plus grand bonheur de tous


Il se passe quelque chose de merveilleux quand on devient minimaliste: nos efforts agissent positivement sur notre planète. Chaque fois que nous renonçons à un achat inutile, qu’on se contente de ce qu’on a déjà ou qu’on emprunte au lieu d’acheter, on fait un petit cadeau à la Terre. L’air est un peu plus propre, l’eau un peu plus claire, les forêts un peu plus touffues, les décharges un peu moins pleines.


Quelle que soit la raison qui nous a poussés à devenir minimalistes (gagner de l’argent, du temps, de la place), les avantages sont plus importants qu’un simple gain de place dans nos placards: nous contribuons à protéger la planète et à empêcher que des gens travaillent dans des conditions indécentes. Pas mal, non?


«Déconsommer»


Les publicitaires, les entreprises, les économistes, les hommes politiques aiment nous définir comme des consommateurs. En nous encourageant à acheter le plus possible, ils se remplissent les poches, font des profits et se font réélire. Et à notre niveau, cela donne quoi? On travaille dur pour se payer des choses dont on n’a pas besoin. On fait des heures supplémentaires pour acquérir des objets qui seront obsolètes et démodés dans quelques mois. On jongle entre les crédits pour payer des affaires qui encombrent nos maisons. Hum, il y a comme un problème…


Mais voici la bonne nouvelle: le minimalisme nous libère! Il nous sort du cycle «travaille et achète», nous donne les moyens de créer une existence aux antipodes des grandes surfaces, des gadgets branchés et des frais financiers. Au lieu de nous escrimer à consommer, «déconsommons»: n’achetons que ce dont nous avons besoin, minimisons l’impact de notre consommation sur l’environnement, réduisons les effets de nos achats sur la vie d’autres personnes.


Déconsommer ne veut pas dire ne plus jamais mettre le pied dans un magasin. Je ne sais pas pour vous, mais moi, je n’aime pas fouiller dans les poubelles pour trouver ce dont j’ai besoin et je ne m’attends pas non plus à ce qu’on me fournisse gratuitement.


J’apprécie la facilité avec laquelle on peut trouver les produits de base et le fait que, contrairement à nos ancêtres, on ne soit pas obligé de passer nos journées à chercher notre nourriture, nos vêtements et de quoi se loger. Mais une fois qu’on a satisfait nos besoins de base, on peut lever le pied. Une fois qu’on a chaud, qu’on est à l’abri, qu’on est nourri, on ne devrait pas se sentir obligé d’aller faire du lèche-vitrines ou de surfer sur Internet pour trouver plus d’objets à acheter. On pourrait consacrer notre temps et notre énergie à des projets plus gratifiants, qu’ils soient de nature spirituelle, civique, philosophique, artistique ou culturelle.


Alors comment devient-on un «déconsommateur»? C’est très simple et ça ne vous oblige en rien à manifester, boycotter ou bloquer les portes d’un supermarché. En fait, on n’a besoin ni de lever le petit doigt, ni de sortir de chez soi, ni d’y consacrer un temps précieux. Il suffit de ne pas acheter. Lorsqu’on ignore les publicités, qu’on passe devant les vitrines sans les regarder, qu’on emprunte des livres à la bibliothèque, qu’on raccommode nos vêtements au lieu de les remplacer ou qu’on résiste à la tentation d’avoir un nouveau gadget électronique, on commet des petits actes de «désobéissance» face à la société de consommation. En décidant de ne pas acheter, on contribue au bien-être mondial: on arrête de soutenir les pratiques d’exploitation abusives au travail et on protège les ressources de notre planète. C’est l’une des façons les plus simples et les plus efficaces de guérir la Terre et d’améliorer les conditions de vie de ses habitants.


Réduire


Nous connaissons tous le principe du «réduire, réutiliser, recycler». Le champion de ces trois «R» est le recyclage, la superstar des campagnes pour l’environnement et des politiques locales. Quand on décide de «devenir écolo», on se concentre essentiellement là-dessus. À l’inverse, «réduire» est le héros oublié de cette trinité même si moins on achète, moins on doit recycler! En réduisant notre consommation, on sort du processus (coûteux en main-d’œuvre et en énergie). C’est donc la pierre angulaire de la déconsommation.
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Derrière chaque objet que nous achetons, il y a trois grandes étapes: la production, la distribution et l’élimination. Lors de la phase de production, on utilise des ressources naturelles et de l’énergie pour le fabriquer. Dans certains cas, des produits chimiques dangereux issus du processus de fabrication sont rejetés dans l’air et dans l’eau. Lors de la phase de distribution, on utilise de l’énergie (essentiellement sous forme d’essence pour les camions, les navires et les avions) pour transporter l’objet de l’usine au magasin qui se trouve souvent à des milliers de kilomètres de là. Lors de la phase d’élimination, l’objet peut encombrer les décharges et libérer des toxines dans l’environnement en se dégradant.


En recyclant, nous essayons de limiter les dégâts en évitant la phase d’élimination et en réutilisant les matériaux pour fabriquer de nouveaux objets. En revanche, quand on réduit sa consommation, on supprime le problème dans son intégralité. Chaque objet que nous n’achetons pas est un objet en moins à produire, à distribuer et à éliminer. Il vaut mieux ne pas acquérir un objet que de s’interroger sur la façon dont il a été fabriqué, la façon dont il est arrivé jusqu’à nous et la façon dont on s’en débarrassera plus tard.


La meilleure façon de réduire sa consommation, c’est de n’acheter que ce dont on a vraiment besoin. Au lieu d’acheter à tort et à travers, nous devons réfléchir chaque fois — que ce soit pour des vêtements, des meubles, des appareils électroniques, des objets décoratifs ou même de la nourriture. Nous devrions prendre l’habitude de nous demander «pourquoi» avant d’acheter. Par exemple: vais-je acheter cet objet parce que j’en ai vraiment besoin ou parce que j’ai vu sa publicité, parce qu’un ami l’a déjà ou parce que ça fait joli sur le cintre?


Nous devrions prendre le temps de nous demander si nous pourrions nous en passer. À ce sujet, les files aux caisses sont une bénédiction, car elles nous laissent le temps d’inspecter ce qu’il y a dans notre chariot. Personnellement, j’ai souvent été remettre des objets dans leur présentoir après avoir réfléchi au bien-fondé de mon achat.


On peut réduire sa consommation d’innombrables façons. Amusez-vous à satisfaire vos besoins autrement, et trouvez des alternatives au lieu de foncer dans les magasins. Vous pouvez peut-être, par exemple, emprunter facilement cet outil à votre voisin ou vous organiser autrement avec ce que vous avez à votre disposition. Préférez aussi les objets multifonctions. Un mélange d’eau et de vinaigre peut remplacer tout plein de produits nettoyants, et une tenue polyvalente peut s’adapter à des occasions plus ou moins habillées. Enfin, ne remplacez pas un objet qui fonctionne pour le seul plaisir d’en avoir un nouveau. Soyez fier de rouler encore dans votre vieille voiture ou de pouvoir encore porter votre manteau en laine quelques années.


Réutiliser


Le second «R» (réutiliser) est également un point central de la déconsommation. Plus on garde un objet en service longtemps, mieux c’est… surtout si cela évite d’aller en acheter un nouveau. Comme des ressources ont déjà été consacrées à sa production et sa distribution, on a l’obligation de l’utiliser le plus possible.


Comme pour le premier «R» (réduire), il vaut mieux réutiliser que recycler, car il faut de l’énergie pour fabriquer un nouvel objet alors que, quand on le réutilise, il suffit de l’adapter pour répondre à d’autres besoins. Dans ce domaine, mon héroïne est Scarlett O’Hara: si elle pouvait se confectionner une robe splendide à partir de vieux rideaux, il n’y a pas de raison qu’on n’arrive pas à transformer des pots de yogourts en pots à boutures et de vieux tee-shirts en chiffons.


On n’a même pas besoin d’être aussi créatif, car on peut réutiliser les objets du quotidien de plein de manières différentes: comme le matériel d’emballage (boîtes, papier à bulles, copeaux en polystyrène) et les papiers cadeaux, les rubans et les choux. Donc, avant de mettre un pot en verre, une carte de Noël ou une boîte alimentaire jetable dans le bac de recyclage, demandez-vous si et comment vous pouvez l’utiliser.


Bien sûr, en bon minimaliste, pas question d’encombrer vos tiroirs et placards d’objets que vous n’utilisez jamais. Donc, si vous n’avez pas besoin d’un objet, donnez-le à quelqu’un qui saura comment l’utiliser. Vous n’êtes pas obligé de tout réutiliser, vous. Vous ferez aussi un geste pour la planète si vous passez le relais à quelqu’un. Pour ce faire, vendez ou donnez vos vieilles affaires. Demandez à vos amis, parents et collègues s’ils veulent récupérer quelque chose.


Offrez vos objets en trop aux écoles, aux églises, aux organismes qui viennent en aide aux familles défavorisées et aux maisons de retraite. Certes, trouver un nouveau foyer pour un objet nécessite de faire un peu plus d’efforts que de l’apporter à l’écocentre. Mais cela permet de garder des objets encore utiles en circulation plus longtemps et évite à quelqu’un d’en acheter un nouveau.


De la même manière, pensez à réutiliser les affaires des autres pour satisfaire vos besoins. Imaginez que vous avez été invité à un mariage et que vous n’avez pas de tenue appropriée. Avant de foncer dans les boutiques, essayez de trouver une tenue d’occasion: allez dans les friperies haut de gamme et consultez les sites de vente d’occasions ou d’enchères. Si vous en revenez bredouille, inspectez les garde-robes de vos amies et de votre famille ou contactez une entreprise de location de vêtements. Idem pour les outils, les meubles, les appareils électroniques et pratiquement tout le reste. Pensez en priorité au marché de l’occasion et n’achetez neuf qu’en dernier recours. Vous éviterez ainsi d’«impacter» encore plus sur un environnement déjà sous pression et d’envoyer un objet utile dans le circuit des déchets.


Recycler


Le but ultime de la déconsommation est de réduire notre impact écologique sur la Terre, c’est pourquoi notre premier geste est de réduire notre consommation au strict minimum, et notre second de réutiliser tout ce qui peut l’être. Pourtant, nous nous retrouvons parfois avec des objets qui ne servent plus à rien, et dans ce cas, nous devons faire tout notre possible pour les recycler.


Heureusement, depuis quelques années, le recyclage est devenu très facile. La plupart des municipalités ont mis en place des systèmes pour récupérer le verre, le papier, les métaux et les plastiques. D’autres ont installé des écocentres pour les produits recyclables. Si c’est le cas près de chez vous, profitez-en, car il faut non seulement désencombrer votre maison, mais aussi l’environnement.


Ne vous contentez pas des classiques. Cherchez aussi à recycler d’autres objets. Les magasins de bureautique et d’appareils électroniques proposent souvent de reprendre vos anciens ordinateurs, écrans, périphériques, imprimantes, fax, cellulaires et gadgets électroniques personnels. Certaines sociétés proposent des enveloppes et des étiquettes prépayées ou de venir chercher gratuitement votre matériel usagé. Quand j’ai remplacé mon ordinateur portable, j’ai été ravie de pouvoir renvoyer l’ancien au fabricant.


Renseignez-vous et vous trouverez des programmes de recyclage pour les lunettes, les chaussures, les fournitures, les piles, les cartouches d’imprimante, les vêtements, les tapis, les matelas, les ampoules, etc. Avant de jeter quoi que ce soit, prenez le temps de chercher des solutions de recyclage. Vous serez surpris du nombre de possibilités.


Vous pouvez même faire du recyclage dans votre jardin. Au lieu de mettre les feuilles, les branchages, l’herbe, les aiguilles de pin et autres déchets verts dans des bacs spéciaux, commencez un compost. Ajoutez vos restes de nourriture comme les épluchures de légumes, le marc de café, les sachets de thé et les coquilles d’œuf dans le tas. Ainsi quand tout se décomposera, vous aurez un magnifique engrais pour enrichir votre sol. Cherchez dans un livre de jardinage comment alterner les couches de compost et les remuer. Le compost est doublement bon pour l’environnement: il diminue nos déchets et élimine le besoin d’acheter des paquets ou des sachets d’engrais.
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Même si le recyclage intervient à la fin du cycle de vie d’un produit, pensez-y dès le début. Quand vous faites vos courses, achetez de préférence des produits qui se recyclent. On les reconnaît à leur symbole de recyclage en sachant que les différents plastiques sont identifiés par un chiffre à l’intérieur. Vérifiez ceux qui sont pris en charge dans votre secteur. Pour les autres, cherchez une alternative plus écologique. De même, évitez d’acheter des produits dangereux et toxiques (comme la peinture, les nettoyants et les pesticides). Leur mauvaise élimination peut avoir des conséquences graves pour l’environnement, c’est pourquoi il faut les amener dans des points de collecte spéciaux. Alors, choisissez la facilité: achetez des produits ménagers et d’entretien non toxiques.


La durée de vie des produits


En tant que déconsommateur, nous devons acheter le moins possible, d’où l’intérêt des produits qui durent longtemps. Au moment d’acquérir un objet, il faut donc s’interroger sur sa durée de vie. Pourquoi, en effet, gaspiller de précieuses ressources (production, distribution, recyclage) pour un produit qui n’a que quelques mois à vivre?


Alors, privilégiez les produits de qualité et durables. «Pas de souci», pensez-vous, mais combien de fois votre achat a-t-il été influencé par le prix (et non la qualité)? Quand on fait ses courses, c’est facile de comparer les prix. Par contre, comment connaître la qualité d’un produit? Comment savoir si cette chaise ne va pas se casser dans un mois ou si cette montre ne va pas s’arrêter dans une semaine? Pour ce faire, il faut prendre votre chapeau et votre loupe de détective et chercher des indices: où le produit a-t-il été fabriqué? Quels sont ses matériaux? Quelle est la réputation de son fabricant? Bien que le prix ne soit pas toujours un gage de qualité, les prix bas ne sont pas vraiment synonymes de longévité, et même si on peut remplacer un objet sans se ruiner, on doit considérer le coût environnemental d’une telle démarche.


De même, résistez à l’attrait des objets branchés. Ils se démoderont avant que vous les ayez usés (ou que vous soyez embarrassé de vous en servir). Même si vous les donnez, leur coût en termes de fabrication et de distribution est énorme, et c’est pourquoi il vaut mieux éviter de les acheter. Choisissez plutôt des produits que vous aimez vraiment ou des tenues classiques qui ne se démoderont jamais.


Enfin, évitez le plus possible les produits jetables, car ce serait dommage d’épuiser les ressources naturelles pour des produits qui ne servent que quelques minutes! Malheureusement, les articles «jetables» sont devenus très populaires dans notre société: assiettes, rasoirs, serviettes, couches, appareils photo, lingettes…


Beaucoup d’entre eux sont utilisés chaque jour et génèrent un volume énorme de déchets. Vous pouvez réduire considérablement votre empreinte carbone en privilégiant les objets réutilisables comme les mouchoirs à l’ancienne, les sacs d’emplettes en tissu, les piles rechargeables, les vrais couverts et ustensiles de cuisine, les serviettes en coton et les couches lavables. Comme toujours, laissez-vous guider par la durée de vie du produit. Si elle est ridiculement courte, cherchez une alternative plus durable.


Les matériaux


Quand vous réfléchirez à un achat potentiel, pensez aussi aux matériaux qui le composent, car quand on choisit des produits fabriqués avec des matières durables et renouvelables, on peut diminuer l’impact de sa consommation.


En règle générale, favorisez les produits fabriqués avec des matériaux naturels (et non de synthèse). Les substances synthétiques comme les plastiques proviennent du pétrole qui est une ressource non renouvelable. Non seulement leur processus de fabrication est énergivore, mais il émet aussi des substances toxiques et expose les ouvriers à des vapeurs chimiques dangereuses. De plus, certains plastiques contiennent des additifs qui peuvent s’infiltrer dans les aliments et dans l’eau, et présenter un risque pour la santé. Quant à leur élimination, elle est aussi problématique. Les plastiques se dégradent très lentement et peuvent donc rester dans la nature pendant des centaines (voire des milliers) d’années. Et si on les brûle, on pollue l’air.


Les nouveaux matériaux ne nécessitent pas le même apport énergétique et sont plus faciles à éliminer et à recycler. Mais ce n’est pas parce qu’on achète un objet en bois qu’on est sauvé. Il faut aussi faire attention à son origine et à la façon dont il a été récolté. De vastes étendues de territoires forestiers ont été rasées pour produire du papier, des meubles, des parquets, du bois d’œuvre et d’autres produits. L’abattage illégal et clandestin a détruit des écosystèmes entiers, déplacé des populations et altéré le climat local.


Pour éviter de contribuer à de telles tragédies, cherchez du bois portant la certification FSC® (Forest Stewardship Council), qui valorise les produits de bois issus d’une gestion responsable des forêts, et privilégiez les essences qui repoussent rapidement (comme le bambou) et non celles qui sont menacées.


Autre solution pour réduire votre impact sur l’environnement: achetez des produits fabriqués à partir de matières recyclées. Une multitude d’objets (dont des papiers, des vêtements, des sacs à main, des chaussures, des revêtements de sol, des objets décoratifs, des bijoux, de la verrerie, etc.) ont maintenant une seconde vie. Acheter des produits recyclés protège la nature, économise de l’énergie et empêche les matières premières de finir dans des sites d’enfouissement. Mettez votre casquette «déconsommateur» et expliquez fièrement que votre sac de courses est fait à partir de bouteilles en plastique ou que votre table est en bois de récupération.


Enfin, pensez à l’emballage. Le mieux, bien sûr, c’est qu’il n’y en ait pas du tout, surtout quand on pense à sa courte espérance de vie. Pourtant, beaucoup de produits sont emballés d’une façon ou d’une autre. Privilégiez les emballages sommaires ou qui peuvent être facilement recyclés. Et surtout, ne rapportez pas vos achats dans des sacs de plastique. Prenez l’habitude d’utiliser des sacs réutilisables. Rien qu’en faisant cela, vous économiserez de l’énergie et réduirez de façon importante vos déchets.


Les personnes


En plus de penser aux matériaux, il faut aussi penser aux gens qui fabriquent ces objets et à leurs conditions de travail. Ce bibelot en vitrine et cette robe sur le mannequin ne sont pas apparus comme par magie. Quelqu’un les a fabriqués à la main ou a actionné la machine qui les a assemblés. Avant de les acheter, nous devons donc savoir si cette personne a été bien traitée, travaille en sécurité et gagne un salaire convenable.


Dans mes rêves les plus fous, j’imagine qu’on pourra un jour balayer le code-barres d’un article avec notre téléphone pour connaître son histoire: dans quelles conditions il a été produit, s’il peut être recyclé ou le temps qu’il mettra à disparaître complètement de la surface de la Terre, l’endroit où il a été fabriqué et les antécédents de son fabricant en termes de salaire et de conditions de travail.
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Il y a 50 ans, ces informations étaient faciles à obtenir. Les usines se trouvaient dans nos villes et villages et on pouvait voir si leurs cheminées recrachaient des nuages noirs ou si elles déversaient leurs déchets dans les lacs et les rivières. On pouvait les visiter ou demander à un voisin, un cousin ou un ami qui y travaillait si on les traitait et si on les payait bien. Grâce aux syndicats, aux législateurs et aux inspecteurs, on savait que tout était fait pour que les employés reçoivent un salaire correct et travaillent en sécurité.


La mondialisation a tout changé. La plupart des objets que nous achetons sont fabriqués dans des pays lointains par des entreprises peu connues pour leur souci de la transparence. Certaines passent également par des sous-traitants étrangers et ignorent tout des conditions dans lesquelles leurs produits sont fabriqués.


Alors, comment le savoir? Pas évident. Aucune société n’est en effet prête à faire une campagne de presse sur les salaires ridicules de ses employés ou des publicités sur les conditions de travail déplorables dans ces usines. C’est donc à nous de nous renseigner pour savoir quels employeurs sont corrects et lesquels ne le sont pas. Renseignez-vous en ligne auprès de groupes de surveillance ou d’organismes de défense de droits de la personne.


Vérifiez si les valeurs des fabricants et des marques que vous aimez correspondent aux vôtres, et si ce n’est pas le cas, allez voir ailleurs. Lisez aussi attentivement l’étiquette du produit avant de l’acheter. Et s’il est fabriqué dans un endroit où il est de notoriété publique que l’environnement ou les travailleurs sont maltraités, remettez-le sur son présentoir et partez.


La distance


Nous avons beaucoup parlé de production et de traitement des déchets et de la façon dont nous pouvons limiter notre impact. Mais ce n’est pas tout. Il faut aussi prendre en compte la distribution, c’est-à-dire la façon dont les biens sont transportés de leur point de fabrication à leurs points de vente, car cela représente aussi un coût environnemental élevé.


Autrefois, la majorité des biens était produits près de chez nous. On achetait nos légumes directement chez le producteur, nos vêtements chez le tailleur et nos outils chez le forgeron. Dans la plupart des cas, ces objets circulaient dans un rayon d’à peine 100 kilomètres (voire moins). Maintenant, les grandes chaînes font venir des produits d’Amérique du Sud, des appareils de l’Inde et du matériel de Chine. La plupart des biens que nous achetons ont parcouru la moitié du globe pour venir jusqu’à nous, d’où une surconsommation d’énergie et, dans ce cas précis, d’essence.


Le pétrole est une source d’énergie non renouvelable qui diminue de minute en minute. Pourtant, au lieu de l’économiser, on en remplit les avions, les navires et les camions pour transporter des biens de consommation d’un point du monde à un autre. Résultat, on se retrouve avec un air encore plus pollué et des stocks d’énergie toujours plus bas. Quand on connaît les conséquences de ces procédés sur l’environnement, on peut vraiment se demander si cela vaut la peine de faire parcourir 3000 km à des mangues ou des minijupes.


Mais ce serait compter sans nous, les déconsommateurs, qui essayons au maximum d’acheter des produits locaux, de respirer un air pur et d’économiser l’énergie. Nous préférons acheter nos chaises à un artisan local plutôt que dans un magasin, nos objets décoratifs à une foire d’art qu’à un grossiste et nos vêtements à un fabricant local ou national. C’est certes moins facile que d’aller dans un supermarché, mais au moins, on essaie. D’ailleurs, plus on achète québécois ou canadien, plus on peut espérer voir revivre des entreprises locales.


Prêt à acheter local? Commencez par la nourriture. Les marchés réunissent de nombreux producteurs qui vendent leurs fruits, leurs légumes, leur miel, leur viande, leurs œufs et fromages et bien plus. Comme ils sont produits localement, le coût énergétique du transport est minimal. Alors, planifiez vos menus en fonction des saisons. Au lieu d’acheter des tomates produites Dieu sait où l’hiver, savourez des fruits et des légumes qui poussent près de chez vous toute l’année, en serres ou aux champs.


Quand on achète local, on préserve non seulement l’environnement, mais on renforce aussi le lien social. Au lieu d’envoyer des dollars durement gagnés dans des pays étrangers, nous les réinjectons dans l’économie locale où ils peuvent aider à créer de nouveaux services, à bâtir des infrastructures et à financer des programmes bénéfiques pour la population. Nous sauvons aussi nos terres des griffes des promoteurs immobiliers et contribuons ainsi à préserver la nature et les traditions agricoles. Nous renforçons également des économies locales variées qui deviennent ainsi moins dépendantes de la mondialisation et de la grande distribution.


Et surtout, nous tissons des liens durables avec les gens qui produisent nos objets. Que c’est merveilleux de savoir que son argent aide un agriculteur à vivre décemment ou l’enfant d’un artisan à aller à l’université, et non à payer les primes d’un dirigeant d’une entreprise lointaine!


Soyez un papillon


Trop consommer, c’est un peu comme lâcher un troupeau d’éléphants dans un magasin de porcelaine: on sème la destruction — forêts abattues, cours d’eau pollués et décharges bondées. Dans notre quête du toujours plus et de la croissance débridée, nous détruisons les fragiles écosystèmes de la Terre en laissant la recherche de solutions aux générations futures.


En tant que déconsommateurs, nous devons faire l’opposé. Au lieu d’être des éléphants, nous devons être des papillons et vivre aussi légèrement et gracieusement que possible. Nous voulons traverser la vie avec peu de bagages, sans être alourdis par trop d’objets. Nous voulons que la Terre et ses ressources restent intactes.
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Les ressources de la Terre sont épuisables alors que la population ne cesse de croître, que de nouveaux pays s’industrialisent et que la pression qui pèse sur la planète est de plus en plus forte. Quand on agit comme des éléphants dans un magasin de porcelaine, on prend plus que notre juste part. On se sent autorisé à soutenir à tout prix notre modèle de consommation sans se soucier de ses effets sur l’environnement. Pire, dans cette économie basée sur la croissance à tout prix, ce comportement devient la norme. Imaginez des centaines, des milliers et même des millions d’éléphants piétinant le monde et détruisant ses merveilles!


En revanche, quand nous agissons comme des papillons, nous nous contentons du strict minimum. Nous consommons le moins possible, car nous sommes conscients que les ressources de la Terre sont limitées. Nous savourons les bontés de la nature (une brise printanière, un ruisseau clair, le parfum d’une fleur) au lieu de les détruire. Nous sommes conscients que nous sommes les gardiens de notre planète et que nous devons la protéger et la nourrir pour les générations futures. Nous vivons harmonieusement les uns avec les autres à l’intérieur de notre écosystème.


De plus, nous inspirons les autres par la beauté de nos actions. Nous n’avons pas besoin d’être puissants ou riches pour faire avancer notre cause. Nous n’avons besoin que de faire ce que nous faisons, jour après jour, et de montrer l’exemple à nos voisins et nos enfants. En osant le bonheur du peu, nous avons une occasion unique de transformer la culture de la surconsommation et du profit en une culture de croissance durable et bienveillante.


Pour être les pionniers de ce changement économique et social, il suffit de moins consommer et d’encourager les autres à nous imiter. C’est la forme d’activisme la plus simple qui soit et, pourtant, elle peut transformer nos vies, notre société et notre planète.



Conclusion


Vous avez tous vos propres raisons de goûter au bonheur du peu. Vous avez peut-être acheté ce livre parce que vos tiroirs étaient remplis à ras bord, vos pièces encombrées et vos placards pleins à craquer… Ou vous avez réalisé qu’aller magasiner et vous acheter des tas d’affaires neuves ne vous rendait pas heureux… Ou vous vous inquiétez des effets de la consommation sur l’environnement et de savoir que vos enfants et vos petits-enfants n’auront pas l’air pur et l’eau claire qu’ils méritent.


J’espère que les conseils de ce livre vous ont incité à désencombrer votre maison, simplifier votre vie et vous alléger. C’est un message que vous n’entendrez pas souvent dans notre société du «il vaut mieux trop que pas assez».


En fait, vous risquez plutôt d’entendre le contraire. Où que nous regardions, on nous encourage à consommer, que ce soit via la publicité, les magazines, les panneaux d’affichage, la radio ainsi que les affiches sur les abribus, les bancs, les bâtiments, les taxis (voitures ou vélos), les échafaudages et même les toilettes publiques. C’est parce que les médias traditionnels sont contrôlés par des gens qui ont intérêt à ce qu’on consomme plus.


Être minimaliste à l’époque actuelle donne parfois l’impression de nager à contre-courant. On croise des gens qui se sentent menacés au moindre signe de résistance à la culture ambiante. Ils nous disent qu’on ne peut pas vivre sans voiture, sans télévision, sans une série complète de meubles de salon. Ils sous-entendent qu’on est des ratés si on n’achète pas des vêtements de grandes marques, les gadgets électroniques à la mode et la plus grande maison possible.


Ne les croyez pas. Nous savons que la qualité de la vie ne se mesure pas à l’aune des biens matériels et que nos «affaires» ne symbolisent pas notre succès.


Et ne vous inquiétez pas: vous ne serez pas seuls. Si vous regardez au-delà de ce que les grands médias nous montrent, vous verrez des gens qui vous ressemblent. D’ailleurs, si vous lâchez à un collègue ou un voisin que vous essayez de vous alléger, vous risquez de le voir soupirer de soulagement et vous avouer: «J’aimerais tant le faire aussi.» Après les excès économiques des dernières décennies, de plus en plus de personnes doutent du bien-fondé de la consommation et se tournent vers un mode de vie plus simple et plus raisonnable.


Internet est notamment une source inépuisable d’information et d’aide. Ces récentes années, le nombre de blogues et de sites sur le minimalisme et la simplicité n’a fait qu’augmenter. Pensez aussi à participer à un forum spécialisé. C’est une excellente façon d’entrer en contact avec d’autres minimalistes, d’échanger des astuces pour vous alléger et de trouver l’inspiration et la motivation pour continuer sur cette voie.


Une fois que vous serez sorti du mouvement général, vous vous sentirez merveilleusement calme et serein. Quand on ignore la publicité et qu’on réduit sa consommation, on n’a plus de raison d’avoir envie de tel ou tel objet, on ne se sent plus forcé de les acheter et on ne stresse plus à l’idée de les payer. C’est comme supprimer une foule de problèmes et de soucis d’un coup de baguette magique.


Avec le bonheur du peu vient la liberté: la liberté de ne pas avoir de dettes, de ne pas être surencombré et de ne pas devoir courir partout. Chaque objet que vous éliminez de votre vie vous donnera l’impression d’avoir un poids en moins sur les épaules. Vous aurez moins de courses à faire et moins d’objets à acheter, à payer, à nettoyer, à entretenir et à assurer. De plus, quand on boycotte les marqueurs sociaux ou qu’on se moque de ce qu’ont les voisins, on a plus de temps et d’énergie pour des activités plus gratifiantes comme jouer avec ses enfants, s’impliquer dans la vie locale et réfléchir au sens de la vie.


Cette liberté vous donnera ensuite un luxe fabuleux: celui de mieux vous connaître. Quand on s’identifie à des marques et qu’on s’exprime à travers des biens matériels, on perd le sens de ce qu’on est vraiment. On utilise les objets pour projeter une certaine image de nous, pour s’acheter une personnalité qu’on montre au reste du monde. De plus, les objets nous accaparent tellement qu’on a peu l’occasion de s’arrêter et de réfléchir à ce qui nous motive vraiment dans la vie.


Quand on devient minimaliste, on retire l’excédent pour nous montrer tels que nous sommes vraiment. On prend le temps de réfléchir à la personne que nous sommes, à ce que nous trouvons important et à ce qui nous rend vraiment heureux. On émerge de nos cocons de consommateurs et on étend nos ailes de poètes, de philosophes, d’artistes, d’activistes, de mères, de pères, de compagnes, de compagnons et d’amis. On se redéfinit aussi surtout par nos actions, notre façon de consommer, de penser, d’aimer les autres, au lieu d’exister uniquement à travers nos achats.


Dans une vieille histoire bouddhiste, un homme va rendre visite à son maître zen pour qu’il le guide sur la voie de la spiritualité. Mais au lieu de l’écouter, il lui parle surtout de ses idées. Au bout d’un moment, son maître lui sert du thé. Il remplit sa tasse et continue à verser l’eau alors qu’elle se répand sur la table. Surpris, l’homme s’exclame que sa tasse est pleine et lui demande pourquoi il continue à verser alors que ça coule partout. Le maître lui explique qu’à l’image de la tasse, il déborde d’idées et d’opinions, et qu’il ne pourra rien apprendre de plus tant que sa tasse ne sera pas vide.


Cette histoire s’applique complètement à nos vies. Nous possédons tellement d’objets qu’il ne reste plus de place pour de nouvelles expériences; nous laissons passer l’occasion de travailler sur nous-mêmes et de renforcer nos liens avec les gens. Grâce au bonheur du peu, cela peut changer. En désencombrant nos maisons, nos emplois du temps et nos esprits, nous vidons notre tasse et nous nous donnons la possibilité de vivre, d’aimer, d’espérer, de rêver et de savourer de nombreux moments de joie.
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vous, un objet similaire doit sortir.









OEBPS/Images/fig189-01.jpg

Quand on décore sa maison avec
les richesses de la nature, on lui donne
un air «frais » dans tous les sens du
terme — et en plus, on na rien a ranger!








OEBPS/Images/fig249-01.jpg

Nous inspirons les autres
par la beauté de nos actions.









OEBPS/Images/fig004-01.jpg

ODEC
s parogosmenenscnsn | Canadil S )DEC oo








OEBPS/Images/fig004-02.jpg

s 30
sundlio3 sia
TINOLLYN
NOLLYI0SSY








OEBPS/Images/fig178-01.jpg

Pour créer une armoire de toilette
vraiment minimaliste, essayez de n’avoir
qu’un produit de chacun
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Pour que le désordre ne s’installe pas,
appliquez la méthode STREAMLINE
a vos lieux de stockage.
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Prologue


    Les Cookies à la miellez-vous-de-ce-qui-vous-regarde


    
      Le rêve de Rosemary Bliss était devenu réalité.


      Elle était désormais la pâtissière la plus célèbre du monde, la plus jeune à avoir remporté à Paris le grand prix du fameux Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants. À seulement douze ans, elle avait battu la star de la télé Lily la Fée, mettant ainsi fin au complot maléfique de sa tante. Rose avait sauvé sa ville natale et récupéré le grimoire magique de la famille Bliss.


      Mais alors, pourquoi était-elle si malheureuse ?


      Treize jours après son retour chez elle en Amérique, elle se leva pour ouvrir les rideaux.


      Clic. Paf. Flash. Clic.


      Voilà pourquoi.


      — Par ici Rose !


      Clic. Flash. Clic.


      — Rose, qu’est-ce que ça vous fait d’avoir gagné ?


      Flash. Clic. Flash.


      — Rose ! Qu’est-ce que ça vous fait d’être la plus grande pâtissière au monde ?


      Clic. Flash. Clic.


      — À seulement douze ans ?


      Flash. Clic. Flash.


      « Oh, non ! pensa Rose. Encore eux. » C’en était fini des matinées tranquilles et du doux tintement des carillons. Elle n’entendait même plus le grincement de la corde de la balançoire-pneu qui frottait contre la branche du chêne sous sa fenêtre. Désormais, le nouveau fond sonore était fourni par la bande de paparazzis installés jusqu’à la fin des temps devant la pâtisserie Bliss. Tous les matins, ils attendaient que Rose tire ses rideaux pour la mitrailler et la bombarder de questions sur sa victoire prodigieuse.


      Rose s’était toujours demandé ce qu’on éprouvait quand on était célèbre. Maintenant, elle savait. Son sort n’était pas plus enviable que celui d’un poisson rouge observé par des centaines d’yeux globuleux, avec nulle part où se cacher sauf dans un ridicule château miniature en plastique.


      Rose referma les rideaux d’un coup sec. Après tout, elle ferait peut-être mieux d’arrêter la pâtisserie. Si c’était pour subir ce cirque, ça n’en valait pas la peine !


      — Je voudrais ne plus jamais faire de gâteaux ! s’exclama-t-elle.


      Surgit alors de sous un tas de linge sale au pied de son lit la tête grise et poilue de Serge le scottish fold.


      — Fais bien attention à ce que tu dis. Les vœux prononcés la veille d’un anniversaire ont une fâcheuse tendance à se réaliser.


      Sur ces paroles, le chat aux oreilles tombantes leva la patte et se lécha délicatement entre les griffes.


      — N’importe quoi, répliqua Rose. Mon anniversaire n’est pas avant la fin de l’été. De toute façon, c’est pas ça que je voulais dire.


      Elle lui grattouilla la tête. Serge se mit à ronronner.


      — J’aimerais juste ne pas être obligée de faire des gâteaux pendant quelque temps, tu comprends ?


      Elle était devenue pâtissière par amour de sa famille et de sa ville. Rose avait la pâtisserie dans le sang. Or depuis sa victoire au Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants, sa vie était chamboulée.


      Les deux semaines précédentes avaient duré une éternité. Elle n’avait pas eu une seconde à elle, pas un instant pour profiter du beau temps. La pâtisserie ne l’amusait plus, c’était devenu une obligation, comme de faire ses devoirs !


      C’était tout à fait déplaisant. Alors, à moins qu’un changement radical ne se produise bientôt, elle en avait terminé avec la pâtisserie.


       


      Au rez-de-chaussée, dans la cuisine de la pâtisserie Bliss, la situation n’était guère plus réjouissante. À travers le store baissé, les flashs des appareils photo fusaient comme des éclairs. À entendre les hurlements des journalistes à la porte, on aurait pu se croire en présence d’une foule immense, alors qu’ils n’étaient qu’une centaine. Pourquoi ne la laissaient-ils pas tranquille, bon sang ?


      Quant au courrier, c’était pire ou presque.


      Assis à la table, Origan et Oliver, les frères de Rose, épluchaient une montagne d’enveloppes. Ils jetaient les lettres sans importance dans un grand sac-poubelle noir et empilaient celles auxquelles il leur faudrait répondre. Rose savait qu’elles lui étaient toutes adressées. « Tes fans nous adorent. Enfin, ils t’adorent, toi », la taquinait Oliver. Mais elle en avait assez ! Elle ne voulait plus en lire une seule. Tout ce à quoi elle aspirait, c’était le retour à son ancienne vie.


      Origan balança dans le sac une boulette de papier froissé.


      — Poubelle !


      Avec ses joues rondes et ses boucles rousses, son petit frère qui venait de fêter ses dix ans n’en paraissait pas plus de huit. Tout ce qui avait grandi chez lui, cette année, c’était le nombre de taches de rousseur sur son nez.


      — Qu’est-ce qu’il y avait dedans ? interrogea Oliver.


      Le frère aîné de Rose avait bien grandi, lui, quoique pas assez à son goût. Il avait récemment confié à Rose sa peur de voir compromis ses rêves de devenir une star de la NBA.


      — Le président d’Espagne commande un gâteau, déclara Origan qui continuait de feuilleter le courrier. Warren Buffett veut un camembert meringué avec une couleur différente pour chaque secteur du diagramme.


      — C’est quoi, un « camembert » ? s’enquit Oliver.


      — C’est qui, Warren Buffett ? demanda Rose.


      — Un type qui aime les gâteaux j’imagine, lui répondit Origan avant de s’attaquer à la missive suivante. L’Assemblée générale des Nations unies commande des cupcakes pour les ambassadeurs qui assisteront à leur prochaine session. Chacun d’eux devra être aux couleurs du drapeau correspondant à la nationalité du diplomate, et écoutez-moi ça : « à chaque bouchée, l’ambassadeur devra retrouver le goût de son pays natal ».


      — Pfff ! fit Oliver. Non, mais, quand est-ce que quelqu’un d’important va se décider à nous écrire ?


      Origan décacheta une lourde enveloppe rose qui exhalait un parfum suave. Il dégringola de sa chaise et, comme frappé par une crise cardiaque, plaqua ses deux mains sur sa poitrine.


      — Eh ben, ça !


      Il tendit la lettre à Rose, qui lut l’élégant billet :


      
        Chère merveilleuse Rose et chers membres du personnel de la pâtisserie Bliss,


        Envoyez-moi un gâteau. S’il vous plaît. Peu importe lequel. Il faut que je goûte à une de vos créations. Sinon, j’en mourrai. Votre prix sera le mien. Vous pourrez même faire partie de ma prochaine tournée. Envoyez-moi vite un gâteau !


        Katy Perry.


      


      — NON ! s’écria Oliver, sous le choc. Elle a sûrement regardé le concours à la télé et, en me voyant, elle sera tombée amoureuse de moi. Cette histoire de gâteau, c’est juste un prétexte.


      Rose laissa échapper un long soupir. Au lieu de la rendre folle de joie, toutes ces lettres de célébrités la fatiguaient. Faire de la pâtisserie, ça n’avait rien à voir avec tout ça. Il s’agissait de mélanger, de remuer, d’incorporer des ingrédients à d’autres : la farine, le beurre, le sucre, les élans du cœur, l’amour et…


      — Nous sommes riches ! hurla Oliver.


      Il brandit une lettre ornée de l’effigie de Mimie Brossard, une marque de gâteaux industriels.


      — Rose, reprit-il, sérieux comme un pape, ils t’offrent sept cent soixante-dix-sept mille dollars rien que pour faire une pub de trente secondes pour leurs produits.


      — Sept cent soixante-dix-sept mille. Pourquoi tous ces sept ? questionna Origan, intrigué.


      — Tout ce que tu as à faire, c’est manger un gâteau Brossard et dire : « Moi, Rosemary Bliss, la plus jeune gagnante du Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants… » et euh… « Mimie Brossard est ma source d’inspiration ! »


      Oliver lui tendit la lettre et contempla le plafond d’un air rêveur.


      — Si j’épouse Katy Perry et que tu signes ce contrat… on n’aura plus jamais à travailler de notre vie !


      — Mimie Brossard n’est pas une vraie personne ! protesta Rose. La marque a été créée par un groupe d’hommes d’affaires. Comment je pourrais puiser mon inspiration chez quelqu’un qui n’existe même pas ? En plus, je ne mangerai jamais de gâteau Mimie Brossard. Tu sais ce que dit maman sur les biscuits industriels ?


      Elle fourra le bout de papier dans sa poche et lui tourna le dos – elle en avait assez de toutes ces sornettes !


      C’est alors seulement qu’elle remarqua un détail qui lui avait échappé : du papier sulfurisé était étalé comme du parchemin sur toutes les surfaces.


      Tout à coup, les portes battantes de la boutique s’ouvrirent pour livrer le passage à leur mère, Céleste Bliss, les bras chargés de sacs bourrés de provisions. Ses boucles brunes virevoltaient sur son front.


      — Au travail, les garçons ! s’exclama-t-elle. Je vous ai dit d’aligner des petits tas et de ne pas vous arrêter tant que ces feuilles ne seront pas dressées !


      En rouspétant, Origan et Oliver saisirent chacun une poche à douille. Céleste leur ébouriffa les cheveux pour les encourager. Ils se mirent à former des lignes précises de petites boulettes avec la pâte à cookie au chocolat.


      — Qu’est-ce que vous faites ? demanda Rose.


      — C’est ces journalistes, soupira Céleste en l’embrassant sur la tempe. On n’aura pas la paix tant qu’ils n’auront pas déguerpi.


      — Je vais t’aider, déclara Rose.


      Elle avait retrouvé comme par enchantement son enthousiasme d’avant le concours. Elle allait enfin pouvoir se rendre utile !


      Céleste déballa ses provisions.


      — Rose, ma chérie, tu devrais retourner là-haut. C’est après toi qu’ils en ont !


      — Et je suis censée rester dans ma tour, comme Raiponce ? protesta Rose en levant les bras au ciel. Ah, ça, pas question !


      Elle attrapa une poche à douille pleine de pâte à cookies au chocolat et en fit sortir plusieurs billes parfaites tandis que ses frères terminaient les leurs.


      — Trois cents petits tas ! s’exclama Céleste après les avoir comptés. Pile ce qu’il faut. Les enfants, venez par ici.


      Céleste attira Rose et ses frères auprès d’elle, puis posa tendrement les mains sur leurs épaules.


      La porte de la chambre froide s’ouvrit et Balthazar, l’arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père de Rose, en surgit, avec à la main un énorme bocal bleu entouré de fil barbelé, dans lequel on aurait dit que des milliers de brosses à dents électriques s’étaient soudain mises en marche.


      — C’est prêt ? dit-il.


      Céleste fit oui de la tête et lui hurla :


      — Lâche les abeilles !


      Balthazar plaça le bocal sur le sol au centre de la cuisine et souleva le couvercle. Un terrifiant nuage noir et jaune, vrombissant et velu, commença à tournoyer dans les airs.


      — Et voici l’Essaim de la terreur muettisante ! s’écria Balthazar en tirant sur sa barbe.


      — C’est pour les Cookies à la miellez-vous-de-ce-qui-vous-regarde, expliqua Céleste par-dessus le bourdonnement. Celui qui mange un cookie imbibé de venin de l’Essaim de la terreur muettisante ira se mêler de ses affaires. On les a testés pour la première fois sur des trappistes. Croyez-le ou non, avant ce jour fatal, ces moines étaient de vrais moulins à paroles. Bla, bla, bla. Après avoir dégusté ces petites merveilles, ils ont été les premiers à faire vœu de silence parmi tous les ordres monastiques.


      Sur ces paroles, Céleste sortit un kazoo de sa poche.


      — Attention !


      Céleste plissa les lèvres et joua un tango. L’essaim s’immobilisa aussitôt et les abeilles prirent chacune position au-dessus d’un petit tas de pâte chocolatée. Rose sentit sur ses joues la caresse de l’air soulevé par leurs ailes.


      Quand Céleste souffla une nouvelle fois dans le kazoo, les trois cents abeilles plongèrent leur dard dans une boule de pâte. Il y eut comme un soupir, et le bourdonnement perdit de son intensité. Les insectes s’envolèrent et réintégrèrent leur bocal un à un.


      Balthazar se dépêcha de refermer le couvercle.


      Soulagés, Oliver et Origan sortirent en rampant de dessous la table.


      — Berk, dit Origan.


      Rose remarqua qu’une pâte jaune et gluante dégoulinait sur les murs et sur le sol. Origan y trempa le bout de l’index.


      — Les abeilles ont tout sali.


      Balthazar gratta son crâne chauve. Son doigt se couvrit de la même substance collante. Il la goûta de la pointe de la langue.


      — Du miel, marmonna-t-il.


      Céleste et Rose enfournèrent les cookies fraîchement piqués. Quelques minutes plus tard, elles les transférèrent, fumants, sur un plateau. Peu après, Oliver et Origan sortirent dans la rue les distribuer à la foule de reporters et de photographes.


      À peine les journalistes mordirent-ils dedans que leurs yeux s’illuminèrent du même or que le corselet d’une abeille. Et aussitôt, chacun d’eux fila comme un dard… En moins de dix minutes, ils avaient tous déguerpi, emportant appareils photos, perches à son et le reste.


      Oliver et Origan rapportèrent leurs plateaux vides à la cuisine. Depuis le Gala, Oliver, à grand renfort de gel, coiffait ses cheveux en épis de huit centimètres. Ceux-ci, à présent, penchaient comme de longues tiges fanées. Quant à Origan, il avait une grosse bosse sur le front.


      — Quelqu’un m’a donné un coup de micro ! pesta-t-il, furieux. Ce sont des barbares, ces gens-là. Des barbares, je vous dis !


      Oliver brandit un morceau de papier orange.


      — J’ai trouvé ça sur la porte après leur départ. Il y en a plein collés partout sur la façade.


      La feuille était hérissée de morceaux de scotch.


      Céleste la lui prit des mains et lut à voix haute :


      « En vertu du décret HC 213, le Bureau des Affaires américaines déclare que cette entreprise doit CESSER TOUTE ACTIVITÉ COMMERCIALE. Le décret prend effet immédiatement. »


      — Ils ont droit de faire ça ? s’étonna Origan. Ils ont pas besoin de nous en parler avant ?


      — Mais on vient juste de toucher le jackpot ! s’écria Oliver, exaspéré. Katy Perry a commandé un gâteau !


      Céleste fronça les sourcils et poursuivit sa lecture :


      « La loi sur la Protection des Pâtisseries à Grande Échelle stipule que les pâtisseries comptant moins de mille employés doivent renoncer à exercer leurs activités. Les grandes pâtisseries industrielles souffrent de la concurrence déloyale des petites pâtisseries familiales implantées sur l’ensemble du territoire américain. Dorénavant, la vente de vos gâteaux est frappée d’interdit. Toute infraction sera sévèrement punie. »


      Rose avala sa salive. Elle sentit un choc mou contre sa cheville. Elle baissa la tête et vit Serge le chat, qui l’observait. Il s’enroula autour des jambes de Rose et se mit à ronronner.


      — Un vœu impulsif peut avoir un goût amer. Je t’avais prévenue !
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Le chat est dans le sac


  
    Vingt-sept jours plus tard très exactement, Rose s’éveilla dans une chambre aussi chaude que l’intérieur d’une chaussette tout juste sortie du sèche-linge.


    Elle venait de passer vingt-sept jours dans une maison glaciale. Les fours éteints, le rideau de la devanture baissé, bref, la pâtisserie fermée. Vingt-sept jours à se ronger de culpabilité. Rien qu’en faisant un petit vœu de rien du tout, elle, Rosemary Bliss, avait soufflé un coup de froid sur sa ville.


    Elle s’étira dans son lit, savourant la chaleur de cette matinée de juin. On était dimanche, elle n’avait pas besoin de se traîner jusqu’aux couloirs moroses du collège. Depuis la fermeture de la pâtisserie Bliss, ses camarades de classe avaient le moral à zéro, comme tout le monde à Calamity Falls. Les professeurs n’avaient plus la pêche, les équipes de sport enchaînaient les défaites, même les pom-pom girls avaient perdu leur enthousiasme. « Pfft », marmonnaient-elles durant les matchs en secouant mollement leurs pompons.


    Le pire, c’était que Devin Stetson lui aussi avait été atteint : sa frange blonde pendouillait, terne et grasse, sur son front. Au point que Rose se demandait ce qui avait bien pu lui plaire chez lui.


    Et Rose déprimait plus que tout le monde : elle seule, à Calamity Falls, connaissait la véritable raison pour laquelle la pâtisserie avait fermé ses portes.


    — Encore une semaine, marmonna-t-elle sans bouger de son lit.


    — Chut ! fit une petite voix à côté d’elle. Je dors !


    Rose souleva les couvertures et découvrit un petit tas grognon vêtu d’un pyjama : sa petite sœur de quatre ans, Nini, recroquevillée comme une virgule contre le mur.


    — Nini, il faut que t’arrêtes de te glisser en douce dans mon lit !


    — Mais j’ai peur, gazouilla Nini.


    Elle fit papillonner ses grands cils noirs et Rose sentit monter une nouvelle vague de culpabilité. Les soudaines terreurs nocturnes de la bambine étaient sans doute aussi sa faute.


    — Encore une semaine avant quoi ? ronronna une autre voix.


    Serge, roulé en boule contre le ventre de Nini, ouvrit un œil vert qu’il darda sur Rose. Ce chat était doué de parole depuis le jour où il avait mangé les Biscuits au fromage bavardeurs de leur arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père. N’empêche, elle continuait à être stupéfaite chaque fois qu’il ouvrait sa minuscule gueule moustachue pour en placer une.


    — T’as donné ta langue au chat ou quoi ? demanda-t-il.


    — Avant les grandes vacances, dit Rose. Je n’en peux plus. Tout le monde est grincheux !


    Elle prit une grande inspiration et huma une douce odeur de cannelle et de noix de muscade qui lui réchauffa le cœur.


    — Quelqu’un est en train de faire des gâteaux ! s’exclama-t-elle.


    Serge étira ses pattes de devant et fit le dos rond. Sa queue se redressa en point d’exclamation.


    — On vit dans une pâtisserie, au cas où tu l’aurais oublié.


    — Mais… mais… mais…, hoqueta Rose, nous sommes fermés ! Par ordre du gouvernement !


    Nini cligna des yeux et se mit à grattouiller les oreilles tombantes de Serge. Depuis qu’elle avait été délivrée du sort horrible qui l’obligeait à chanter sans cesse les éloges de sa tante Lily, la petite fille avait adopté une sérénité digne du bouddha. Elle ouvrait rarement la bouche et n’énonçait alors que de profondes vérités. Elle posa l’index sur la ride d’inquiétude qui barrait le front de Rose et déclara avec calme :


    — Être fermé n’est que l’occasion de s’ouvrir à autre chose.


    — Que nous soyons ouverts ou fermés, faire cuire quoi que ce soit revient à commettre une infraction, rétorqua Rose avec une grimace. Descendons ! Vite !


     


    Après avoir enfilé un tee-shirt rouge et un short beige, Rose courut à la cuisine en compagnie de Nini et de Serge. Ils arrivèrent pile au moment où Chip entrait par la porte du jardin. Chip avait été soldat dans une autre vie. À la pâtisserie Bliss, il s’occupait d’habitude de la caisse et des clients. Rose ne savait pas ce qu’ils feraient sans lui.


    — Je ne comprends pas ce que je fais là. Il y a toujours la pancarte FERMÉ sur la porte. Le rideau est baissé et toutes les lumières de la devanture sont éteintes.


    — Eh bien, Chip, déclara Céleste, assieds-toi que je vous explique à tous la situation.


    Chip prit place sur un tabouret au bout de la table, autour de laquelle les parents de Rose, ses frères et Balthazar étaient réunis devant une pile gigantesque de courrier de fans. Albert, le père de Rose, tenait la lettre officielle envoyée par le gouvernement des États-Unis. Il la lisait et la relisait, comme s’il s’attendait à y trouver une note de bas de page en caractères minuscules qui en invaliderait le contenu.


    — Cette loi est un tissu d’absurdités ! grommela-t-il.


    Nini se coula sous la table pour grimper sur les genoux de sa mère. Rose se glissa entre ses deux frères.


    — Je suis d’accord : ça n’a aucun sens, acquiesça Céleste. C’est pourquoi, dès aujourd’hui, la pâtisserie Bliss reprend du service.


    — Mais, Céleste protesta Albert, tu vas faire de nous des hors-la-loi !


    Balthazar épongea son crâne chauve avec un mouchoir.


    — Ma chérie, le gouvernement stipule que nous n’avons pas le droit d’exercer notre profession. Ce document est très clair : à moins que nous n’ayons plus de mille employés, nous sommes fermés. Cet avocat aux tarifs faramineux, Bob Solomon, n’a pas réussi à dénicher la moindre faille. Et notre amie sénatrice, Nell Katey, n’a pas avancé d’un pouce avec son groupe de pression à Washington. On a affaire à quelque chose de sournois.


    Serge fit le gros dos, cracha et se mit à griffer rageusement le bois de la table comme s’il se trouvait devant une cage pleine de souris.


    — Serge, le gronda gentiment Céleste. Arrête, s’il te plaît.


    Serge se laissa tomber sur le sol, se contorsionna dans tous les sens et roula sur le dos.


    — Désolé. C’est comme ça que font les scottish folds quand rien ne va plus.


    — La loi nous interdit toute activité commerciale, expliqua Céleste dont les yeux brillaient d’une étrange lueur. Elle ne dit rien sur les entreprises à but non lucratif. Nous devons cesser de vendre nos pâtisseries, mais nous pouvons continuer d’en faire !


    — Tu n’es pas en train de suggérer que…, commença Oliver, abasourdi.


    — … l’on distribue nos pâtisseries gratuitement ? termina Origan.


    Oliver plaça sa tête dans ses mains en faisant bien attention à ne pas se décoiffer.


    — Je n’en crois pas mes oreilles ! Ce n’est pas ainsi qu’on deviendra riches !


    — Si, c’est exactement ce que je suggère, confirma Céleste. Notre travail est plus important que l’argent. Calamity Falls a besoin de nous.


    Origan émit un grognement digne d’une scène de théâtre.


    À côté d’elle, Albert replia délicatement la lettre avec un grand sourire.


    — On ne pourra pas fonctionner sans argent indéfiniment – on n’en a pas les moyens. Cela dit, tentons le coup jusqu’à ce qu’on imagine une façon de contourner cette loi débile.


    — Je donnerais ma tête à couper que c’est la faute de Lily.


    Balthazar se leva de table et se mit à arpenter la pièce de long en large en se triturant la barbe, puis ajouta :


    — Souvenez-vous : Lily ne nous a jamais rendu L’Apocryphe d’Albatross. Je vous parie un Pain à la banane du je-me-suis-trahi que Lily utilise les recettes de cet ouvrage pour semer le chaos au sein de notre gouvernement. J’aurais dû le détruire quand j’en ai eu l’occasion en 1972.


    L’arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père de Rose se plaisait souvent à rappeler à ses proches les dangers L’Apocryphe d’Albatross, un grimoire qui rassemblait des recettes particulièrement pernicieuses rédigé il y a très longtemps par un des moutons noirs de la famille. D’habitude, il était rangé dans une pochette au dos du Livre de recettes des Bliss, mais quand Lily leur avait rendu celui-ci lors de sa déconfiture au Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants, L’Apocryphe avait disparu.


    — Mais on n’a pas de preuve, Balthazar ! protesta Albert.


    D’après Rose, il essayait davantage de se convaincre lui-même que de persuader Balthazar. L’arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père de Rose prit un air offusqué.


    — Au diable tout ça ! vociféra soudain Oliver. La solution à tous nos problèmes nous crève les yeux ! Tout ce que Rose a à faire, c’est de tourner une pub pour les produits Mimie Brossard, et nous pourrons aller prendre notre retraite à Tahiti. C’est eux qui nous feront des gâteaux !


    Origan et lui se claquèrent dans les paumes.


    Céleste lui donna une légère tape sur la tête.


    — Ce n’est pas une question d’argent, Oliver ! Il s’agit des habitants de cette ville. Ils ont besoin de nous. Et nous avons besoin d’eux. La pâtisserie, c’est notre raison d’exister dans ce monde.


    — En plus, enchérit leur père, on peut se le permettre dans l’immédiat. On a toujours mis des sous de côté, en prévision d’un coup dur. Et celui-là est le pire qui soit jamais arrivé à Calimity Falls.


    Dans le tréfonds de son cœur, Rose sentit naître une minuscule lueur d’espoir et le désir de faire un peu de bien de la seule manière qu’elle connaissait.


    — Comment on va procéder ? demanda-t-elle à sa mère.


    Céleste lui adressa un beau sourire et l’angoisse des vingt-sept derniers jours s’évanouit comme la brume au lever du soleil.


    — Désormais, nous dirigeons la pâtisserie Bliss Underground, annonça Céleste. Nous cuisinerons vingt-quatre heures sur vingt-quatre, et à partir de demain matin, nous irons livrer personnellement nos gâteaux, tartes et muffins aux habitants de la ville. Ils nous sont restés fidèles lorsque nous étions en difficulté et que nous avions perdu le Livre. C’est l’occasion de leur prouver notre gratitude.


    D’un grand geste dramatique, Albert déchira la lettre du gouvernement :


    — Ça, c’est la meilleure idée que j’aie jamais entendue !


    Céleste posa Nini sur les genoux d’Albert et se mit à faire les cent pas dans la cuisine encombrée.


    — Chip va s’occuper des courses, dit-elle en se tournant vers son assistant baraqué. Albert, peux-tu te charger de l’inventaire de nos ingrédients magiques ?


    Elle se redressa de toute sa hauteur et ajouta :


    — Nous ne baisserons pas les bras.


    — Tu peux compter sur moi, lui promit Rose.


    Quel bonheur, se disait-elle, de pouvoir enfin réparer les dégâts provoqués par son vœu impulsif. Pour la première fois depuis bientôt un mois, elle allait se lâcher et se mettre aux fourneaux, sans caméras ni journalistes. Trois générations de Bliss se lançaient dans ce qu’elles savaient faire le mieux au monde : de la magie en cuisine.


     


    Il était trois heures du matin.


    La chaleur ambiante était aussi épaisse que de la gelée de raisin. Rose cassa un œuf d’inséparables masqués dans la mixture, avec quelques courgettes, pour préparer des Muffins de l’amour destinés à M. et Mme Chardon-Phibien, qui, sans l’intervention magique de la pâtisserie Bliss, n’étaient de nouveau plus l’un pour l’autre que des étrangers timides.


    Rose incorpora l’œuf et la pâte s’épaissit.


    — Maman, regarde !


    De petits nuages de farine en forme de cœur s’en échappèrent en sifflant avant d’exploser dans l’air.


    Mais Céleste n’avait pas entendu Rose à cause du boucan que faisait le Toucan malaisien de la fortune. Son coassement arrogant fut relâché dans une jatte de crème pâtissière dont elle fourra ses Choux à la crème de cathédrale, sans lesquels les voix de la chorale de Calamity Falls étaient un tantinet fluettes.


    — Qu’est-ce qu’il y a, ma chérie ?


    — Rien, répondit Rose en continuant de s’occuper de ses muffins.


    Balthazar, quant à lui, était en train d’ajouter le regard perçant d’un troisième œil moyenâgeux dans un Fondant père-fille pour M. Borzini et sa fille Lindsey, afin que ces deux-là puissent mieux se comprendre.


    — Il ne faut jamais regarder un troisième œil dans euh… l’œil, la prévint Balthazar. Tu risquerais de devenir aveugle.


    « J’en prends note, pensa Rose. Ne pas perdre la vue. »


    Tous trois s’activaient depuis maintenant seize heures, et ils n’en étaient qu’à la moitié de la liste dressée par Céleste.


    La cuisine était pleine de bocaux bleus qui renfermaient divers reniflements et grognements, fées et gnomes, lézards antédiluviens, champignons qui parlent, yeux globuleux, mouches zonzonnantes et pompons brillants et sautillants. Des senteurs de cannelle, de noix de muscade et de vanille tournoyaient dans la pièce. Avec tous ces bruits qui s’échappaient de chez eux, Rose espérait que les voisins n’allaient pas penser que les Bliss avaient transformé leur pâtisserie en zoo.


    Albert avait monté les bocaux d’ingrédients un à un de la cave secrète dissimulée sous la chambre froide.


    — Attention la tête, les Bliss !


    Les étagères étaient presque vides.


    Oliver et Origan étaient allés se coucher depuis longtemps. Ils étaient redescendus grignoter un petit quelque chose, mais devant le chaos magique qui régnait dans la cuisine (mâchoires claquantes, lapins volants et explosions de couleur jaillissant de dizaines de saladiers en inox), ils s’étaient dépêchés de retourner d’où ils venaient.


    Il y avait des Cookies de la vérité pour cette menteuse de Mme Bonnevoix, des Crêpes à la calme-toi-donc pour Mme Carlson, leur baby-sitter écossaise qui était toujours en colère, et des Chaussons aux pommes-d’aventure pour les timides membres de la Ligue des Littéraires Lettrées.


    Il y avait des Biscuits clairvoyants pour Florence la fleuriste, qui était quasiment aveugle, et un Gâteau à la framboise frugale pour Pierre Guillaume, un restaurateur français accro au shopping. Pour Devin Stetson, le garçon aux cheveux blonds qui occupait toutes ses pensées depuis un an, cinq mois et onze jours, Rose avait concocté des Petits Pains à la respire-bien pour l’aider à se débarrasser de son infection chronique des sinus. Selon elle, la sinusite était le seul défaut du divin Devin.


    À quatre heures du matin, Rose, assommée par l’haleine brûlante des fours, annonça à Céleste qu’elle avait besoin de s’allonger une minute. Elle s’étendit sur le banc derrière la table et s’endormit comme une masse.


     


    Rose fut réveillée par un soleil doré à point. Serge le scottish fold lui tapotait l’épaule avec sa grosse patte. En lui bavant un peu dessus, il ronronna :


    — C’est l’heure des livraisons, Rose ! On a tout ce qui figure sur la liste !


    Rose se redressa d’un bond. Sa mère, son père et Balthazar ronflaient tous les trois allongés par terre. Les plans de travail et la table de la cuisine étaient recouverts de boîtes en carton blanches joliment fermées par des rubans rayés rouge et blanc.


    Oliver et Origan étaient déjà en train de charger le coffre du monospace de la famille Bliss. Nini, assise à côté des boîtes, apportait sa contribution en les caressant de ses mains enduites de glaçage.


    — Soyez sages, répétait-elle.


    Origan l’attacha dans son siège auto et se glissa à côté d’elle.


    — C’est moi qui conduis, déclara fièrement Oliver.


    Il aimait clamer à la cantonade qu’à seize ans il avait l’âge de prendre le volant. Il sortit une carte plastifiée de la poche arrière de son jean noir. Sur la photo, on voyait bien les huit centimètres de ses épis rouquins… au détriment du menton, hors cadre.


    — Ouf, dit-il. Je voulais juste être sûr que j’avais mon permis sur moi. Mon permis de conduire.


    Rose roula des yeux.


    — Allons-y, mi hermana ! s’écria-t-il. C’est moi qui conduis.


    — En fait, si cela ne te dérange pas, je crois que je vais aller livrer à vélo quelques paquets moi-même, répliqua Rose.


    Oliver lui jeta un regard en coin, puis haussa les épaules.


    — Comme tu veux, mi hermana.


    Depuis qu’Oliver avait commencé à apprendre l’espagnol au lycée, il parsemait ses propos de mots hispaniques. Il pensait que ça lui donnait l’air mystérieux et sophistiqué.


    Origan hurla par la fenêtre de derrière :


    — T’es au courant que y a pas la clim sur ton vélo, hein ?


    — Je sais ! lui cria Rose.


    Ses frères attendirent qu’elle choisisse quelques boîtes. Elle les empila dans le panier fixé à son guidon et en rangea une avec soin dans son sac à dos. Alors qu’elle s’apprêtait à partir, Serge sauta dans le panier.


    — En avant ! miaula-t-il.


     


    Serge sortit sa petite tête grise hors du panier et se tourna vers Rose qui pédalait à vive allure.


    — Tu veux bien t’arrêter à la fontaine de Reginald Calamity, ma chère Rose, que je puisse attraper mon petit déjeuner ?


    — Serge, il n’y a pas de poisson dans la fontaine, lui rappela Rose. Il n’y a que des pièces de un cent que les gens jettent comme porte-bonheur. C’est une tradition.


    — Dans ce cas, je ramasserai cette monnaie pour aller m’acheter une délicieuse tranche de saumon fumé.


    Sans ralentir à la fontaine, Rose gara sa bicyclette devant la maisonnette aux murs couverts de lierre où habitaient M. et Mme Phibien-Chardon.


    — Pas un mot, Serge, ordonna-t-elle en ouvrant son sac à dos.


    Serge sauta à l’intérieur, tournicota pour trouver une position confortable, puis soupira.


    — Oh, je sais. Si seulement la vue d’un chat qui parle ne faisait pas défaillir tous ces humains.


    Rose écarta le rideau de lierre et appuya sur la sonnette en forme de grenouille.


    Au bout d’un moment, M. Phibien ouvrit. Sur son tee-shirt imprimé d’une grenouille, il y avait écrit : EMBRASSEZ-MOI. Il paraissait déprimé, même si ses cheveux blancs étaient aussi hirsutes que d’habitude.


    — Bonjour, Rose, la salua-t-il. Quel triste vent t’amène ?


    Rose baissa les yeux. Le paillasson indiquait : BIENVENUE AUX GRENOUILLES ET À CERTAINS HUMAINS.


    — Ainsi que vous le savez, la pâtisserie Bliss a été obligée de fermer. Cependant, pour vous remercier de votre soutien à l’occasion du Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants, on vous apporte vos Muffins de l’a… heu… je veux dire… vos muffins aux courgettes préférés.


    — Oh la la ! fit-il d’une voix éteinte.


    Mais Rose voyait bien dans ses yeux qu’il était touché. M. Phibien était un grand timide, d’où la nécessité de lui fournir les Muffins de l’amour.


    M. Phibien remarqua alors les oreilles de Serge qui dépassaient du sac à dos de Rose.


    — Oh ! C’est un chat que vous avez là ? Qu’est-ce qui cloche avec ses oreilles ?


    Rose sentit Serge se raidir à l’intérieur du sac.


    — Rien du tout ! Tous les scottish folds ont les oreilles tombantes.


    — Ah bon, acquiesça M. Phibien, songeur, en mordant machinalement dans un Muffin de l’amour. Alors il a des oreilles de grenouille, sauf que les leurs sont à l’intérieur de la tête.


    Serge planta ses griffes dans le dos de Rose.


    — Aïe ! s’écria-t-elle en sursautant.


    — Quoi ? demanda M. Phibien.


    — Rien, répondit Rose.


    Il prit une deuxième bouchée qu’il avala bruyamment. Soudain, une lueur verte fusa dans ses yeux. Il redressa le dos et se racla la gorge.


    — Felidia ! Il faut que je dise à ma belle Felidia combien je l’aime, car une femme aussi exceptionnelle mérite des louanges quotidiennes ! J’arrive, ma Felidia !


    Sur ce, M. Phibien, la boîte de muffins sous le bras, pivota sur ses talons et claqua la porte au nez de Rose.


    — J’ai l’impression que ça a marché, commenta celle-ci.


    Cela dit, elle préférait ne pas penser à ce qui allait se passer à l’intérieur de la maisonnette des Phibien-Chardon.


    — Des oreilles de grenouille, râla Serge. On aura tout entendu !


     


    Florence la fleuriste soupçonna Rose d’être une cambrioleuse jusqu’au moment où elle mordit dans le Biscuit clairvoyant.


    — Ah ! C’est toi, Rose Bliss ! soupira-t-elle, soulagée que les Bliss ne l’aient pas oubliée.


    Pierre Guillaume, dont c’était le jour de fermeture, mordit dans un Gâteau à la framboise frugale.


    — Sacrebleu1 ! s’exclama-t-il, renonçant aussitôt à acheter un yacht sur eBay. Ta gentille maman, l’adorable Céleste, est toujours aux petits soins pour moi.


    Boîte après boîte, Rose poursuivit sa tournée, évitant de justesse de mini désastres. Il ne lui resta bientôt plus que celle qu’elle avait glissée au fond de son sac à dos, celle qu’elle brûlait d’aller livrer en personne, et pour laquelle les autres n’avaient été qu’un prétexte.


    Elle remonta la côte infernale de la colline des Moineaux et s’arrêta devant la boutique Stetson – Beignets et Réparations automobiles.


    Rose se demanda si Devin avait remarqué sa nouvelle coupe de cheveux. La coiffeuse lui avait fait une frange « dégradée effilée », au lieu de la frange droite qu’elle se coupait elle-même devant le miroir de sa salle de bains. Au collège, Rose n’en avait pas dit un mot à Devin, mais elle pensait qu’il avait peut-être vu sa frange dans le journal ou aux infos télévisées. Il fallait bien avouer qu’avec sa nouvelle coiffure elle se sentait plus féminine, plus sûre d’elle. C’était la vérité. Elle n’y pouvait rien.


    En roulant un peu des hanches, Rose entra dans le magasin, sa boîte de Petits Pains à la respire-bien dans les mains. Ces petites bouchées sucrées et moelleuses étaient nappées de glaçage à la cannelle. Au centre de chacune, elle avait inséré une cuillerée de crème infusée au vent du nord. Juste ce qu’il fallait pour dégager les poumons et les sinus de toute glaire superflue. Autrefois, Céleste en préparait à Rose lorsqu’un rhume la retenait à la maison. C’était bien plus savoureux que du bouillon de poule !


    Devin était derrière le comptoir. Lui aussi avait une frange « dégradée effilée », sauf que la sienne était d’un beau blond cendré. Aux yeux de Rose, ses cheveux brillaient tels des fils d’or. Ses narines étaient rouge vif, et il avait le regard terne. Il se moucha avec un bruit de trompette.


    — On dirait un Justin Boo Boo maladif, lui chuchota Serge dans son dos.


    — Chuuuuuut ! lui souffla-t-elle en se dandinant vers la caisse.


    Elle rassembla ses esprits et prit une grande inspiration.


    — Salut, Devin !


    Devin s’essuya prestement le nez et lissa sa frange.


    — Salut, Rose, répondit-il d’un ton lugubre.


    — Ça va ? T’es encore enrhumé ?


    — Ouais. Du m’coddais, dit-il en reniflant.


    Il pianota sur la surface en verre.


    — D’es ude célébridé maidedant. Ça fait bizarre.


    Rose sentit son cœur se serrer.


    — Bizarre comment ? En bien ou en mal ?


    Devin chercha ses mots.


    — En bien, en bien… Euh… Euh…


    Son regard allait et venait du visage de Rose à un coin du plafond.


    « Est-ce qu’il est intimidé ? se demanda Rose. D’habitude, c’est moi qui suis dans mes petits souliers. »


    — Je suis venue parce que même si la pâtisserie est fermée, je voulais t’apporter tes petits choux préférés. Pour que tu ne sois pas trop mélancolique.


    Rose n’en revenait pas du mot qu’elle venait de prononcer. Mélancolique ? Mais qu’est-ce qui lui avait pris ? Elle parlait comme une vieille mémé de quatre-vingt-dix ans ! Devin allait la prendre pour une sale prétentieuse.


    Devin ouvrit la boîte et mordit à pleines dents dans un des petits pains moelleux.


    — Mmmmmmmm ! s’exclama-t-il. Quel goût merveilleux !


    Ses m sonnaient clair comme du cristal.


    — Tiens, c’est bizarre ! Je respire !


    Il sourit, les yeux soudain vifs.


    — Bizarre en bien ? le taquina Rose.


    — Oui, bizarre en bien, s’exclama-t-il avec un sourire jusqu’aux oreilles.


     


    Une fois dehors, Rose posa Serge par terre.


    — Il n’est même pas si mignon que ça, miaula le chat.


    Rose sautillait gaiement. Ses pas n’auraient pas été plus légers si des fées invisibles l’avaient aidée à marcher.


    — Parle pour toi, le rembarra Rose qui retrouva sa bicyclette.


    Elle se rejouait dans sa tête la scène avec Devin comme on repasse en boucle son DVD favori.


    Serge le chat leva un regard méfiant vers la corbeille en métal vide.


    — Le panier de ton vélo est vraiment pas confortable. Et puis le vent est glacial, au cas où tu ne t’en serais pas aperçue.


    — Tu veux retourner dans le sac à dos ?


    — Je n’osais pas te le demander.


    Elle s’agenouilla et souleva le rabat. Serge sauta dedans. Elle l’entendit remuer à l’intérieur et marmonner :


    — Il fait bien plus chaud ! C’est plus douillet !


    Elle remettait son sac sur ses épaules quand elle entendit une voix derrière la clôture, en haut de la colline.


    — C’est toi, Rose Bliss ?


    Rose se retourna pour apercevoir à contre-jour une silhouette massive. La seule personne qui avait des épaules aussi larges, c’était Chip. Pourtant cet homme n’était pas leur aide-pâtissier.


    — Tu es Rose Bliss, si je ne me trompe ? reprit l’inconnu d’une voix grave.


    L’homme avait un beau visage, du moins pour un type qui avait au minimum l’âge de son père. Robuste, avec une tête énorme, une mâchoire carrée et des yeux en bouton de bottine. Il avait d’épais cheveux bruns et portait un jogging en velours marron. Ses doigts ainsi que le devant de sa tenue semblaient saupoudrés de farine.


    — Cette armoire à glace ne me dit rien qui vaille, murmura Serge. C’est quoi, ce truc qu’il a sur les doigts ? Et puis quel genre de grande personne porterait un jogging en velours marron ?


    Les parents de Rose lui répétaient sans cesse de ne pas adresser la parole à des inconnus, mais depuis qu’elle avait remporté le Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants, tout le monde savait qui elle était. Ce n’était pas la peine de le nier.


    — Oui, je suis Rose Bliss.


    — C’est bien ce que je pensais, dit l’homme en désignant la vue plongeante sur Calamity Falls. Tu sais ce qui est idiot, Rose ? Cette nouvelle loi sur les pâtisseries !


    Rose se détendit un peu.


    — Oui, ça n’a aucun sens.


    — Ces gens, continua l’homme d’un ton passionné, ils ont besoin de gâteaux, de tartes, de biscuits, de cookies… Une petite douceur par-ci, par-là rappelle à chacun que la vie est belle.


    Il posa la main sur son cœur comme s’il s’apprêtait à entonner l’hymne national.


    Rose hocha la tête. Elle songea à toutes les vies qu’elle avait embellies ce matin, à tous ceux qu’elle et sa famille avaient aidés. Mais combien de temps tiendraient-ils ? Les Bliss avaient fourni assez de magie à la ville pour deux jours, mais ils n’avaient pas les moyens de continuer à faire des gâteaux sans être payés. Leurs économies ne leur permettraient pas d’inonder indéfiniment la ville de sucreries.


    L’inconnu se rapprocha d’elle :


    — Une vie sans une part de gâteau ne vaut pas la peine d’être vécue. Tous ces gens, ajouta-t-il avec un nouveau geste vers Calamity Falls, vont sombrer dans la plus noire dépression.


    Serge sortit sa patte du sac à dos et en donna un coup dans l’oreille de Rose.


    — Ce type ne m’inspire pas confiance, Rose ! souffla-t-il.


    L’armoire à glace se pencha jusqu’à ce que ses yeux plongent dans ceux de Rose.


    — Est-ce… est-ce que tu voudrais aider ces gens ?


    — Mais bien sûr !


    Rose repensa à son vœu. Elle ne croyait pas réellement ce que le chat lui avait dit (n’est-ce pas ?). Un vœu ne pouvait pas changer le monde (si ?). Toujours est-il qu’elle aurait bien aimé le ravaler, ce fichu vœu, si seulement c’était possible.


    — C’est ce que je souhaite le plus au monde, ajouta-t-elle.


    — Ah, bien ! dit l’homme. Dans ce cas…


    Il claqua des doigts.


    Rose n’eut pas le temps de pousser un cri. Un sac vide de farine géant s’abattit sur elle et sur Serge, les enveloppant de ténèbres.
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Faire du mieux possible avec ce qu’on a


  
    Les deux heures que Rose passa avec Serge enfermée dans le sac de jute furent les pires de sa vie.


    Premièrement, qui apprécie d’être kidnappé et jeté dans un sac ? Toutes sortes de questions vous viennent à l’esprit, du style « Où m’emmènent-ils ? Vais-je m’en sortir ? » Deuxièmement, être enfermé à l’intérieur d’un sac de toile dans un véhicule en mouvement en plein été, c’est un peu comme se retrouver dans un four à l’humeur baladeuse, qui tressaute, qui cahote, et qui, en plus, se déplace. Troisièmement, les résidus de farine sur les parois du sac, mélangés à sa transpiration, formaient une pâte gluante dégoûtante sur sa peau. Elle eut beau s’escrimer à ouvrir le sac avec ses ongles, le nœud était trop serré.


    Et puis, il y avait Serge.


    — J’ai des griffes, chuchotait-il sans arrêt. Ne l’oublie pas, Rose. Mes griffes sont des armes de destruction massive.


    Heureusement, leur ravisseur n’avait pas l’air d’entendre le discours du chat noyé par le vrombissement du moteur et les coups de klaxon des automobilistes impatients. Rose s’efforçait de garder son calme et de crier à intervalles réguliers :


    — Où vous m’emmenez ? Laissez-moi partir !


    En pure perte chaque fois.


    Quand la camionnette s’arrêta enfin, une paire de bras costauds souleva le sac. Des portes s’ouvrirent et Rose reconnut le bourdonnement d’un climatiseur.


    Les bras les déposèrent sur une chaise et ôtèrent le sac.


    Aveuglée par une lumière crue, Rose ferma les yeux.


    Elle était assise sur une chaise en fer rouillé au centre d’une pièce aux murs et au sol de béton. De minces rais de jour filtraient par de minuscules fenêtres placées au ras du plafond. À un bout de la pièce, il y avait un bureau recouvert de dossiers. Derrière, le mur était garni de vieux classeurs métalliques. Les tubes de néon du plafond crépitaient et bourdonnaient comme s’ils retenaient prisonnières des lucioles radioactives.


    La pièce sentait le métal et le désinfectant. Rose fut prise de nostalgie en pensant aux arômes de la pâtisserie : beurre, chocolat, gâteaux tout juste sortis du four…


    — J’aime pas cet endroit, murmura Serge. (Il délogea à coups de patte les grumeaux de farine coincés dans les plis de ses oreilles.) On se croirait dans un film… un documentaire qui montre à quel point les bureaux sont des endroits déprimants.


    Rose caressa la tête ronde du chat.


    — Tout va bien. Tu as tes griffes, tu te rappelles ?


    — Et comment ! ronronna-t-il.


    Rose ébouriffa ses cheveux, épousseta la farine sur son tee-shirt rouge, ses paupières, derrière ses oreilles, et même sous ses aisselles.


    — Où suis-je ? hurla-t-elle.


    Comme personne ne répondait, elle se retourna. Au fond de la pièce, deux hommes se tenaient debout à côté d’une fontaine à eau d’une propreté douteuse. L’un d’eux était l’armoire à glace en jogging de velours marron, l’autre était un grand maigre à lunettes avec une longue tête chauve en forme de bulbe trop petite pour sa taille. Un extraterrestre en costard, se dit Rose.


    — Ohé ? brailla-t-elle à nouveau. Où suis-je ?


    Ni l’un ni l’autre ne lui prêtèrent la moindre attention. Ils continuaient de discuter près de la fontaine en buvant de l’eau dans des cornets en papier.


    — Qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? s’écria l’homme chauve en gesticulant vers Rose.


    Une gerbe d’eau jaillit du cornet.


    — Tu devais rapporter le LIVRE.


    — Pour le Livre, c’était pas possible, patron, répondit l’armoire à glace. La pâtisserie est fermée. On peut pas entrer. Alors j’ai pris la pâtissière à la place.


    Rose laissa échapper un cri. Ces deux-là en avaient après le Livre de recettes des Bliss ! Mais que voulaient-ils donc en faire ? C’était déjà assez terrible que tante Lily ait pu mettre la main dessus, mais depuis qu’elle le leur avait rendu, Rose était persuadée qu’ils n’avaient plus rien à craindre de ce côté-là.


    Le grand chauve se resservit d’eau.


    — Non, je n’ai pas dit la pâtissière, j’ai dit le Livre. On a besoin du livre.


    Le costaud poussa un gros soupir :


    — Mais, patron, la pâtissière, c’est ce qu’il y a de mieux après le Livre. Elle a remporté ce concours en France. Elle peut le faire.


    Le grand chauve fixa Rose avec des yeux ronds.


    — Elle est trop jeune ! dit-il d’une voix tranchante. Et maigrichonne, avec ça ! Et elle a un chat dans son sac à dos, un chat aux oreilles cassées !


    — Je vous entends, vous savez ! fulmina Rose. Je suis là ! Et si vous ne me dites pas où je suis, je lâche mon chat sur vous !


    Serge sauta du sac toutes griffes dehors, cracha et feula. On aurait dit une mante religieuse qui se préparait à un combat de boxe.


    — Et ses oreilles ne sont pas cassées, ajouta Rose. C’est une particularité de sa race.


    — N’ayez pas peur, jeune dame, dit le grand chauve. On va tout vous expliquer, mais calmez donc ce vieux matou.


    Rose jeta un regard sévère à Serge, lequel haussa les épaules et rentra ses griffes.


    — Gentil minou, susurra-t-elle.


    Elle le prit sur ses genoux et le caressa jusqu’à ce qu’il ronronne.


    — Voilà, il est calmé, dit-elle. Maintenant, je répète : Où suis-je ?


    Les deux hommes se dirigèrent vers le bureau en rasant les murs pour éviter Serge.


    Le grand chauve s’assit derrière le bureau. L’armoire à glace en jogging se plaça derrière lui, adossé aux classeurs rouillés.


    — Vous êêêêtes, déclara le grand chauve, dans la meilleure pâtisserie de l’univers : la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux.


    Il se frappa les deux index et fixa Rose à travers les verres de ses lunettes. Non seulement cet individu n’avait pas de cheveux, mais il avait une bouche sans lèvres. On aurait dit que la peau en dessous de son nez et celle au-dessus de son menton, à un moment donné, avaient décidé de s’arrêter.


    — Je m’appelle M. Beurre, et mon associé tout en muscles, que vous avez déjà eu le plaisir de rencontrer, c’est M. Kerr.


    — « Véritables », hein ? douta Rose.


    Elle avait entendu parler des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, bien sûr. Comme tout le monde. C’était ceux avec la petite vache blanche au coin de l’emballage.


    À la cafétéria de l’école, Rose avait vu ses camarades sortir de leur sac des paquets de Véritables Petits Gâteaux : des petits gâteaux au chocolat fourrés à la guimauve, des cupcakes noirs à pois blancs, des gâteaux à la vanille garnis de crème au chocolat… Ils avaient tous des noms qui n’avaient rien à voir avec leurs ingrédients ni leur apparence : Fondants mordants, Tartelettes lunaires et Machins des rois. Rose n’avait jamais eu l’idée de goûter aux Fondants mordants et aux Machins des rois, car sa mère lui emballait toujours une délicieuse sucrerie maison pour le dessert. Et puis, ces petits gâteaux ne duraient que le temps d’une ou deux bouchées.


    — MM. Beurre et Kerr, de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, répéta Rose. C’est noté. Maintenant je pourrai dire à la police qui m’a kidnappée.


    De la bouche aux lèvres inexistantes fusa un ricanement.


    — Kidnappée ! Vous entendez ça, monsieur Kerr ? La pauvre petite croit qu’on l’a kidnappée !


    M. Kerr lança un regard gêné à Rose.


    — Euh…


    — Vous m’avez amenée ici dans un sac à farine, les accusa Rose. Contre ma volonté !


    — Oh, mais vous avez mal interprété nos intentions, mademoiselle Bliss, poursuivit M. Beurre d’une voix aussi onctueuse que son nom. Nous ne vous avons pas kidnappée. Nous vous avons amenée ici pour vous faire une offre d’emploi.


    Rose fronça les sourcils.


    — Un emploi ? Quel genre ?


    — On a besoin d’aide pour nos recettes, déclara tout à trac M. Kerr en se frottant les mains sur le velours de son jogging.


    M. Beurre lui jeta un coup d’œil furibond, puis se tourna à nouveau vers Rose, tout sourire :


    — Oui, c’est l’idée, dit-il en tapotant le bureau avec ses doigts. Vous voyez, Rose, ici, à la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, nous sommes aussi horrifiés que vous par cette loi sur la Protection des Pâtisseries à Grande Échelle. Certes, elle nous avantage, puisque nous avons plus de mille employés. Alors, on s’est dit qu’on pourrait aider une pâtissière au chômage telle que vous en vous faisant travailler pour nous.


    Serge se mit soudain à se trémousser sur les genoux de Rose – ni l’un ni l’autre n’était allé aux toilettes depuis des heures.


    — Considérez ça comme un programme d’échange culturel, ajouta M. Kerr d’une voix si profonde qu’on aurait dit que sa gorge essayait de ravaler les mots avant qu’il les prononce.


    — Exactement, enchérit M. Beurre. Voyez-vous, Rose, on a beaucoup à apprendre l’un de l’autre.


    — Vraiment ? s’étonna Rose.


    — La Corporation possède le meilleur équipement du monde, avec une surface de plusieurs milliers de mètres carrés, des machines à la pointe de la technologie et un personnel de plus de mille professionnels de la pâtisserie.


    M. Beurre marqua une pause pour savourer le tableau qu’il venait de brosser. Puis il enchaîna :


    — C’est ce qu’il vous manque, à vous. Car vous, Rosemary Bliss, êtes une pâtissière sans pâtisserie.


    Rose baissa la tête. M. Beurre avait tort. La famille Bliss avait bel et bien une pâtisserie. C’était juste qu’on leur avait retiré le droit de s’en servir. Elle repensa à leur petite cuisine telle qu’elle l’avait vue la dernière fois, encombrée et chaude. Hélas, ils ne pouvaient plus se permettre de subvenir aux demandes en douceurs de la ville. Elle était fatiguée, et ses parents aussi. Ils ne pouvaient pas continuer comme ça.


    — Ce qui nous manque, à nous, poursuivit M. Beurre, c’est l’amour que vous autres, pâtissiers des petites villes, mettez dans chaque miche de pain, dans chaque petite crêpe, dans chaque détail du glaçage des cupcakes, dans chaque…


    — Je comprends, le coupa Rose.


    — Vous savez aussi bien que moi à quel point un dessert, quand il est parfait, adoucit notre vie, reprit M. Beurre d’un ton irrité. Le bonheur des habitants de toutes les villes, des élèves de toutes les écoles, bref de tout le monde, dépend de ce petit bout de paradis que l’on trouve, par exemple, dans une tarte Bliss, ou une part de gâteau.


    — Ou un muffin, enchaîna M. Kerr. Ou un croissant. Ou un clafoutis. Ou…


    — J’ai compris, rétorqua Rose sèchement.


    M. Beurre se racla la gorge et passa ses doigts au-dessus de ses yeux, là où auraient dû se trouver ses sourcils.


    — À la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, nous pensons que nos petits gâteaux frôlent la perfection, ce que ne reflète pas, hélas, notre chiffre de ventes. Ils ne peuvent rivaliser avec l’amour et… comment pourrait-on appeler ça ?… la magie que vous autres petites pâtisseries êtes capables d’offrir.


    Rose lança un regard soupçonneux à M. Beurre et sentit son estomac se nouer. « De la magie ? Il ne peut pas savoir pour la magie ? Si ? »


    — Pourquoi priver les autres villes de ce que possède Calamity Falls ? Des gourmandises exquises, prêtes à l’emploi, toujours fraîches, fabuleuses ? continua M. Beurre. Avant votre arrivée fortuite, nous avons…


    — Vous m’avez kidnappée, lui rappela Rose d’un ton accusateur.


    Sur ses genoux, Serge gronda.


    — … nous avons eu l’aide d’une chef pâtissière étoilée qui était en train de perfectionner nos recettes. Malheureusement, elle est allée participer à un concours à Paris, et elle n’est jamais revenue ensuite.


    Rose comprit aussitôt qu’il ne pouvait s’agir que de la sournoise tante Lily.


    — C’est pour ça que nous avons besoin de vous, insista M. Beurre. Pour nos recettes. Pour que nos gâteaux soient les meilleurs du monde. Pour terminer le travail que l’autre génie de la pâtisserie a laissé en plan.


    Rose baissa la tête vers Serge. Celui-ci ouvrit de grands yeux, comme pour dire : « Tu n’as pas intérêt », et fouetta l’air de sa queue.


    — Pourquoi moi ? interrogea Rose. Pourquoi ne pas choisir quelqu’un dans une des innombrables pâtisseries qui viennent de fermer à cause de cette loi grotesque ?


    M. Beurre se tapota le bout du nez avec l’index.


    — Vous nous avez été chaudement recommandée.


    — Par qui ?


    — Jean-Pierre Jeanpierre, du Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants. Il vous a désignée comme la lauréate du plus prestigieux concours de pâtisserie du monde, non ? N’est-ce pas normal que nous fassions appel à vous ?


    Rose rougit. C’était flatteur. Même si c’était très louche. Apparemment, personne n’était prêt à oublier ce fichu concours.


    — Mais vous avez dit tout à l’heure que vous vouliez le Livre plutôt que la pâtissière. Vous parliez de quel livre, exactement ?


    — On a entendu dire qu’à la pâtisserie Bliss vous utilisiez… un livre spécial qui rend vos desserts délicieusement magiques, répondit M. Beurre. Que le secret de votre succès réside dans…


    — Non ! mentit Rose.


    « Mais comment savaient-ils pour le Livre ? »


    — Il n’y a aucun livre spécial ! On exécute toutes nos recettes de mémoire. Je ne sais pas qui vous a raconté cette histoire de livre, mais on s’est moqué de vous, on s’est payé votre tête, cette personne ment comme elle respire…


    — Et c’est pour ça que nous vous avons amenée ici, lui fit observer M. Beurre. Vous êtes notre unique espoir, Rosemary Bliss. Nous avons désespérément besoin de votre aide. Pas seulement pour nous, mais pour tous ceux qui espèrent trouver un peu de bonheur dans une pâtisserie.


    Il retira ses lunettes et se tamponna les yeux du coin de son mouchoir.


    — Nous accorderez-vous votre aide dans ces temps si difficiles ?


    M. Beurre avait l’air de croire aux vertus de la pâtisserie. Certes, il avait kidnappé Rose, mais sa mère ne l’aurait jamais autorisée à venir, de toute façon. Au fond, M. Beurre n’avait pas eu le choix pour bénéficier de son savoir-faire.


    Et sa famille allait avoir besoin de cet argent.


    Cela lui permettrait de faire un peu de bien autour d’elle et de récolter quelques sous pour ses proches. Elle avait fait le vœu de ne plus jamais pâtisser, d’accord, mais la pâtisserie n’en avait peut-être pas terminé avec elle.


    — Je peux vous aider, déclara-t-elle.


    Serge planta ses griffes dans sa jambe. Elle poussa un hurlement.


    — Je n’avais pas fini ! marmonna-t-elle au chat entre ses dents.


    Elle se tourna à nouveau vers M. Beurre :


    — Je peux vous aider, à la condition de me laisser téléphoner à mes parents pour leur dire où je me trouve. Ils sont probablement morts d’inquiétude.


    — D’accord, répliqua M. Beurre, quand vous aurez fait quelques gâteaux.


    Rose sentit ses cheveux se dresser sur sa tête.


    — Vous m’avez prise en otage !


    M. Beurre s’esclaffa.


    — En otage ! Je ne connais même pas ce mot. Vous êtes libre de partir quand vous le souhaitez, ajouta-t-il en examinant les ongles de sa main droite. Une fois que vous aurez accompli votre devoir, cela va sans dire.


    — Vous ne pouvez pas me garder ici contre ma volonté ! protesta Rose.


    — Contre votre volonté ? Vous n’êtes pas notre prisonnière. Vous pourrez aller et venir à votre guise… une fois que nos cinq recettes seront parfaites.


    Rose ne tirerait rien de ce type. Elle pensa à ses parents, à Oliver et à Origan qui étaient sans doute revenus de leur tournée. Albert et Céleste leur demanderaient où était passée Rose. Ils répondraient qu’elle avait voulu prendre son vélo pour effectuer quelques livraisons personnelles. Sa famille ne commencerait à s’inquiéter qu’au coucher du soleil. D’ici là, elle pourrait avoir terminé ses gâteaux, ou au moins trouvé un téléphone.


    — OK, accepta-t-elle en serrant Serge si fort qu’il comprit qu’il n’avait pas intérêt à sortir ses griffes. Je vais m’occuper d’abord de vos recettes.


    — Suivez-moi, répondit M. Beurre avec un sourire. Je vais vous montrer le laboratoire.


     


    M. Beurre mena Rose le long d’un couloir vivement éclairé. M. Kerr fermait la marche. Serge, à moitié hors du sac à dos, avait posé les pattes sur l’épaule gauche de Rose. Son grondement continu dans son oreille la rassurait.


    M. Beurre ouvrit une porte blindée. Rose fut aussitôt assaillie par l’odeur de sucre, de chocolat et de javel, la chaleur des fours et le tintamarre des machines industrielles qui sifflaient, tapaient, tremblaient, vibraient.


    Ils suivirent M. Beurre sur une passerelle métallique munie d’une rambarde, du haut de laquelle on avait une vue d’ensemble de l’usine toute d’acier inoxydable étincelant. Des pales immenses brassaient du chocolat dans des cuves géantes. Des dizaines d’ouvriers coiffés de résilles parsemaient de pois blancs glacés des centaines de cupcakes au chocolat qui défilaient devant eux sur un tapis roulant semblable à celui sur lequel sont livrés les bagages dans les aéroports. Une presse mécanique monstrueuse scellait hermétiquement chaque petit gâteau dans un emballage en plastique, puis un autre tapis les déversait dans des boîtes en carton.


    Rose observa la scène d’un air dégoûté. Elle avait l’habitude d’emballer chaque précieuse pâtisserie dans une boîte blanche qu’elle fermait ensuite avec de la ficelle dorée.


    — C’est splendide, n’est-ce pas ? s’extasia M. Beurre, les narines dilatées et les bras écartés dans un geste majestueux. Nous produisons huit mille petits gâteaux à la minute. Notre usine est plus grande que le Pentagone, et nous avons plus de camions de livraison que la poste.


    Lorsqu’ils arrivèrent au bout de la passerelle, M. Beurre fit entrer Rose et Serge dans une petite pièce vitrée suspendue de façon précaire au-dessus de l’usine. Rose regarda en contrebas l’enchevêtrement de tapis roulants et eut la même sensation désagréable au creux de l’estomac que lorsqu’elle s’était penchée par-dessus la rambarde au sommet de la tour Eiffel.


    La pièce vitrée était vide à l’exception d’un socle éclairé surmonté d’une cloche en verre. À l’intérieur reposait un morceau de gâteau au chocolat fourré à la crème pâtissière. Elle reconnut tout de suite le Fondant mordant.


    — Pourquoi vous avez une pièce entière dédiée à un Fondant mordant ?


    M. Kerr plissa ses yeux noirs.


    — Ce n’est pas juste un Fondant mordant !


    — Sous cette cloche, commença M. Beurre d’un ton solennel, repose l’origine même de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux. Notre empire a été bâti sur le Fondant mordant. Chaque Américain dévore en moyenne pas moins de trois kilos par an de ces merveilles.


    Rose se rappela la manière dont ses camarades d’école les engloutissaient en deux bouchées.


    — Berk ! Alors, pourquoi celui-ci est-il sous cloche ?


    — Ceci, dit M. Beurre en relevant à nouveau ses lunettes pour s’essuyer les yeux, est le premier Fondant mordant qui ait jamais existé. Et il est aussi frais que le jour où mon grand-père l’a fabriqué en 1927.


    Rose était horrifiée. Le Fondant mordant avait presque un siècle. Il aurait dû être complètement pourri.


    — C’est infâme !


    — C’est sensationnel ! éructa M. Beurre, ses bras filiformes plaqués contre son corps maigre. C’est le pouvoir des conservateurs. C’est ce qui manque à vos pâtisseries maison. Deux jours après leur cuisson, elles se dessèchent et terminent à la poubelle. Grâce aux conservateurs, en revanche, on peut garantir que chaque Fondant reste aussi délicieux que le jour de son achat, peu importe quand vous le mangez. Ces gâteaux, dans un sens, sont immortels.


    Serge, qui avait le regard fixé sur le Fondant, fut pris de haut-le-cœur.


    — Oups ! Mon chat a une boule de poils coincée dans la gorge ! s’écria Rose.


    Elle se précipita hors de la pièce avec Serge et le posa délicatement sur la passerelle.


    — Je veux partir, miaula-t-il tout doucement afin que seule Rose puisse l’entendre.


    — Moi aussi je veux rentrer à la maison, chuchota-t-elle. Mais il faut qu’on trouve un moyen de sortir d’ici.


    — Nous aussi on veut que vous retourniez chez vous ! s’écria M. Beurre qui était sorti du mausolée du Fondant mordant juste à temps pour entendre la phrase prononcée par Rose. Mais d’abord, nous avons du pain sur la planche. Nous allons vous conduire dans notre laboratoire principal. C’est le plus bel endroit du monde !


    — Je croyais que c’était Disneyland, murmura Serge.


    M. Beurre passa son bras osseux autour des épaules de Rose.


    — Votre mission, que vous avez déjà acceptée, est de parfaire nos cinq produits phares. Après quoi, vous serez libre de partir. Avec nos remerciements en prime, naturellement.


    — Naturellement, répéta Rose, la gorge nouée. Perfectionner quelques recettes, ça ne doit pas être très sorcier.


    Elle jeta un regard à Serge.


    Mais le chat se contenta de secouer la tête et d’exhaler un long soupir.
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Les PCIC



M. Beurre et M. Kerr firent monter Rose et Serge à l’arrière d’une voiturette de golf.


— C’est parti, mon kiki ! hurla M. Beurre. Direction le lieu où la magie opère !


— La magie ? s’étonna Rose.


« Y avait-il des magiciens-pâtissiers ici ? Non, impossible… »


— Façon de parler, expliqua M. Beurre. Je fais référence, bien sûr, à la magie de l’industrie !


— Oh, dit Rose avec un soupir de soulagement.


De son sac à dos, le chat murmura :


— Épargne-moi ça, s’il te plaît.


La voiturette de golf passa devant des dizaines d’entrepôts rectangulaires, tous peints d’un gris fade. Entre les bâtiments, Rose en aperçut des centaines d’autres, à perte de vue, comme s’ils venaient d’entrer dans un labyrinthe de blocs grisâtres dont ils ne pourraient jamais s’échapper. Les bâtisses étaient si hautes et si proches les unes des autres que même le soleil de la fin d’après-midi n’atteignait pas le sol. Les rues de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux étaient aussi sombres qu’en pleine nuit.


Le soleil allait se coucher dans environ une heure. Rose savait que ses parents ne tarderaient pas à s’inquiéter. Elle hésita à se jeter hors du véhicule et à s’enfuir en courant. Mais dans quelle direction ?


— Il y a combien de bâtiments ? s’enquit-elle d’un ton qui se voulait détaché.


— Plus de cent soixante-quinze rien que dans ce complexe, répondit fièrement M. Beurre. Et nous avons une autre usine au Canada. Celle-là ne comprend que cent vingt-cinq entrepôts.


Après ce qui sembla une éternité, M. Kerr s’arrêta devant un bâtiment, gris, forcément. Le chiffre 67 était peint en énorme sur un des côtés. Il sortit un talkie-walkie de la poche de sa veste :


— Marge, PCIC à l’approche. Terminé.


Soudain, une partie du mur coulissa, comme une porte automatique de garage, et M. Kerr fit franchir l’ouverture à la voiturette. La porte se referma derrière eux, les plongeant dans le noir complet. Rose sentit sur ses joues le souffle de l’air conditionné.


Lorsque le plancher se mit à vibrer, Rose comprit qu’ils étaient dans un monte-charge. Une minute plus tard, la voiturette émergeait dans une immense cuisine au sol recouvert d’un linoléum rouille. Il y avait des tables de travail en inox et des fours professionnels dernier cri.


Tout autour de la pièce étaient disposés les appareils les plus sophistiqués qu’on puisse imaginer : batteurs-mélangeurs, mixeurs, friteuses, grille-pain, plats brunisseurs, robots multifonctions, casseroles et poêles en inox, plus un râtelier contenant vingt spatules de différentes tailles et couleurs.


Rose étouffa une exclamation. Elle n’aimait pas l’idée d’avoir été amenée ici contre sa volonté, mais elle n’avait rien contre cette cuisine. Elle était quasi parfaite. Seule y manquait une réserve secrète de bocaux bleus remplis d’ingrédients magiques comme ils en avaient à la maison.


— C’est quelque chose, n’est-ce pas ? se vanta M. Beurre. Bienvenue dans notre laboratoire.


Il claqua des doigts. Des hommes et des femmes en blouse, tablier et toque immaculés sortirent en file indienne par une petite porte au fond de la pièce sur laquelle on pouvait lire QUARTIER DES CUISINIERS. Avec des mouvements admirablement synchronisés, les six pâtissiers et pâtissières s’alignèrent au garde-à-vous derrière les tables de préparation.


Ils avaient tous à peu près la même taille, c’est-à-dire qu’ils n’étaient pas plus grands que Rose. Mais, contrairement à elle, ils étaient tous gros comme des tonneaux, ou, pour employer un langage plus scientifique, en surpoids.


Les grands sourires qu’ils affichaient n’avaient rien de joyeux. On aurait dit que des hameçons invisibles étiraient leurs bouches.


— Mais pourquoi ils sont ronds comme ça ? chuchota Serge, blotti dans les bras de Rose. Si on les poussait, ils se mettraient à rouler !


— Chhhut ! fit-elle. Je ne sais pas.


M. Beurre s’approcha des tables d’une démarche nonchalante et se pencha. Un rictus étira ses minces lèvres et il montra du doigt une surface en inox d’une propreté impeccable.


— Il y a une tache, là. Quelqu’un a mal fait son travail !


Il claqua des doigts.


Un des pâtissiers haleta, courut jusqu’au mur du fond et attrapa un torchon propre et un spray nettoyant. Il revint au pas de course vers la table et frotta de toutes ses forces la tache invisible.


M. Beurre sortit une loupe de sa poche.


— C’est mieux, approuva-t-il.


Il se redressa, s’éclaircit la gorge et prit un air mélodramatique.


— Voici nos meilleurs pâtissiers. Ils sont spécialistes de tous les aspects de la création de notre fantastique ligne de produits. Et maintenant, ils sont à vos ordres, Rosemary Bliss.


— Euh… d’accord.


Les pâtissiers regardaient tour à tour M. Beurre et Rose. Elle entendit celui qui se tenait tout au bout de la rangée déglutir bruyamment.


— Et voici notre sous-chef pâtissière, Marge.


La femme qui se tenait tout près de Rose avait des joues roses et rebondies. Des mèches de cheveux châtains dépassaient de sa toque. Elle avait une bouche en forme de cerise au marasquin et un nez aussi rond qu’un cupcake. Les poches de son tablier débordaient de papiers et de recettes.


— C’est moi, Marge, je suis responsable de cette brigade. Laissez-moi vous présenter nos spécialistes. Voici Ning, notre expert en glaçage.


Ning, un homme aux cheveux noirs coupés en brosse et aux sourcils pointus, avec un grain de beauté au-dessus de la lèvre, salua Rose d’une flexion du buste.


— Et Jasmine, notre MTG. Comprenez : modificatrice de texture de gâteau.


Marge s’avança dans le rang jusqu’à une femme avec deux longues tresses brunes qui pendaient de sous sa toque. Jasmine hocha la tête et le grand sourire plaqué sur son visage s’élargit encore.


— La texture d’un gâteau, comme vous devez le savoir, c’est ce qu’il y a de plus important, continua Marge. Et je vous présente Gene, le vice-président de la garniture à la guimauve et aux fruits.


Gene avait une moustache brune et de longs cheveux bouclés retenus par une résille.


— Et tout au bout, indiqua Marge, nous avons les jumelles, Mélanie et Félanie. Respectivement spécialistes des noix et des pépites.


Deux blondes aux cheveux coupés court et au visage éclaboussé de taches de rousseur saluèrent Rose de la main. Leur gigantesque sourire découvrait leurs gencives.


« Ils sourient tous de peur », songea Rose qui comprit soudain que M. Beurre les terrifiait.


— Voilà la brigade au complet, conclut Marge.


— À mon tour de vous présenter, annonça M. Beurre avec un délicat mouvement de sa main squelettique et blanche comme de la craie, Mlle Rosemary Bliss, la nouvelle chef des PCIC.


— Elle est beaucoup plus jeune que celle d’avant, déclara Marge qui se dépêcha d’ajouter : Mais tout aussi digne de notre profond respect !


Rose fronça les sourcils.


— PCIC ? Qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? On dirait le bruit que fait Serge quand il a une boule de poils dans la gorge.


Les pâtissiers gloussèrent.


— Les PCIC, expliqua M. Beurre, sont les produits qui sortent de nos fours. Les Fondants, les Machins des rois et le reste. Ce sont tous des PCIC : des produits consommateurs d’imitation culinaire.


— D’imitation culinaire ? répéta Rose, abasourdie.


— À cause des conservateurs et des substances chimiques ajoutés à nos délicieux desserts, le gouvernement ne les classe pas dans la catégorie « culinaire », mais dans la catégorie « imitation culinaire ».


M. Beurre haussa les épaules comme s’il s’agissait d’un inconvénient mineur, puis fit un clin d’œil à Rose.


— Mais vous et moi savons tous deux que le gouvernement se trompe tout le temps, n’est-ce pas ?


Rose pensa à la loi stupide qui les avait obligés à fermer la pâtisserie Bliss et approuva de la tête.


— C’est bien vrai.


Marge aperçut soudain la boule de fourrure grise nichée dans les bras de Rose.


— Oh ! Un chat ! roucoula-t-elle en soulevant Serge et en le berçant comme un bébé. Il n’y a rien que j’aime davantage sur notre triste globe terrestre qu’un gros chat bizarre avec des yeux d’alien et des oreilles tombantes.


Serge jeta un regard méprisant à la pâtissière joufflue.


— Ah, ça ! Pas de chat dans la cuisine ! s’exclama M. Kerr qui arracha Serge des bras de Marge et le fourra dans le sac à dos de Rose.


Par-dessus le crissement de la fermeture Éclair, Rose entendit le chat pousser un gros soupir.


— Alors, je m’y mets maintenant ? s’impatienta-t-elle.


Autant en finir tout de suite avec cette comédie. À la maison, ils devaient être fous d’inquiétude.


— Voilà ce que je veux entendre ! opina M. Beurre. Mais non. C’est trop tard pour aujourd’hui. Vous commencerez demain matin.


— Parce que vous croyez que je vais dormir ici ? protesta Rose, outrée. Ce n’est pas ce qui était convenu !


M. Beurre grinça des dents, mais répliqua gaiement :


— Il le faudra bien, pourtant, si vous êtes censée parfaire les cinq recettes dans les cinq jours que nous vous octroyons…


— Cinq jours ?! s’écria Rose, sous le choc.


Elle qui pensait y passer quelques heures, tout au plus.


— Ce n’est pas suffisant pour une pâtissière moyenne, je sais, concéda M. Beurre, mais n’êtes-vous pas la célèbre (il toussa dans sa main) Rosemary Bliss ? La plus jeune pâtissière à avoir remporté le Gala de blablabla ?


— Le Gala des Grands…


— Oui, oui, je sais comment ça s’appelle. J’ai dit « blablabla » pour vous montrer que je ne suis pas impressionné. Donc, pour ne pas perdre une seconde des cinq jours qui restent avant… enfin, des cinq jours que nous vous accordons, vous allez loger ici. Votre chambre se trouve en haut de cet escalier, dans le bureau qui donne sur les cuisines de développement des PCIC. Demain, vous vous y collerez. Marge et sa brigade se chargeront d’exécuter vos brillantes idées. Le personnel vit là à demeure. Par conséquent, si un rêve vous inspire une idée de génie à trois heures du matin, réveillez Marge, et tout le monde se ralliera à vous.


— Tous les pâtissiers habitent ici ? s’étonna Rose.


Elle regarda autour d’elle, de moins en moins rassurée.


— Bien sûr, dit M. Beurre. Ils dorment dans le quartier des pâtissiers. Où vivraient-ils sinon ?


— En ville ? Avec leurs familles ? suggéra Rose.


— Oh ! s’esclaffa M. Beurre comme si Rose venait de sortir une blague hilarante. Non, Dieu merci ! Nous avons formé une cellule de crise, Rose, et cela nécessite d’être en alerte vingt-quatre heures sur vingt-quatre. Qu’est-ce qu’une famille et un foyer quand il s’agit de perfectionner des petits gâteaux ? Rien ! Tout ce qui compte – pour moi, pour la Corporation et pour vous –, c’est que ces recettes soient menées jusqu’à la perfection ultime.


Il laissa choir une de ses mains osseuses sur son épaule.


— Les pâtissiers n’iront nulle part tant que notre petit problème ne sera pas réglé. Vous non plus, d’ailleurs. Bonne nuit, Rose. À demain matin.


 


Rose grimpa l’escalier métallique en colimaçon qui s’élevait dans le coin du laboratoire jusqu’à une pièce en mezzanine. Serge ronflait dans son dos, ce qui la rassura sur son sort.


La chambre avait des parois vitrées et surplombait la cuisine – on aurait dit un aquarium géant posé sur une étagère. Avec Rose en guise de poisson.


Marge avait éteint les lumières et les pâtissiers étaient retournés dans leurs quartiers. La chambre de Rose était pourvue d’une lucarne, au-dessus du lit, qui donnait sur le monde extérieur. Le crépuscule de juin faisait scintiller l’inox des tables de préparation du laboratoire obscur.


Il y avait des lits jumeaux recouverts d’une couette blanche, un bureau métallique avec une lampe d’architecte et une petite commode en bois. Une porte dans le mur du fond ouvrait sur une salle de bains carrelée de blanc avec des serviettes sur lesquelles CORPORATION DES VÉRITABLES PETITS GÂTEAUX était brodé en rouge. Sur le bureau, elle aperçut un verre de lait et quelques biscuits qui avaient l’air plus secs que secs. « Mon dîner ? »


Elle inspira à fond. La pièce avait une odeur étrangement familière. Étaient-ce les traces d’un parfum ? Un soupçon floral de… elle ne se souvenait pas d’où elle connaissait cette senteur. Peut-être était-ce tout simplement l’odeur réconfortante d’une pâtisserie ?


Rose tira les doubles rideaux blancs pour masquer les cloisons de verre et créer un espace plus intime. Puis elle ouvrit son sac à dos et Serge dégringola sur la couette blanche.


— Ah ! dit-il en se réveillant de sa sieste. On est rentrés, ça y est ?


Il regarda autour de lui, s’assit, puis enroula sa queue autour de ses pattes.


— J’espérais que cet endroit n’était qu’un mauvais rêve.


— J’ai bien peur que non.


Rose prit un biscuit, le cassa en deux, en fourra un morceau dans sa bouche et tendit l’autre à Serge. Puis elle but une gorgée de lait.


— Tout va bien, Rosie, dit le chat entre deux bouchées. Nous vaincrons ! Ne sommes-nous pas des chats ? Les plus rusés, les plus intelligents, les plus imprévisibles adversaires de toute la création ? Ne sommes-nous pas…


— Toi, t’es un chat, pas moi, répliqua Rose, les sourcils froncés. Moi, je suis une fille.


— Peu importe. Ce que je veux dire… c’est très simple. Nous allons nous en sortir. Nous sommes là l’un pour l’autre.


Rose entrouvrit la lucarne au-dessus de son lit et passa la tête au-dehors. Ils se trouvaient très haut. Tout ce qu’elle voyait, c’étaient les toits des autres entrepôts. À l’horizon, elle distingua une clôture de fil barbelé. Ils ne pourraient jamais s’enfuir par cette fenêtre !


Le ciel était d’un violet profond, de la couleur d’une prune bien mûre. Quelques traits orangés transperçaient les nuages. Ses parents devaient être paniqués ! Ils avaient sans doute appelé la police, passé Calamity Falls au peigne fin, trouvé son vélo près de la boutique des Stetson, sur la colline des Moineaux, et Devin Stetson devait leur avoir dit qu’elle avait effectué sa dernière livraison vers trois heures de l’après-midi. Ils devaient savoir à présent qu’elle avait disparu depuis tout ce temps.


Rose poussa un soupir. Elle voulait juste rentrer chez elle. Sa sœur et ses parents lui manquaient, Balthazar et Chip aussi, et elle avait même envie de voir ses frères !


— Je regrette d’avoir fait ce vœu, marmonna-t-elle. Le vœu de ne plus jamais pâtisser. Rien ne serait arrivé sans ça.


— Un petit vœu de rien du tout n’a aucun rapport avec ce qui t’arrive, lui fit observer le chat. Essaie de te reposer. Pour nous les chats, c’est la solution à tout : un bon gros dodo. On a toujours les idées plus claires le lendemain matin. Oh ! Au fait, tu pourrais peut-être penser à partager ton lait…


Rose contempla son verre à moitié vide.


— Je suis désolée, Serge, c’est pas très poli de ma part.


Elle pencha le verre vers le sol et laissa Serge laper le reste.


— Oh non ! Je n’ai pas de pyjama !


— Moi non plus, dit Serge en levant les yeux sur elle avec un sourire de chat. Pourtant, est-ce que je me plains ?


Rose explora les tiroirs de la commode. Ils étaient pleins de pantalons en lin blanc de toutes les tailles, de vestes de pâtissier, de toques et de sous-vêtements pour garçons.


— Sérieux ? dit-elle en sortant un paquet de slips neufs. Je dois porter ça ?


Serge se tordit le cou pour se lécher le dos.


— Argggg ! Va-t’en, sale tache ! Je me lave depuis qu’on est arrivés, et il y a encore de la farine dans ma fourrure !


Rose se rassit au bord du lit, à côté de Serge. Ils se blottirent l’un contre l’autre et Rose s’imagina à la maison, avec sa famille.


Nini extraite de son pantalon et de son tee-shirt crasseux qui manifestait bruyamment son désaccord jusqu’à ce qu’on la boucle dans son pyjama. Origan qui débitait des blagues sous le projecteur – la lampe de bureau de Rose orientée vers lui – et saluait un public en délire imaginaire. Oliver qui élaborait des stratégies pour le « Grand Final » : la grosse farce qu’il mijotait pour la dernière semaine d’école. Quant à ses parents…


Rose papillonna des paupières pour retenir ses larmes. Dire que ce soir, leur vie était sens dessus dessous. Ils étaient encore sans doute tous debout, si inquiets pour Rose qu’ils ne pouvaient ni manger ni dormir. Il lui fallait coûte que coûte trouver un moyen de les rassurer.


Elle écarta les doubles rideaux et jeta un regard circulaire aux appareils qui reposaient dans l’obscurité du laboratoire. Que pourrait-elle utiliser pour demander de l’aide ?


— Il y a quelque chose de pas net ici.


— Tu l’as dit, approuva Serge, ce lino ne va pas du tout avec l’inox des tables de préparation. C’est d’un goût affreux.


— Mis à part la déco, dit Rose en grattouillant le menton de Serge qui se mit à ronronner et ferma les yeux. Ces pâtissiers ont une peur bleue de M. Beurre. Et ces machins qu’ils confectionnent… ces produits consommateurs d’imitation culinaire ? Une pâtisserie, ça doit être naturel, sain. C’est de la vraie nourriture. Pas une copie de nourriture.


— Sans parler du fait qu’ils nous ont kidnappés, lui rappela Serge.


— Je n’ai aucune envie de les aider à perfectionner leurs stupides PCIC. Il faut qu’on s’échappe. Si on trouvait le bouton du monte-charge, on pourrait descendre au rez-de-chaussée.


— Et ensuite ? Tu as l’intention de franchir ces barbelés ?


Rose resta silencieuse. Le chat ouvrit les yeux et se remit à se lécher le dos.


— Tu veux bien allumer cette lampe, Rose ? Je ne vois pas ce que je fais…


— Je croyais que les chats voyaient dans le noir !


— C’est juste un truc qu’on raconte pour épater les gens. En réalité, ma vision nocturne est aussi mauvaise que la tienne, admit Serge.


Rose alluma la lampe et regarda par la lucarne. Il faisait nuit noire, à présent.


— Mes parents doivent être dans tous leurs états. Ils doivent me croire morte.


Elle se retourna et enfouit son visage dans l’oreiller. Serge arrêta sa toilette et s’assit sur sa tête, ce qui était sa façon à lui de dire qu’il ne savait pas quoi ajouter.


Puis, tout à coup, il sauta d’un bond sur la commode.


— Le Chatappel !


— Quoi ? fit Rose.


Serge s’assit sur son arrière-train et se frappa les pattes de devant.


— Comment ai-je pu oublier l’existence du Chatappel ! Ça ne nous sortira pas d’ici, toutefois on fera passer un message aux tiens pour qu’ils sachent qu’on est prisonniers, mais saufs. Pour qu’ils ne s’inquiètent pas, tu vois.


— Super ! dit Rose, soulagée. C’est quoi, un Chatta Pelle ?


— Le Chatappel est un réseau, expliqua Serge. À un moment donné de l’histoire féline, toutes les races ont décidé que, même si chacun pense à part soi que sa propre race est supérieure aux autres – ce qui est stupide, puisque les scottish folds sont sans conteste la race suprême –, en temps de crise, il fallait qu’on s’unisse pour le bien commun. Bien avant Facebook, nous avons formé ce qui a été le premier réseau social, le Chatappel.


« Si je transmets un message à un chat, continua Serge, il le transmettra à un autre chat, qui le répétera à un autre chat, et ainsi de suite jusqu’à ce que le message tombe dans les bonnes oreilles. Cela prend un peu de temps, mais ça marche.


Rose craignait que Serge n’ait inventé cette histoire rien que pour la rassurer.


— Je croyais que tu étais le seul chat qui parle, dit-elle, soupçonneuse.


— Ton étroitesse d’esprit est attendrissante. La plupart des chats ne parlent pas anglais, comme moi. Mais tous les chats parlent le félinais. Tu ne peux pas l’entendre, mais c’est une langue.


Rose était trop contente d’apprendre l’existence du Chatappel pour se vexer. Si elle ne pouvait pas s’évader de cette usine-prison infernale, au moins sa famille saurait qu’elle était saine et sauve.


— Et comment faire pour transmettre le message à d’autres chats ? Où vas-tu en trouver un ici ?


— Il va falloir que je sorte, bien entendu.


— Mais comment ?


Serge sauta sur le rebord de la lucarne et regarda en bas, puis il se dirigea vers le mur de verre qui donnait sur le laboratoire.


— Là-bas ! dit-il. Tu vois ce tuyau ?


Rose plissa les yeux. Un tuyau d’incendie était enroulé sur un mur.


— Tu veux descendre le long du tuyau que j’aurai déroulé par la fenêtre ? demanda-t-elle.


— Pas du tout ! s’exclama Serge. Tu es folle ! Je me casserais une griffe ! Tu vas attacher le tuyau à la lanière de ton sac à dos, me mettre dedans et le faire descendre en douceur.


 


Rose, penchée par la lucarne, vit le chat sauter du sac à dos et disparaître dans les ténèbres, la queue bien droite.


Elle le regrettait déjà. Serge dormait en général sur le lit de Nini, mais son ronron nocturne était si bruyant que Rose l’entendait à travers la pièce, un peu comme les vagues de l’océan dans la nuit. Il n’y avait rien de mieux pour calmer les nerfs.


« Peut-être que je devrais essayer de descendre le long du tuyau, moi aussi. »


Mais le bâtiment dans lequel elle se trouvait était d’une hauteur vertigineuse et l’entrée du complexe fort éloignée. Quel chemin prendre une fois dehors – si elle réussissait à sortir ? Elle ne savait même pas où se situait l’usine. Calamity Falls était-elle au sud ? À l’ouest ? Tout ce qu’elle avait à faire pour qu’on la libère, c’était de perfectionner quelques recettes. Ça ne pouvait pas être bien compliqué. Elle y parviendrait peut-être en moins de cinq jours.


Rose fit remonter le tuyau par la lucarne, le redescendit dans le laboratoire obscur et le réenroula autour de son support, en espérant qu’elle n’avait pas réveillé les pâtissiers.


Son estomac se mit à gargouiller. Après tout, dans une cuisine, se dit-elle, il devait bien y avoir quelque chose pour calmer sa faim. Elle chercha partout. Il n’y avait que des ingrédients pour faire des gâteaux. Un repas ne se résumait pas à un dessert, quand même. En apercevant, dans un coin sombre, une pile de Fondants mordants dans leur emballage, elle fut brièvement tentée.


Mais une centaine de friandises en tout point identiques les unes aux autres, cela n’était guère appétissant. La perfection industrielle. Rose repensa à M. Beurre et ne put réprimer un frisson de dégoût.


Elle remonta dans sa chambre et se glissa sous la couette blanche. « Qui dort dîne. »
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Les Tartelettes lunaires à la j’en-veux-encore

Rose fut réveillée le lendemain matin par une lumière d’un affreux jaune verdâtre qui filtrait à travers les parois vitrées.

Elle se leva, encore à moitié endormie.

— Réveille-toi, Serge, dit-elle machinalement.

Au-dessous d’elle retentissaient des bruits de casseroles. Les pâtissiers s’agitaient dans le laboratoire et astiquaient, frénétiques, les surfaces en inox, lesquelles étaient pourtant tout aussi éclatantes de propreté que la veille.

La mémoire lui revint d’un coup : Serge était parti transmettre un message par le Chatappel. Elle jeta un œil par la lucarne. Aucun scottish fold en vue : Serge n’était pas encore revenu.

Rose se sentit encore plus triste et seule.

Elle observa de nouveau le laboratoire. Elle vit que Mélanie, Félanie et Gene nettoyaient l’intérieur d’une friteuse de la taille d’une petite piscine. Jasmine et Ning frottaient les portes des fours.

— Sifflez pendant que vous travaillez ! leur ordonna Marge qui circulait entre eux, son énorme sourire vissé aux lèvres.

À ce signal, les pâtissiers se mirent tous à siffloter d’entraînantes mélodies. Ils s’arrêtaient régulièrement pour taper dans leurs mains, puis ils reprenaient la chanson. Rose étudia leurs visages. Tous affichaient ce sourire démesuré : la bouche légèrement entrouverte, les lèvres étirées. Pourquoi des employés condamnés à vivre dans une usine souriaient-ils comme ça tout le temps ?

Rose sélectionna la plus petite tenue de la garde-robe. Le pantalon était trop grand et elle garda son short en dessous.

C’était une sensation étrange. Une enfant déguisée, voilà ce qu’elle était. Pas du tout la chef des produits consommateurs d’imitation culinaire ! À moins que la toque bouffante ne lui confère un certain pouvoir, un peu à la manière d’un chapeau de sorcière.

Elle veilla à ne pas trébucher sur les revers du pantalon trop long quand elle descendit les marches d’acier de l’escalier en colimaçon.

— Ahhh ! rugit Marge. Voici la chef ! Tous à vos postes !

Mélanie et Félanie accoururent à la rencontre de Rose. Après l’avoir saluée par une révérence, elles la guidèrent vers un plan de travail en inox aussi imposant qu’une porte d’église. Ning et Jasmine lui apportèrent un plateau sur lequel étaient disposés du café, un numéro du Wall Street Journal et un scone beurré et nappé de confiture.

Rose était sur le point de mordre dedans lorsqu’elle s’aperçut que tous les pâtissiers la regardaient, toujours avec le même sourire gigantesque.

— Vous n’êtes pas obligés de me sourire, leur lança-t-elle.

Les pâtissiers et pâtissières prirent aussitôt la même mine renfrognée.

— Vous n’êtes pas non plus obligés de faire la tête, leur fit remarquer Rose.

Certains se remirent à sourire, d’autres passèrent alternativement d’une expression à l’autre. Tous avaient l’air perdus.

Rose soupira d’exaspération :

— Souriez si vous voulez ! Faites la tête si ça vous chante ! Ou alors ne faites rien du tout ! Ça m’est égal. Je vous assure.

Ils échangèrent des regards interloqués et se détendirent un peu. Certains se remirent à sourire, mais cette fois plus naturellement. Le dénommé Ning agita les sourcils. Ils avaient enfin l’air normal.

— Voilà qui est mieux, approuva Rose.

Elle prit une bouchée de scone et fit la grimace. Il était si sec qu’il absorba toute sa salive. Elle but une grosse gorgée de café pour la faire passer. Et ils appelaient ça un petit déjeuner ?

— J’ai douze ans. Vous devriez me donner du lait, ou un jus de fruits. Pas du café.

— Oh ! C’est ma faute ! s’exclama Gene, le pâtissier aux cheveux bouclés.

— C’est pas grave, le rassura Rose en repoussant le plateau. On doit se mettre au travail de toute façon. Marge, par quoi on commence ?

— Par ceci.

Marge tendit à Rose une boîte colorée où était inscrit : TARTELETTE LUNAIRE ! Avec, dans le coin, l’image d’une vache souriante, emblème de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux.

— C’est le premier PCIC de la liste : les Tartelettes lunaires. Les ventes chutent d’année en année, et on est en train de faire des essais pour une nouvelle recette, mais on n’a pas terminé. Voilà ce que nous avons obtenu jusqu’ici. C’est ce que nous a laissé la chef qui vous a précédée.

Sur le côté de la boîte, Rose lut : TARTELETTES LUNAIRES ! UN COOKIE FOURRÉ À LA GUIMAUVE NAPPÉ D’UN DÉLICIEUX GLAÇAGE AU CHOCOLAT ! Le couvercle était découpé en forme de lune et emballé sous cellophane. Rose ouvrit la boîte et en sortit la fameuse tartelette. Ses doigts furent tout de suite recouverts de copeaux de chocolat.

Elle regarda la pâtisserie et elle se jeta à l’eau.

Le chocolat avait un arrière-goût de cire, le biscuit était rassis et lorsque ses dents et sa langue entrèrent en contact avec la guimauve, elle eut l’impression de mordre dans de la craie.

Elle cracha le morceau de Tartelette lunaire dans la poubelle et s’essuya la langue du revers de la main.

— Pouahhh ! s’exclama-t-elle. Je suis désolée, mais c’est carrément dégueu.

Alors qu’elle ôtait les derniers copeaux de chocolat collés à ses lèvres, elle fut soudain prise d’une envie irrésistible d’en manger encore. Il y avait quelque chose dans cette Tartelette lunaire qui la poussait à en avaler davantage.

— C’est bizarre, dit-elle. C’était infect, et pourtant, j’en veux encore.

— Moi, je les adore, répliqua Marge d’un ton grave en se fendant de son effrayant sourire mécanique. Cependant, je pourrais les aimer encore plus. C’est pour ça que vous êtes là, Rose. Nous comptons sur vous pour les rendre meilleures, conclut-elle en tapant dans ses mains.

— Meilleures ? répéta Rose, sidérée.

Comment rendre meilleur quelque chose d’immangeable à la base ?

— Notre précédente chef du développement des PCIC, poursuivit Marge – elle tenait beaucoup à ce qu’on l’appelle chef –, était en train de perfectionner la recette. Malheureusement, elle n’a pas eu le temps de terminer !

Toujours en souriant, Marge sortit de sa poche une pile de fiches en carton maintenues par un élastique et tendit la première à Rose. Une recette y avait été joliment calligraphiée à l’encre violette.

— C’est tout ce qu’elle a pu faire.

Dans le coin supérieur de la fiche, figurait un rouleau à pâtisserie en relief d’où fusaient des rayons lumineux. Cette image était vaguement familière à Rose, mais elle ne savait plus où elle l’avait vue.

En revanche, elle reconnut tout de suite l’écriture. C’était celle de Lily. Comme elle s’en doutait, la « chef » et sa tante maléfique ne faisaient qu’une.

La recette était divisée en trois parties.

1. Biscuit


300 g de farine, 1 pincée de bicarbonate de soude, 300 g de sucre, 2 œufs, 1 pincée de vanille. Cuire à 190 degrés pendant 8 à 10 minutes.




« Rien de spécial ici, se dit Rose. Rien d’anormal non plus qui puisse donner un goût aussi infect à cette Tartelette lunaire. »

2. Glaçage au chocolat noir


Faire fondre un kilo de chocolat légèrement sucré dans 2 tasses de lait et 1 tasse de paraffine.




« C’est dégoûtant ! pensa Rose. De la paraffine à la place du beurre ! Pas étonnant que l’extérieur soit si brillant. » Mais ça n’expliquait toujours pas le goût étrange. Quand elle entama la troisième partie, Rose poussa un cri.

3. CRÈME À LA GUIMAUVE : Pour les habitants de Delhaney Square, elle fit bouillir trois poignées d’eau avec trois poignées de sucre. Elle laissa refroidir la mixture et y incorpora les blancs battus en neige de douze œufs de poule. Elle remua encore jusqu’à obtention d’une crème de guimauve.


Puis elle ajouta quatre noisettes de FROMAGE DE LUNE.




Rose reposa la fiche et regarda Marge, estomaquée. Cette recette de crème à la guimauve provenait du Livre de recettes des Bliss. Bien sûr !

Sauf que dans le Livre, celui ou celle qui mangeait la crème devenait aussi insubmersible qu’une bouée à la surface de l’océan. Et que l’ingrédient magique était le souffle d’une sirène – non un fromage de lune (qu’est-ce que ça pouvait bien être, d’ailleurs ?). Céleste leur avait préparé cette crème spéciale une fois lors d’un séjour familial au bord de la mer, afin qu’aucun de ses enfants ne risque de se noyer.

Non seulement la recette transmise chez les Bliss de génération en génération avait été volée, mais en plus, on l’avait modifiée !

— Mais ça vient du livre de recettes de ma famille ! s’étrangla Rose.

— C’est impossible ! réfuta Marge, sa main aux doigts boudinés pressée contre son cœur.

— Où est-ce que vous l’avez eue ? demanda Rose, scandalisée.

Soit Lily avait recopié le Livre et laissé un exemplaire ici, soit…

Marge passa les doigts sur la fiche cartonnée comme s’il s’agissait d’un objet de grande valeur.

— Cette recette est une création de celle qui vous a précédée, notre bien-aimée chef ! C’était son travail, son inspiration, son génie, sa…

— Attendez ! l’arrêta Rose.

La logorrhée élogieuse de Marge lui rappelait quelque chose. Sa petite sœur, Nini, avait été victime d’un sort similaire après avoir mangé l’une des préparations de Lily.

— Est-ce que votre chef s’appelait… Lily ?

Les pâtissiers échangèrent des regards perplexes.

— Son nom, c’était « chef », l’informa Marge. Nous ignorons si elle avait un autre nom.

— C’était peut-être « Son Excellence », suggéra Félanie avec un soupir de regret.

— Ou « La plus belle de toutes », ajouta Mélanie, rêveuse.

Rose baissa des yeux ahuris sur la fiche qu’elle avait dans les mains. Le Livre de recettes des Bliss était réputé impossible à recopier. En décoller la reliure aurait détruit les recettes, et on ne pouvait pas le photocopier. Lily en avait-elle recopié quelques-unes à la main avant de leur rendre le Livre ? Si c’était le cas, pourquoi ne marchaient-elles pas ? Elle tapota la fiche de l’index. Peut-être à cause de ces bizarres substitutions d’ingrédients…

— C’est quoi, un fromage de lune ? s’enquit-elle.

Marge claqua dans ses doigts. Jasmine et Ning ouvrirent le frigo et en sortirent un récipient plein d’un machin blanc tout visqueux.

Au lieu d’être conservé dans un bocal bleu, le fromage de lune reposait dans un récipient carré en verre rouge incrusté de fil de fer barbelé. Rose en avait déjà vu un comme ça, mais où ?

Elle toucha le fromage de lune du bout du doigt. Il n’y en avait pas beaucoup, juste une mince couche au fond. Elle n’avait jamais vu de fromage aussi dense. On aurait dit de la boue séchée.

Elle relut la recette. Quatre noisettes de ce truc, c’était beaucoup trop pour une crème à la guimauve. Pas étonnant qu’elle ait eu un goût de craie. Distraitement, au stylo rouge, elle raya « quatre noisettes », et écrivit : « une noisette ».

— Je ne sais pas de quelle usine vient ce fromage, dit Rose en secouant la tête, mais il faut en mettre très peu dans la guimauve. Je crois savoir comment réparer les dégâts.

— Oh ! C’est merveilleux ! s’exclama Marge, les yeux écarquillés.

Tous les pâtissiers se penchèrent et fixèrent Rose sans ciller et avec le plus grand sourire.

— Arrêtez ! dit Rose. Vous me faites peur ! C’est pas une blague !

 

Un peu plus tard, sans un mot, Gene apporta à Rose un plateau avec un jus d’orange et une tartine. Il lui fit un clin d’œil avant de rejoindre les autres pâtissiers au travail.

Ning et Jasmine s’occupaient du biscuit, tandis que Gene et les jumelles préparaient la ganache au chocolat (avec du beurre, pas de la paraffine). Rose et Marge se chargèrent de confectionner la crème à la guimauve.

Marge commença par battre en neige une douzaine de blancs d’œufs. Rose fit du sirop et une fois celui-ci refroidi, elle le versa sur les œufs en neige tandis que Marge remuait le tout jusqu’à ce que l’ensemble prenne la texture de la guimauve.

— Le moment est venu d’ajouter le fromage de lune, déclara Rose.

Elle tenta d’extraire une noisette de fromage de lune du récipient rouge, mais la cuillère resta collée à l’intérieur.

— Il faut que je dilue ça, marmonna-t-elle.

Elle versa un peu d’eau dans le récipient et remua, mais le fromage de lune demeurait tout aussi compact. Elle avait beau y enfoncer la cuillère, la substance refusait de bouger.

— Mais qu’est-ce que c’est que ce machin ?

À cet instant, une pile de saladiers en inox glissa de la table de préparation et atterrit sur le pied de Marge. Les autres pâtissiers levèrent la tête, horrifiés, alors que Marge saisissait son pied à deux mains en braillant.

— Ouille ouille ouille !

Rose s’apprêtait à lui venir en aide lorsqu’elle remarqua que le fromage de lune avait fondu d’un seul coup, comme par magie. Il avait maintenant la consistance d’un beau fromage blanc.

— Ohhh ! souffla-t-elle à mi-voix.

— Quoi ? fit Marge avec une grimace qui n’avait plus rien d’un sourire.

— Je… peu importe.

C’était trop idiot à expliquer. Le cri de douleur de Marge avait-il fait fondre le fromage ? Sur la fiche cartonnée où était inscrite la recette, Rose griffonna : gémissements/pleurs ?

Elle incorpora une noisette du fromage de lune ramolli à la crème de guimauve, puis étala le mélange entre deux couches de biscuit. Elle ordonna ensuite à Gene de verser la ganache au chocolat sur le tout.

Une fois le glaçage refroidi, Rose coupa la Tartelette lunaire en morceaux qu’elle distribua aux pâtissiers.

Ning en piqua une bouchée avec sa fourchette et poussa un cri de joie :

— C’est divin !

— Mais comment avez-vous fait ? murmurèrent Mélanie et Félanie à l’unisson, les joues ruisselantes de larmes.

Marge mordit dedans à pleines dents et ses yeux prirent une teinte violet vif des plus étranges.

— Je n’ai jamais rien goûté de pareil, s’extasia-t-elle.

Elle se lécha les lèvres, y passa la langue une fois, deux fois, trois fois.

— Il faut que j’en reprenne.

— Non, moi j’en veux encore ! hurla Gene en frottant vigoureusement le grain de beauté au-dessus de sa lèvre supérieure.

Jasmine et lui se bousculèrent pour s’emparer de la dernière part.

Rose enleva prestement l’assiette.

— Non, mais ! C’est pas des manières !

— Pardon, chef ! gémit Ning.

— Nous ne sommes pas dignes de votre attention ! entonnèrent en chœur Mélanie et Félanie, la tête baissée.

— Vous avez raison, opina Marge. La dernière bouchée est pour le génie de nos cuisines, Rosemary Bliss !

« Ils sont vraiment dingues, ces six-là ! » Rose planta sa fourchette dans ce qui restait de la Tartelette lunaire. Le gâteau était méconnaissable. La crème de guimauve parfaite : onctueuse, moelleuse et parfumée. La pâtisserie fondit dans sa bouche.

Rose sentit un léger picotement dans ses pieds. Une agréable sensation l’envahit : ses bras, ses mains, ses jambes, ses orteils, jusqu’au bout de sa langue, tout son corps se mit à pétiller de plaisir. Elle voulut en reprendre, mais l’assiette était vide. Il ne restait pas une seule miette. Les pâtissiers n’avaient pas hésité à lécher la porcelaine pour récupérer la moindre particule sucrée, avec d’horribles bruits de succion.

— J’arrive pas à croire qu’on n’en ait fait qu’une ! s’exclama Rose, enivrée par la délicieuse crème de guimauve. J’aurais pu en manger une douzaine !

Elle leva les yeux. Les six pâtissiers la dévisageaient. La Tartelette lunaire était soudain devenue son obsession. Elle se versa un verre de lait qu’elle but d’un trait. Mais même après avoir nettoyé son palais, la Tartelette lunaire demeurait ancrée dans son esprit. Peu importait vers quoi elle tournait son attention, le dessert semblait flotter devant elle, telle une sucrerie diabolique aux allures de lune magique.

Elle essaya de compter jusqu’à dix en espagnol, mais elle pensa : « una Tartelette lunaire, dos Tartelettes lunaires, tres Tartelettes lunaires… » Elle tenta de se rappeler le nom de sa première institutrice, « Mme Gingembre… Lunaire ? » Non, ce n’était sûrement pas ça. Elle n’avait plus en tête que ces succulentes tartelettes.

— Il faut qu’on en fasse d’autres, annonça-t-elle.

Elle saliva à cette idée, puis se reprit.

— Comme ça… M. Beurre pourra constater qu’on a perfectionné la recette.

Tous les pâtissiers se mirent à glousser.

— Oh ! M. Beurre ne mange pas de sucre ! dit Marge. Il ne goûte jamais aux pâtisseries. Jamais ! Il ne se nourrit que de patates à l’eau.

Elle planta son pouce dans son opulente poitrine et déclara :

— C’est à moi de déterminer si les recettes ont atteint la perfection, et là, je dis que oui !

Après avoir collé la fiche cartonnée de la recette sur le frigo à l’aide d’un aimant, Marge se tourna vers l’équipe.

— Une fournée de douze Tartelettes lunaires ! Et que ça saute !

 

Ce soir-là, une fois que les pâtissiers eurent terminé le glaçage des Tartelettes lunaires et les eurent mises au frigo (Marge leur avait défendu de les toucher et les avait menacés de son rouleau à pâtisserie), Rose se retira dans sa chambrette vitrée au-dessus de la cuisine. Une grosse Tartelette lunaire toute ronde, enfin la lune, argentait les bâtiments de l’usine. La douce clarté des étoiles se déversait par la lucarne carrée.

Les Tartelettes lunaires occupaient toujours les pensées de Rose. « Et si je descendais à la cuisine ? Je pourrais en manger une. Rien qu’une. Ou deux ? Ou cinq ? »

— Rose !

La voix venait de dehors.

Rose se pencha par la lucarne et vit une boule de fourrure grise faire les cent pas au pied du bâtiment et deux yeux verts briller dans le noir.

— Serge ?

— Qui ça pourrait être d’autre ? T’attends un autre félin, peut-être ? Tu vois un autre chat derrière moi…

— Serge ! s’écria Rose. Tu es revenu !

— Oui, oui, je suis là. Rosemary Bliss, lance-moi donc le tuyau.

Rose alla chercher le tuyau d’incendie dans la cuisine obscure, y accrocha son sac à dos et le fit descendre jusqu’au sol.

— Merci ! miaula Serge et il sauta dans le sac.

Elle le hissa avec une seule pensée à l’esprit : « Serge pourra descendre en catimini me chercher une Tartelette lunaire. »

Lorsque le sac arriva à la hauteur de la lucarne, Serge fendit l’air et atterrit en souplesse sur les genoux de Rose. Elle le serra dans ses bras à l’étouffer.

— Rose ! protesta-t-il. Je sais que je t’ai manqué, mais, s’il te plaît… La cage thoracique des chats n’est pas en acier !

Rose embrassa Serge sur le crâne et le lâcha.

— Désolée. Je suis trop contente de te retrouver. Ce matin, quand je me suis réveillée sans toi, j’avais peur que tu n’aies inventé toute cette histoire de Chatappel juste pour pouvoir t’échapper.

— Comment as-tu pu imaginer une chose pareille ? s’écria Serge, stupéfait. C’est absurde, ma petite.

Rose le regarda droit dans ses yeux verts.

— Alors… T’as trouvé un autre chat ?

— Bien sûr, répondit Serge en se léchant la patte avec sa nonchalance féline coutumière. J’ai traversé la grande mer d’asphalte. Ni le soleil levant ni la faim ne m’ont m’arrêté. J’étais animé d’une volonté de fer… Mais la clôture était trop haute, même pour un chat d’une agilité aussi prodigieuse que la mienne. Je n’ai pas eu le choix. J’ai patienté.

— Et un autre chat est passé par là ? s’enquit Rose.

— Ne me bouscule pas ! miaula Serge en remuant ses moustaches. Une histoire digne de ce nom doit être longue et captivante. Où en étais-je ?

— À la clôture. Tu patientais.

— Ah, oui. La nuit s’est achevée, et j’ai attendu tout le jour en plein soleil. Mon énergie diminuait d’heure en heure. Je rêvais d’une tranche de thon ou de poulet en boîte. Pourtant, rien n’aurait pu me détourner de ma mission ! Enfin, alors que je glissais dans un sommeil peut-être éternel, un lynx a surgi de la prairie.

— La prairie ? Quelle prairie ? répéta Rose, interloquée.

Serge haussa les épaules.

— Il est sorti d’un buisson, si tu veux tout savoir.

— Serge, est-ce qu’il a accepté de transmettre le message ?

— Il a fini par accepter.

— Et c’est la fin de ton histoire ?

Serge tourna plusieurs fois en rond sur la couette au milieu du lit avant de se coucher.

— Sans compter que je suis revenu. C’était plus facile, bien entendu, vu que je connaissais le chemin.

— Merci. Au moins, mes parents sauront où je suis.

Serge ne répondit pas, il s’était déjà assoupi.

Rose se glissa sous la couette et essaya d’ignorer le bruit de moteur que Serge faisait dans son sommeil.

Où étaient les siens à cette heure ? Sans doute pleuraient-ils à chaudes larmes au poste de police. Mais, irrésistiblement, ses pensées revinrent à la Tartelette lunaire. Sans vouloir se vanter, c’était tout de même un exploit. Elle avait réussi à transformer la crème de guimauve en une gourmandise d’une finesse de goût si envoûtante qu’elle-même ne parvenait pas à l’oublier. C’était de la sorcellerie culinaire, que sa mère en personne aurait admirée.

De la magie ! Soudain, elle se rappela la manière dont le cri de douleur de Marge avait ramolli le fromage de lune. Quel rapport y avait-il entre ces deux phénomènes ? Elle avait beau se creuser la tête, elle ne voyait pas.

Serge se réveilla d’humeur grincheuse.

— S’il te plaît, arrête de pleurnicher. Tu m’empêches de dormir.

— Je ne pleure pas ! rétorqua Rose.

— Alors qui pleure ? s’étonna Serge. Des cris de détresse résonnent à mes oreilles sensibles.

Rose se leva pour jeter un coup d’œil dans la cuisine baignée de pénombre. Marge était assise à une table de préparation, le visage et les mains maculés de chocolat fondu.

— Il n’y en a plus ! gémit-elle. Qu’est-ce que je vais faire ? Je les ai toutes mangées ! Il n’en reste plus une seule !
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Un remède abricoté


  
    — Ça va, Marge ? demanda Rose en descendant l’escalier en colimaçon sur la pointe des pieds.


    — Des Tartelettes lunaires ! pleurnicha la sous-chef pâtissière. Il me faut d’autres Tartelettes lunaires !


    — Vous ne voulez pas allumer ?… J’ai peur de trébucher. On s’occupera des Tartelettes après.


    Sans cesser de renifler, Marge se leva de son tabouret et se dirigea à tâtons vers le mur. Le plafonnier au-dessus de la table s’éclaira, mais le reste du laboratoire demeura plongé dans le noir. Les doigts de Marge étaient enduits de chocolat piqué de miettes. Tout ce qu’elle avait touché, l’interrupteur, sa bouche, son tablier, ses cheveux, ses joues, en était recouvert.


    Rose s’assit à la table en inox et tapota les épaules rondes de Marge.


    — Marge. Qu’est-il donc arrivé à la douzaine de Tartelettes lunaires qu’on a rangées avant d’aller se coucher ?


    — Il n’y en a plus, l’informa Marge en claquant des lèvres. Elles ont toutes disparu dans mon ventre. Je les ai mangées. Jusqu’à la dernière. Ça ne m’a pris que trois minutes.


    Marge pianotait sur la table de ses doigts collants.


    — J’ai voulu en cuire une nouvelle fournée, mais avec moi, le fromage de lune a refusé de fondre ! Vous êtes vraiment un génie de la pâtisserie, et je serais à votre service pour l’éternité si vous vouliez bien me préparer quelques dizaines de Tartelettes lunaires supplémentaires.


    Rose tourna la tête vers le fromage de lune qui reposait dans son récipient carré et constata qu’il était devenu aussi dur que la pierre. Rose n’était pas convaincue de pouvoir le ramollir une deuxième fois.


    — J’avais peur que ça arrive un jour, pleurnicha Marge, ses immenses yeux embués de larmes.


    Rose fronça les sourcils.


    — Peur de quoi ?


    — Que M. Beurre trouve un moyen de perfectionner les pâtisseries de la Corporation au point qu’elles… rendraient esclaves ceux qui en mangeraient ! Nos produits ont toujours contenu un ingrédient secret qui pousse les consommateurs à en reprendre, dit-elle en se frottant le ventre, mais maintenant… Eh bien ! Personne ne sera capable de manger quoi que ce soit d’autre ! Une seule bouchée, et les gens seront accros. L’Amérique du Nord est dans de sales draps, croyez-moi.


    Rose posa la main sur le poignet dodu de Marge.


    — Attendez, M. Beurre ambitionne de créer des gâteaux auxquels on est incapable de résister ?


    Marge jeta des regards inquiets autour d’elle.


    — La seule chose qui calmera votre faim, ce sera…


    — … une autre Tartelette lunaire, termina Rose.


    — Oui ! Mais j’en ai trop dit ! chuchota Marge. On n’a pas le droit de parler de ça.


    — Si je vous fais d’autres Tartelettes lunaires, vous m’en direz plus ?


    Marge se pencha vers Rose et débita d’un trait :


    — Une fois la recette modifiée, les Tartelettes lunaires seront produites à la chaîne et exportées dans tous les États-Unis. Nos Tartelettes vont inonder l’Amérique ! Vous imaginez !


    Mage tourna un visage hagard vers les étagères vides.


    Rose claqua dans ses doigts.


    — Marge, restez avec moi !


    Marge hoqueta, puis continua :


    — Les gens ne pourront plus s’arrêter d’en manger. Ils seront obligés d’acheter des produits de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, à commencer par ces divines Tartelettes lunaires. Grâce à votre talent, la Corporation a perfectionné une nouvelle forme d’esclavage.


    — Mais je n’ai rien fait de tel ! protesta Rose. Je n’ai fait que rajuster les proportions dans une crème à la guimauve !


    — D’accord, mais dans une crème à la guimauve de destruction massive !


    Elle considéra le récipient presque vide de fromage de lune et lâcha un rot de gourmandise.


    — Il faudrait préchauffer le four, non, si vous en refaites une fournée ?


    — Bien sûr, soupira Rose.


    Si elle ne préparait pas de nouvelles tartelettes, M. Beurre ne lui permettrait jamais de quitter l’usine.


    — Et pour quelle raison la chef d’avant voulait-elle aider la Corporation ?


    Autrement dit : quel profit Lily escomptait-elle en tirer ?


    — La chef… Que ses biscuits soient toujours délicieux ! Que ses pâtes à tarte soient à jamais les plus splendides ! La chef travaillait pour M. Beurre, et M. Beurre travaille pour…


    Marge se tut.


    — Je ne peux en dire plus ! gémit-elle avant de se fourrer une pleine poignée de farine dans la bouche.


    Marge courut se percher sur un tabouret et garda un silence têtu.


    — Marge ! dit Rose d’un ton sévère. Si vous voulez goûter à une de mes Tartelettes lunaires, vous avez intérêt à parler !


    Marge cracha la farine dans l’évier et tourna vers Rose un visage poudré de blanc.


    — M. Beurre travaille pour la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie !


    Rose avait déjà entendu ce nom quelque part. Mais où ?


    — La Société de quoi ?


    Marge lança des regards inquiets autour d’elle pour s’assurer que personne n’écoutait.


    — La Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie, répéta-t-elle. L’ordre maléfique des pâtissiers qui gouvernent le monde à travers ce que nous mangeons. L’obésité ? C’est leur faute. Le diabète ? Un de leurs méfaits. Les caries ? Elles n’existaient pas avant eux. À cause d’eux, des enfants laissent tomber l’école, des gens perdent leur emploi et des pays entrent en guerre.


    Marge fit un clin d’œil à Rose avant d’ajouter :


    — Vous ne devriez pas être en train de préparer la crème à la guimauve ?


    — Dans un instant. Quel est le rapport entre ces types aux Rouleaux et la Corporation ?


    — MM. Beurre et Kerr travaillent pour la Société, et ils utilisent la Corporation pour créer une nation de zombies mordus de Fondants.


    Rose pensait que nulle personne au monde n’était plus vile que son égoïste tante Lily, la pire des magiciennes-pâtissières. Elle s’était servie des instructions et des formules magiques du Livre de recettes des Bliss pour inspirer aux gens une admiration sans bornes, pour s’enrichir et pour devenir célèbre. Mais ce que M. Beurre et la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux s’apprêtaient à faire était encore pire : leur objectif était d’écraser le pays entier sous la botte de la gourmandise.


    Elle eut une vision d’horreur : une nation d’obèses aux yeux en forme de Tartelettes lunaires qui se nourriraient exclusivement des Véritables Petits Gâteaux de la Corporation. Il fallait à tout prix faire échouer le projet diabolique de M. Beurre et de sa Société. Et Rose était la seule à pouvoir agir.


    Elle serra la main de la sous-chef pâtissière.


    — Marge, moi je suis une magicienne-pâtissière. Je descends d’une longue lignée de pâtissiers, qui ont voulu améliorer la vie de ceux qui les entouraient grâce à leurs desserts… spéciaux. Cette Tartelette lunaire me rappelle beaucoup une des recettes du livre secret de ma famille. Dites-moi, vous êtes sûre que la chef ne s’est pas inspirée de ce livre ?


    Marge prit un air coupable et chuchota :


    — Elle avait un livre, oui. Pas un livre complet. Plutôt un livret. Un tout petit ouvrage en papier ancien à l’écriture illisible. Un soir, je l’ai surprise à travers les vitres de sa chambre en train de le feuilleter avec délicatesse. Elle lisait des recettes à voix haute. J’ai voulu me rapprocher pour voir ce que c’était, mais il faisait noir et j’ai heurté une pile de saladiers en inox. Ça a fait un de ces vacarmes !


    — Et qu’est-ce qu’elle a fait, elle ?


    — Elle a ouvert et fermé les tiroirs de sa commode, puis elle est descendue et m’a ordonné d’aller me coucher.


    Le cœur de Rose fit un bond dans sa poitrine.


    — Je reviens tout de suite !


    Elle remonta à toute allure l’escalier en colimaçon.


     


    — Qu’est-ce qu’elle a, cette dame couverte de chocolat ? bâilla Serge.


    — Elle est accro aux Tartelettes lunaires, lui répondit distraitement Rose. Tout ça parce que j’ai amélioré la recette pour ce M. Beurre, qui mijote de réduire l’Amérique du Nord en esclavage pour le compte de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie. Inutile de te dire que c’est une société maléfique.


    Pendant qu’elle livrait au félin ces explications, elle ouvrit les tiroirs de la commode et les fouilla de fond en comble. Rien ! Pas l’ombre d’un livre, petit ou gros.


    — Je crois qu’ils utilisent de la magie, mais je ne sais pas quel genre. À part ça, Marge va très bien.


    — Des rouleaux à pâtisserie…, maugréa Serge en se léchant la patte gauche qu’il avait passée derrière son oreille. Balthazar en parlait dans son sommeil autrefois. « Méfiez-vous des rouleaux à pâtisserie ! » qu’il disait. Mais je pensais qu’il faisait un cauchemar, à force de rester dans sa cuisine !


    — Apparemment, c’était bien réel…


    Rose appuya l’épaule sur l’un des côtés de la commode et réussit à l’écarter du mur.


    — J’ai trouvé ! s’écria-t-elle en brandissant une pile de papiers gris poussiéreux noués par un ruban.


    Le cœur serré, elle les épousseta. Elle savait très bien ce que c’était, et d’où ça venait.


    — C’est quoi ? bâilla Serge.


    — L’Apocryphe d’Albatross, répondit Rose dans un filet de voix.


    C’était bien ce qu’elle pensait. Elle retourna la pile et lut au dos une terrible inscription à l’encre violette :


    
      Ce livre appartient à Lily la Fée,


      Novice de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie.


    


    Bien sûr ! Voilà où elle avait entendu parler de cette société : Lily avait laissé la même note à la fin du Livre de recettes des Bliss, dans la pochette où était habituellement rangé L’Apocryphe. Lorsque la famille avait découvert son message, Lily avait déjà disparu. Balthazar avait mis Rose en garde contre la menace représentée par la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie, mais Rose, sous le choc, n’avait écouté que d’une oreille.


    Sur le moment, ils avaient pensé que Lily avait pris L’Apocryphe ce soir-là. Mais il était possible que Lily l’ait volé bien avant, au cas (improbable) où elle perdrait au Gala, en se disant que si elle était obligée de rendre le grimoire, il lui resterait toujours quelques recettes.


     


    Un sourire de satisfaction monta aux lèvres de Rose : alors que Lily était en possession du Livre, elle avait quand même redouté d’être vaincue par sa nièce.


    Après sa défaite, la honte avait sans doute empêché Lily de retourner à la Corporation. Elle avait laissé son travail en plan, sans se donner la peine de venir récupérer L’Apocryphe.


    — Tante Lily…, murmura Rose.


    Serge plissa les yeux et regarda autour de lui, toutes griffes dehors.


    — Où ça ?


    — Elle travaillait ici, à la Corporation. Bien avant qu’on nous kidnappe.


    Elle s’accroupit à côté de la commode et ouvrit L’Apocryphe d’Albatross à la première page. Une recette pour des Cupcakes noircis-au-manque-de-talent. Albatross Bliss avait créé ce dessert afin de gâcher le mariage de son frère sur l’île de Tyree, en Écosse. Les cupcakes était des pâtisseries diaboliques et nécessitaient l’usage de larmes d’œil de Sorcier.


    Elle avait déjà utilisé ces larmes : un œil écœurant qui flottait dans un bocal en verre renforcé de fil barbelé.


    — Du fil barbelé ! s’écria-t-elle.


    — Quoi ? grogna Serge.


    Il tira la langue pour se lécher la patte afin de nettoyer son oreille droite maintenant que la gauche était propre.


    — Dans notre réserve secrète, à la maison, expliqua Rose. Tous les ingrédients vraiment dangereux sont enfermés dans des bocaux verts renforcés par du fil de fer barbelé !


    — Et alors ?


    — Le fromage de lune est dans un récipient rouge renforcé de fil barbelé !


    — Du vert et du rouge, chantonna Serge. Tu les mets ensemble, et c’est Noël.


    Rose feuilleta L’Apocryphe avec délicatesse. Les vieilles pages craquaient sous ses doigts. Dans un coin, une illustration attira son attention : un minuscule bonhomme creusait avec une pelle la surface d’une demi-lune. La recette était la suivante :


    
      CRÈME PÂTISSIÈRE ATTRAPE-CLIENTS :


      Quand la magie vous garantit la fidélité de vos clients


       


      En l’an 1745, dans la ville de Dragomiresti, en Roumanie, Bogdan Tempestu, un cousin éloigné d’Albatross Bliss, remarqua que sa pâtisserie avait perdu sa clientèle après qu’il eut remplacé la farine par de la sciure, afin d’augmenter ses profits. Il créa donc cette crème pâtissière et l’intégra à toutes ses tartes aux fruits. Après quoi, ses clients devinrent dépendants à vie de ses pâtisseries.


       


      Sir Tempestu mélangea dans une casserole en cuivre deux poignées de lait de vache frais et une poignée de sucre. Il ajouta six jaunes d’œufs de poule et trois noisettes de farine. Une fois la mixture refroidie, il demanda à son loup en cage, Dracul, de hurler devant un bocal de fromage de lune. Puis il versa quatre noisettes de fromage de lune fondu dans la crème.


    


    — Ça doit être la recette dont Lily s’est inspirée, dit Rose. Au lieu d’incorporer le fromage de lune à de la crème pâtissière, elle l’a mélangé à de la crème à la guimauve. Mais elle s’est trompée dans les proportions.


    Le fromage de lune ne sortait donc pas d’une usine, en fin de compte. C’était un ingrédient magique de la famille Bliss. Toutefois, il ne s’agissait pas d’un ingrédient aussi doux que le premier vent d’automne, que l’on pouvait conserver dans un bocal bleu. Le fromage de lune exigeait d’être stocké dans un récipient renforcé, adapté à une substance ne pouvant être activée que par le hurlement d’un loup…


    … Ou par le hurlement d’une pâtissière à l’orteil écrabouillé.


    Dans la marge figurait une annotation. Elle reconnut tout de suite l’écriture de Lily : Pas pu intégrer quatre noisettes de fromage de lune à ma crème à la guimauve. Texture affreuse. Sans loup hurlant, utilisé à la place le micro-ondes. Fromage grumeleux et rance. Berk !


    Rose ne put retenir un sourire. Elle avait réussi là où Lily avait échoué. Elle avait réduit la quantité de fromage de lune et avait eu de la chance que Marge pousse un cri pile à ce moment-là.


    Rose reprit sa lecture de la recette :


    
      Les habitants de Dragomiresti, devenus dépendants des pâtisseries de sir Tempestu, en redemandèrent tant et si bien qu’il se trouva vite dans l’incapacité de répondre à la demande. Ils prirent d’assaut son échoppe et, de fureur, le griffèrent jusqu’à ce que mort s’ensuive. Puis ils mirent le feu à la pâtisserie. Seul survécut le loup Dracul.


    


    Alors que Rose lisait ces lignes, la tête de Marge surgit de l’escalier en colimaçon – elle avait enfreint le règlement qui le réservait à la chef. Elle transpirait à grosses gouttes et se grattait les bras avec frénésie.


    — Je veux des Tartelettes lunaires ! TAAAAARTEEEELEEEEEETTTES LUUUUUUUUUUUNAAAAAIIRES ! Si on ne me donne pas immédiatement une de ces délicieuses pâtisseries pleines de guimauve, je vais arracher les YEUEUEUX de quelqu’un !


    Serge se figea de terreur.


    « Merci pour ton aide », pensa Rose qui adressa un gentil sourire à Marge :


    — D’accord. Allez donc préparer le biscuit en suivant la recette, et la ganache au chocolat aussi. Je descends de ce pas préparer la crème à la guimauve.


    Marge ne se le fit pas dire deux fois : sa tête disparut aussi brusquement qu’elle avait surgi. Au bruit qu’elle fit, on aurait cru qu’une armée de pâtissières descendait l’escalier.


    Serge sauta sur la commode.


    — Elle est partie ? Mon Dieu ! Mais quelle barge cette Marge ! Tout ça pour une Tartelette lunaire !


    — Si la Corporation parvient à commercialiser ces gâteaux, le pays tout entier sera comme elle, fit observer Rose. Ce sera une catastrophe.


    — Il vaudrait mieux que tu commences par t’occuper de cette dame-là, dit Serge en désignant de la patte la paroi vitrée.


    Marge s’agitait en bas dans le laboratoire. Elle secouait dans tous les sens des ingrédients qui tombaient dans des saladiers qu’elle alignait à toute allure sur une table de préparation.


    — Mais comment ?


    — Si je me souviens bien, j’ai entendu maintes fois Balthazar marmonner qu’il existait toujours un antidote. Regarde au verso.


    Rose retourna la feuille. En effet, une autre recette y figurait, en tout petits caractères :


    
      LA CONFITURE D’ABRICOTS DE DRAGOMIRESTI :


      Pour contrecarrer les effets


      de la CRÈME PÂTISSIÈRE ATTRAPE-CLIENTS


       


      Le bon pâtissier Nicolai Bliss concocta une confiture à l’abricot qu’il intégra aux tartes aux fruits de Bogdan Tempestu, après que les habitants de Dragomiresti eurent assassiné celui-ci et mis le feu à sa pâtisserie et à d’autres parties de la ville. La confiture eut un effet miraculeux. Les clients, au lieu de désirer les gourmandises de Tempestu, se mirent à vouloir manger des abricots. Après avoir reconstruit sa cité bien-aimée, la population de Dragomiresti devint le premier exportateur d’abricots de toute la Roumanie.


       


      Sir Bliss versa dans une casserole en cuivre deux poignées d’abricots frais et une poignée de sucre. Puis il ajouta UNE histoire d’un homme qui avait vécu un amour passionné, RACONTÉE PAR L’AMOUREUX, mélangea le tout et laissa refroidir la mixture.


    


    — C’est inutile, marmonna Rose. Qui a connu un amour passionné ? Sûrement pas moi !


    La scène la plus torride qui ait jamais eu lieu entre elle et Devin Stetson, c’était quand il avait frôlé sa main par mégarde en lui rendant sa monnaie à la boutique Stetson – Beignets et Réparations automobiles.


    — Moi ! s’écria Serge en se léchant les babines. Prends donc un bocal.


     


    Rose et Serge travaillèrent toute la nuit aux doux ronflements qui s’échappaient du quartier des pâtissiers. À un moment donné, Rose entendit son estomac gargouiller. On aurait dit qu’il hurlait : « Donne-moi à manger ! » Elle avisa le paquet de cookies qu’on lui avait proposé le premier soir : des croustillants de Mimie Brossard. Elle en sortit un, mordit dedans… et fut agréablement surprise. Ç’aurait été meilleur avec du lait, mais ce cookie était plus savoureux que tout ce qui sortait de l’usine de la Corporation. Elle en engloutit deux pour calmer sa faim.


    Dans un placard du laboratoire, elle trouva un bocal rouge vide. Elle en tartina l’intérieur avec une fine couche de beurre d’amande et l’apporta à Serge, lequel s’empressa de raconter, la truffe plongée dedans, son premier amour.


    — Son nom était Isabella, commença-t-il, une Italienne, de race manx, avec une splendide fourrure tachetée. Cette féline fatale tournait la tête à bien des matous, mais elle ne laissait que des marques de griffes dans leur cœur. Je l’aperçus un après-midi, se dorant au soleil, étendue sur les briques d’une église romaine, et je tombai fou amoureux d’elle. J’étais déterminé à la séduire, fût-ce au prix de ma vie.


    Serge marqua une pause pour ménager ses effets, se gratta le cou et reprit :


    — D’ailleurs, je l’ai échappé belle !


    Serge raconta sa traversée de l’Atlantique en paquebot, révéla l’existence d’un riche chat siamois, une grosse brute à laquelle Isabella était fiancée, et décrivit les regards furtifs échangés entre les deux amoureux – Isabella et lui – sur le pont du navire. Lorsqu’il eut terminé, Rose n’en croyait pas ses oreilles.


    — Ben dis donc, Serge ! Et qu’est-il arrivé à cette Isabella ?


    — Oh, on a habité ensemble quelque temps. Mais ça n’était pas fait pour être un amour éternel. Une manx et un scottish fold, ça ne s’entend jamais bien. On était tous les deux bien trop têtus et orgueilleux. Cela dit, c’était fantastique tant que ça a duré. Notre amour était comme un four à pizza : crachant des flammes en plein jour, mais glacé et laissé à l’abandon la nuit. Mon amour pour Isabella, c’est ce qui a fait de moi le scottish fold au cœur brisé que tu as devant toi.


    Rose vissa fermement le couvercle du bocal. Elle le coinça sous son bras et se précipita vers la table de préparation où reposait le bol de confiture d’abricots. Rose ouvrit avec précaution le bocal rouge et infusa à la masse orange l’essence de l’amour passionné de Serge pour Isabella.


    Elle attendit.


    — Oh ! Oh ! s’écria Marge qui courait dans tous les sens pour préparer le biscuit, ses grosses joues ballottant au rythme de ses mouvements.


    — Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas ? lui demanda Rose.


    Elle jeta un œil à Marge qui repoussait des mèches de cheveux de son front.


    — Rien ! s’exclama la sous-chef. Je suis si excitée ! Pâtisser, ça me bourre d’énergie ! Je me sens comme… comme une petite fille qui s’apprête à ouvrir ses cadeaux le jour de Noël. Je rêve d’une nouvelle Barbie. Et je sais qu’il y en a une dans un des paquets. Seulement, j’ignore lequel…


    Marge s’arrêta au milieu de la cuisine. Elle tenait dans ses mains trois œufs et du sucre. Sa lèvre inférieure se mit à trembler.


    — Mais pour moi, il n’y a jamais eu de Barbie. Non, Rose. Jamais.


    — Euh… Je suis désolée, Marge.


    Rose baissa la tête vers son bol de confiture d’abricots et crut que ses yeux allaient lui sortir de la tête.


    La confiture n’avait plus sa texture grumeleuse et terne. L’amour passionné de Serge l’avait transformée en une pâte rouge et onctueuse qui se mit bientôt à bouillir. De grosses bulles sifflèrent à la surface et menacèrent de déborder.


    Pouf !


    La confiture n’avait pas l’air très contente. Les morceaux de fruits se mirent à tourner en rond à toute vitesse. On aurait cru des mini-tornades. En quelques secondes, le tout prit la forme d’un énorme cœur rouge. Rose se tourna un instant vers Marge, qui était en train d’enfourner ses biscuits.


    Bientôt, le cœur rouge vira à l’orange, puis au jaune, telle une flamme gigantesque. Enfin, tout aussi rapidement qu’elle était entrée en éruption, la confiture se calma et retomba dans le saladier en inox avec un gros ploc.


    — Waouh !


    Rose leva les yeux vers Serge, qui se contenta de sourire en ronronnant.


    Lorsqu’elle estima qu’elle ne risquait plus rien, Rose attrapa le saladier avec une manique et le mit à refroidir au frigo. « Cette Isabella devait être quelque chose ! »


     


    — Cette crème à la guimauve est franchement très orange ! commenta Marge d’un ton accusateur.


    Les fenêtres de la cuisine, encore noires il y a quelques minutes, étaient maintenant gris foncé : la longue nuit touchait à sa fin.


    — Vous voulez ces Tartelettes lunaires, ou pas ? s’exclama Rose, exaspérée. Parce que si vous n’en voulez pas, je peux jeter cette crème et…


    — Nooooon !!!! hurla Marge. Je vous en prie, n’arrêtez rien, ô Grande Chef Rose !


    Enfin, alors que les premiers rayons du soleil inondaient les fenêtres du laboratoire, Rose fourra le biscuit avec la confiture d’abricots de Dragomiresti, glaça le gâteau avec le chocolat et tendit à Marge, sur une assiette blanche, son antidote déguisé en Tartelette lunaire.


    Le gâteau était identique à la Tartelette lunaire à la guimauve que Rose avait confectionnée la veille. Pourtant Marge, les narines frémissantes, la renifla avec suspicion.


    — Ça ne sent pas la Tartelette lunaire ! Je veux une VRAIE Tartelette lunaire !


    — C’est la même chose, Marge. GOÛTEZ, VOUS VERREZ !


    — Pas question ! dit Marge en croisant les bras.


    — Si ! s’emporta Rose.


    Marge serra les lèvres et secoua la tête. Rose n’avait pas le choix : elle lui écrasa le pied.


    — Ouille ouille ouille !!!! hurla Marge.


    D’un geste ultra-rapide, Rose fourra la Tartelette antidote dans la bouche grande ouverte de Marge.


    Incapable de résister à son envie de Tartelette lunaire, Marge mâcha et avala. Elle essuya sa moustache en chocolat et lâcha un rot si énorme que son souffle balaya en arrière les cheveux de Rose et fit trembler les vitres. Les yeux de Marge s’illuminèrent d’une lueur orange et, d’un seul coup, elle recouvra ses esprits.


    — Mon Dieu ! s’exclama-t-elle. Que m’est-il arrivé ? J’étais complètement folle de Tartelettes lunaires ! Elles ne sont même pas si bonnes que ça !


    Elle passa la langue sur ses dents et rota encore. Cette fois, son rot ressemblait à un petit hoquet.


    — Mais si je peux, j’aimerais bien des abricots, ajouta-t-elle.


    — Bienvenue dans la réalité, dit Rose avec un sourire.


    Son dur labeur et l’histoire d’amour de Serge avaient porté leurs fruits.


    — Je vous ai préparé un antidote aux Tartelettes lunaires, expliqua-t-elle à Marge. Vous allez sans doute avoir des envies d’abricots pendant quelque temps, mais à part ça, vous êtes guérie.


    Marge prit Rose dans ses bras saupoudrés de farine. Rose avait du mal à respirer, mais cela lui fit tout de même du bien. Cela lui rappelait la tendresse de sa mère. Sa famille lui manqua soudain terriblement.


    — Vous… vous m’avez sauvée ! hoqueta Marge.


    Puis, comme prise de panique, elle lâcha brutalement Rose.


    — Attendez ! s’écria-t-elle. S’ils apprennent que vous avez modifié la recette, ils ne vous permettront jamais de rentrer chez vous !


    « Oh non ! Nous voilà dans de beaux draps ! »


    Après avoir médité une minute, Rose eut une idée.


    — On ne leur dira rien pour l’antidote. Tout ce qu’ils doivent savoir, c’est qu’il ne reste plus une seule Tartelette lunaire parce que vous les avez toutes dévorées. Vous êtes la preuve vivante du succès de la recette. M. Beurre devra s’en satisfaire.


    — Mais je n’ai plus envie de Tartelettes ! gémit Marge en faisant la grimace. J’en ai mangé une douzaine. J’ai mal au cœur.


    — Ils ne peuvent pas savoir que vous êtes guérie, l’encouragea Rose. Faites la folle.


    — Vous voulez que je mente à M. Beurre ? Que je fasse semblant d’être accro aux Tartelettes ? Moi qui n’ai jamais menti de ma vie !


    Elle posa les mains sur ses larges hanches et souffla sur une mèche de cheveux qui lui tombait dans les yeux.


    — Pas même une fois ? interrogea Rose.


    Marge réfléchit un instant.


    — Oh ! admit-elle. Je viens juste de mentir à propos de mentir ! Oui, j’ai menti. Une fois. Quand j’étais jeune. À ma mère. Elle m’avait tressé les cheveux pour une soirée dansante de l’école. Elle m’a demandé si ça me plaisait, et j’ai dit que oui. Mais c’était pas vrai. Je détestais ces nattes ! Je ne suis qu’une sale menteuse.


    Elle prit une profonde inspiration.


    — Non, c’est faux, affirma Rose en posant une main réconfortante sur son épaule. Ça s’appelle un mensonge diplomatique, et ce n’est pas une mauvaise action.


    — Vraiment ? s’étonna Marge en clignant des yeux.


    — Pas si ça peut aider quelqu’un d’autre, lui assura Rose. Et si vous dites à M. Beurre que vous faites une fixette sur les Tartelettes lunaires, il pensera que j’ai obéi à ses ordres. Il ne restera alors que quatre recettes et je pourrai rentrer chez moi retrouver ma famille.


    Marge hocha la tête.


    — J’accepte le défi, déclara-t-elle en prenant un drôle d’accent britannique. Ce sera mon personnage et je le jouerai en actrice consommée. Ce sera le grand rôle de ma carrière !


    — Si vous le dites, soupira Rose.


    Elle se découpa un morceau de la Tartelette antidote et l’avala.


    On n’était jamais assez prudente…


    Serge descendit l’escalier en colimaçon, trottina dans le laboratoire et sauta d’un bond sur la table de préparation.


    — Je suis venu vous avertir : ils arrivent ! Je les ai vus par la fenêtre.


    Marge regarda Serge d’un air éberlué.


    — Est-ce qu’un des effets secondaires de la Tartelette lunaire antidote est de me faire halluciner des chats qui parlent ? Cela dit, ça ne me dérange pas. J’ai toujours voulu avoir un chat doué de parole, toutefois j’aurais bien aimé être prévenue.


    Rose lança un regard noir à Serge. « Non mais qu’est-ce qui t’a pris de parler devant elle ? »


    Bon, il ne lui restait plus qu’à avouer la vérité à Marge.


    — C’est un chat qui parle, confirma-t-elle. Mais ne le dites à personne, même pas aux autres pâtissiers.


    Marge prit Serge dans ses bras comme s’il s’agissait d’une peluche et enfouit son visage dans sa fourrure en émettant le genre de bruits de bouche que les adultes font parfois avec les bébés.


    — Comment est-ce possible, petit minou ?


    — Je suis un très vieux chat. J’ai mangé des biscuits magiques quand j’étais petit, expliqua Serge. Reposez-moi, s’il vous plaît.


    Marge le replaça sur la table et lui grattouilla le menton.


    — Tu es un vilain minou.


    Soudain, des spots rouges s’allumèrent aux quatre coins de la pièce et une sirène leur vrilla les tympans. C’était le réveil le plus bruyant du monde.


    Marge se pétrifia.


    — Ils sont là.
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Vidéos lunaires

Au moment où la voiturette de golf de MM. Beurre et Kerr fit son entrée dans le laboratoire, les cinq pâtissiers surgirent au pas cadencé par la porte du fond.

Rose leva les yeux vers l’horloge murale. Sept heures du matin. Marge et elle avaient passé la nuit aux fourneaux. Son troisième jour à la Corporation avait officiellement commencé.

— C’est mieux qu’il ne te voie pas, souffla Rose au chat.

Serge se faufila derrière l’un des grands fours.

M. Beurre se leva du siège du véhicule avant de procéder à l’inspection des tables de préparation.

— Aujourd’hui est un nouveau jour ! Comment va notre première recette, nos Tartelettes lunaires ?

Rose réprima un bâillement.

— Elles sont… euh… parfaites. On a amélioré la recette. Ce sont les meilleures Tartelettes lunaires que le monde ait jamais connues !

M. Beurre désigna les tables de préparation vides.

— C’est étrange, mademoiselle Bliss, mais je ne vois aucune Tartelette lunaire. Où sont-elles ?

— Il n’en reste aucune, répondit Rose.

C’était la vérité.

— Je ne comprends pas, dit M. Beurre en grattant son crâne chauve en forme de bulbe. Je croyais que vous vouliez rentrer auprès de votre famille aussi vite que vos petits pieds pouvaient vous y porter. Nous étions bien d’accord, pourtant. Vous ne pourrez pas partir tant que vous n’aurez pas perfectionné la recette de ces Tartelettes. Alors où sont-elles ?

Soudain, Marge jaillit de derrière le groupe de pâtissiers au garde-à-vous, les bras grands ouverts. Les joues maculées de chocolat et les lèvres marron, elle cligna ses paupières épaissies par une couche de cacao. Elle avait de la ganache chocolatée plein les dents, et il en restait sur sa langue. Son tablier blanc était parsemé de miettes de biscuits et le bout de ses doigts était gainé d’une couche de crème de guimauve durcie.

On aurait dit l’entrée en scène d’une tragédienne drapée dans un costume de scène.

— Il n’y a plus de Tartelettes lunaires ! tonna-t-elle d’une voix lyrique accentuée d’un vibrato. Elles ont disparu, parce que je les ai toutes dévorées !

Elle frappa dans ses mains et se balança sur place comme si elle s’apprêtait à déclamer du Shakespeare.

— Rien d’aussi délicieux n’a jamais velouté mon gosier ! Je ne peux plus m’arrêter d’en manger ! Miam miam miaaaaaammmm !

Marge criait à présent d’une voix de fausset.

— Si je ne peux pas en avoir une autre tout de suite, je vais mourir ! Virez-moi si ça vous chante, mais je ne regrette rien !

Rose leva un regard inquiet. L’expression de M. Beurre était indéchiffrable, pour la bonne raison qu’il avait de toute façon une tête très bizarre. La question était : s’était-il laissé prendre à la supercherie ?

M. Beurre tourna vers M. Kerr un regard dépité qui, l’instant d’après, céda la place à un sourire énorme et pas naturel pour un sou.

— Impressionnant, opina-t-il d’un ton calme. Vraiment remarquable. Ne vous avais-je pas dit qu’elle pouvait y arriver, monsieur Kerr ?

— En fait, répondit M. Kerr, si je me souviens bien, c’est moi qui vous l’ai dit. C’est la pâtissière qui compte, pas la recette.

M. Beurre se racla la gorge et plissa ses yeux brillants derrière ses lunettes.

— Mademoiselle Bliss, nous sommes fiers de vous. Nous allons lancer la production des Tartelettes lunaires immédiatement. Puis-je avoir la recette ?

Rose se raidit. La fiche où étaient inscrites les instructions était toujours sur la porte du frigo. Si M. Beurre mettait la main dessus, il fabriquerait les dangereuses Tartelettes lunaires qui avaient mis la ville de Dragomiresti à feu et à sang.

— Oh, la voici ! s’écria-t-il en se précipitant vers le frigo. Intéressant, commenta-t-il à la lecture des notes de Rose.

Rose se tourna vers le bocal de fromage de lune. « Il est presque vide ! se réjouit-elle en son for intérieur. Ils ne pourront pas en refaire s’ils n’en ont plus ! »

— Je suis vraiment désolée, monsieur Beurre, déclara-t-elle. J’ai utilisé tout ce qui restait de fromage de lune pour confectionner ces Tartelettes lunaires. On est en rupture de stock. J’ai peur que vous ne deviez retarder la mise en production.

Un petit rire sournois s’échappa par les lèvres inexistantes de M. Beurre.

— Rose, ma chère, expliqua-t-il, ici, à la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, nous ne sommes jamais à court d’ingrédients. Croyez-vous que je vais permettre à un récipient vide de fromage de lune d’empêcher mes compatriotes de goûter à vos délicieuses Tartelettes lunaires ? Sûrement pas ! Suivez-moi.

Rose était paralysée. Elle avait travaillé si dur pour créer un antidote, et elle venait de laisser la recette tomber entre les mains de cet homme diabolique.

— Venez donc.

Il s’avança vers la voiturette de golf et, de son doigt pointu, lui fit signe de s’approcher.

Au moment où Rose basculait son sac à dos contre sa poitrine, elle vit une tête grise y disparaître. Elle monta dans le véhicule.

— Au fait, Marge ? dit M. Beurre à la sous-chef pâtissière en costume chocolaté. Ma chère, allez vous débarbouiller et astiquez-moi donc ce laboratoire. Vous savez combien j’ai horreur de la pagaille.

 

M. Kerr, M. Beurre et Rose slalomèrent entre les entrepôts. Sur ce décor sinistre, le soleil levant jetait des rayons dorés. Rose sentit une lueur d’espoir naître au cœur de son malheur. C’était une matinée splendide et M. Beurre n’avait pas encore lancé la production des Tartelettes.

Au début, ils longèrent des bâtiments gris identiques à celui qui abritait le laboratoire. Peu à peu, cependant, l’architecture se modifia. Rose aperçut un immeuble de bureaux. Par les fenêtres, elle vit des hommes qui écrivaient sur des tableaux. La porte d’entrée avait la forme de la vache emblématique de la Corporation.

— Ce sont nos graphistes, expliqua M. Beurre. Ce ne sont pas eux qui ont inventé la vache, bien sûr. On en a engagé de nouveaux. On est en train de développer des idées-choc pour les emballages, quelque chose de plus… moderne.

Ils passèrent devant un deuxième immeuble de bureaux à la façade tapissée d’affiches avec les slogans de la Corporation : CROQUEZ LA VIE À BELLES DENTS AVEC UN FONDANT MORDANT ! et UN HA-HA POUR RIRE DU MATIN AU SOIR !

— Avec un marketing efficace, reprit M. Beurre, on peut convaincre les gens de n’importe quoi. Même de manger des Fondants mordants alors qu’ils n’en ont aucune envie. C’est… magique ! Mais c’est de la magie qui rapporte !

Rose serra les dents et garda le silence. Elle avait eu tort de les aider avec la recette des Tartelettes lunaires. Évidemment, M. Beurre ne lui avait pas vraiment laissé le choix. Elle aurait voulu que sa mère soit là. Céleste Bliss aurait su quoi faire.

À la réflexion, Rose était contente que sa mère ne soit pas là pour voir ça. Elle n’aurait pas supporté de la décevoir à ce point.

— Ah, nous y voilà ! s’écria M. Beurre tandis que la voiturette arrivait devant un bâtiment en forme de pièce montée. Voici le garde-manger de la Corporation.

Les étages ronds aux vitres teintées s’empilaient, chacun plus petit que le précédent. Sur le toit du dernier étage trônait une immense statue de vache souriante. M. Kerr fit franchir à leur petit véhicule la porte à tambour et ils débouchèrent dans le hall.

Rose eut la sensation de faire un bond dans le futur. Ou plutôt, dans le futur cauchemardesque de quelqu’un d’autre. Cet endroit n’avait rien à voir avec le garde-manger de la pâtisserie Bliss. Des hommes en blouse blanche se tenaient debout devant un tableau de commande et un mur immense où étaient alignés des centaines de bocaux en verre rouge. Le mur devait s’élever au moins sur cinq étages. Une échelle sur roulettes montait jusqu’en haut. Sûrement pour permettre d’attraper les bocaux sur les dernières étagères, pensa Rose.

— C’est ce que nous appelons l’atelier, dit M. Beurre avec fierté. C’est là que nous gardons tous nos ingrédients.

— C’est plutôt un entrepôt, alors ? rétorqua Rose. On conserve des choses dans un entrepôt. Un atelier, c’est un lieu de création.

M. Beurre esquissa un geste évasif.

— C’est du pareil au même. On y fait aussi des expériences. Par exemple, afin d’améliorer les recettes. En plus, « atelier », ça sonne bien mieux qu’« entrepôt ». Vous ne trouvez pas ?

Rose n’avait rien à redire à ça. Plutôt que de donner la réplique à M. Beurre, elle se tourna à nouveau vers la muraille de bocaux. Il y en avait bien trop pour les compter. Il devait y en avoir au moins mille. Le verre était presque opaque, mais à l’intérieur de leurs cages rouges, les ingrédients tressautaient, brillaient, grognaient, hurlaient.

— Je suis certain que vous avez maintenant compris, ma chère Rose, que notre usine est loin d’être un établissement comme les autres, déclara M. Beurre. Vous pensiez sans doute que seule la pâtisserie Bliss disposait de bocaux magiques. Eh bien, non ! Tout comme vous, nous utilisons des ingrédients très spéciaux.

Lily avait décidément dévoilé la totalité des secrets de la famille ! Rose s’en doutait déjà, mais c’était tout de même humiliant de devoir l’entendre de la bouche de M. Beurre.

— Eh oui, nous aussi utilisons la magie, dit celui-ci en frottant le bulbe chauve qui lui servait de crâne. Mais contrairement aux Bliss, nous en optimisons les effets grâce à la puissance de la technologie.

M. Beurre se tourna vers le tableau de commande géant et attrapa un mégaphone.

— Monsieur Méchanico ! Nous avons besoin de fromage de lune. Assez pour produire dix millions de Tartelettes lunaires !

À ces mots, un robot mauve dont la forme évoquait une pieuvre se matérialisa dans les airs et s’arrêta juste au-dessus de la tête de Rose. Ses bras mécaniques cliquetaient et se contorsionnaient au rythme de ses mouvements.

— À votre sssservice, siffla-t-il à travers les mailles d’une grille métallique.

— Voici la recette, dit M. Beurre en lui tendant la fiche avec les notes de Rose.

L’un des bras articulés de M. Méchanico se déplia à la façon d’un télescope, avant de s’abaisser jusqu’à M. Beurre. Rose entendit un étrange bruit de succion, et la fiche se retrouva collée à une des centaines de petites ventouses cachées sous le bras qui se replia sous le ventre du robot. Il sembla avaler le morceau de carton.

— Bien reçu, articula M. Méchanico.

Rose sursauta : elle ne s’était pas attendue à une voix presque humaine.

— Mais où est-ce qu’ils vont trouver tout ce fromage de lune ? s’enquit-elle. À propos, c’est quoi, du fromage de lune ? Je sais que c’est un ingrédient magique, mais il vient d’où ?

M. Beurre donna une bonne claque sur l’épaule musclée de M. Kerr et éclata de rire.

— « C’est quoi, du fromage de lune ? » demande-t-elle ! Elle n’en a jamais entendu parler ! Ah, ces pauvres pâtissiers des champs… Monsieur Kerr, nous feriez-vous l’honneur d’expliquer ?

M. Kerr posa son gros genou à terre pour se mettre au niveau de Rose. Sa tête était aussi massive que le reste de son corps.

— La Lune, commença-t-il d’une voix grave, est un fromage.

Rose retint un fou rire.

— Monsieur Kerr, sans vouloir vous manquer de respect, je crois bien que la Lune est une planète faite de roches.

— Eh bien non ! C’est un fromage, chantonna M. Kerr. Un fromage vert, pour être plus précis.

Serge, dont la tête avait émergé du sac, lissa ses moustaches du bout des pattes. « Lui non plus n’en croit pas un mot », se dit Rose.

— Ce n’est pas à proprement parler un fromage, rectifia M. Beurre. Enfin, elle n’est pas faite de lait de vache caillé. Toutefois, c’est une substance qui possède des propriétés magiques remarquables. Les descendants de Filbert et d’Albatross Bliss connaissent depuis longtemps ses vertus surnaturelles, grâce aux morceaux de Lune qui s’écrasent parfois sur la Terre. Mais personne n’avait jamais disposé de la puissance technologique nécessaire pour l’exploiter à aussi grande échelle. Jusqu’à aujourd’hui.

« Monsieur Méchanico, montrez donc la vidéo à Mlle Bliss.

M. Méchanico étira un de ses tentacules cliquetants jusqu’au tableau de commande et tira sur un levier rouge. La muraille de bocaux rouges coulissa de part et d’autre de son centre, dévoilant un écran de cinéma aussi haut que le bâtiment. Le robot appuya sur une série de boutons. Sur l’écran, trois de ses congénères préparaient des croque-monsieur au-dessus d’un feu de camp. De la musique classique passait en arrière-fond.

— Pas celle-là, souffla M. Beurre, exaspéré. L’autre.

Le robot mauve poussa quelques boutons supplémentaires et un autre film apparut. Cette fois, un robot-pieuvre trempait un morceau de pain dans une fondue.

— L’autre, Méchanico !

Une troisième vidéo apparut sur l’écran. C’était une vue de la Lune par le hublot d’un vaisseau spatial. À mesure qu’on s’en rapprochait, la surface de l’astre devenait plus visible. À la consternation de Rose, au lieu d’être constituée d’une matière solide, celle-ci ondulait comme une mer de gelée grisâtre.

Le point de vue changea. On voyait maintenant la scène depuis une caméra installée sous le vaisseau. L’engin se rapprocha encore et quelque chose sortit de son ventre : un énorme bras articulé muni d’une cuillère de la taille d’un bus scolaire. Le bras plongea sous la surface et en extirpa une grosse quantité d’épais fromage blanc.

— Vous voyez, Rosemary Bliss, dit M. Beurre, il y a bien assez de fromage de lune pour régaler tout le pays de vos fabuleuses Tartelettes lunaires.

Rose réprima un haut-le-cœur.

— Super. Vraiment génial.

— C’est fantastique, marmonna Serge d’un ton sarcastique.

— Eh oui, dit M. Kerr sans s’apercevoir que c’était le chat, et non Rose, qui venait de parler. C’est fantastique.

— Et encore, précisa M. Beurre. C’est un vieux film qui date de notre dernière expédition. Où en est-on avec le lancement, monsieur Méchanico ?

— Paré au lancement, répondit M. Méchanico de son étrange voix humaine.

Il déplia un tentacule vers le tableau de bord et tira sur un levier vert.

Au début, rien de spécial ne se produisit.

Puis, sur l’écran géant, Rose identifia une vue extérieure du bâtiment en forme de pièce montée dans lequel ils se trouvaient. Un tourbillon de fumée blanche s’en échappait.

— Qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? demanda-t-elle.

— Une rampe de lancement, répondit M. Beurre.

— Pour quoi ?

M. Beurre gratifia Rose d’un regard dédaigneux.

— Pour la fusée. Notre fusée, que nous mettons à feu. Objectif Lune. Nous allons chercher du fromage.

Il se fendit de son énorme sourire sans lèvres et ajouta :

— C’est du gâteau !

Rose étreignit plus fort son sac – et Serge. Les bocaux rouges se mirent à trembler sur leurs étagères. S’ensuivit un sifflement de turbine. La fumée sur l’écran s’épaissit, les vibrations s’intensifièrent, puis…

Tout à coup, plus rien.

L’espace d’un instant, Rose crut distinguer une toute petite fusée dans le ciel bleu foncé sur l’écran.

— La voilà partie, dit M. Beurre avec un soupir de satisfaction.

Il se pinça les joues et essaya de faire claquer ses lèvres inexistantes.

— On devrait avoir toutes les réserves de fromage nécessaires d’ici à deux semaines.

Rose sentit son cœur se serrer. Elle venait d’aider la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux et la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie dans leur entreprise infernale. Désormais, plus rien ne pourrait les arrêter.

— Venez donc, Rose. Ceci n’est pas le clou du spectacle. Il y a mieux !

— Quoi ? souffla faiblement Rose. Ce n’est pas assez ?

M. Beurre agita un index maigre.

— Je veux vous montrer autre chose. C’est très important.

Il se rassit sur le siège avant de la voiturette de golf et la gronda :

— Ne faites donc pas cette tête ! Vos Tartelettes lunaires seront sur le marché en un rien de temps !

« C’est bien ce qui m’inquiète. »

Rose remonta dans le véhicule sans un mot.

 

Alors qu’il n’était pas encore midi, la chaussée envoyait déjà des ondes de chaleur lorsque M. Kerr s’arrêta devant un nouveau bâtiment. Celui-ci avait la forme d’une poche à douille géante, large à la base, surmonté d’une pointe en verre.

— Vous allez adorer ça, Rose, lança M. Beurre au moment où M. Kerr se garait devant la porte en verre.

— Si vous le dites, marmonna Rose.

Elle suivit MM. Beurre et Kerr dans le hall du bâtiment décoré de bouquets, composés non pas de fleurs, mais de bonbons et de cookies.

— On dirait un hôtel, commenta-t-elle.

— Parce que c’en est un, répliqua M. Kerr.

— Et on dit que les enfants n’ont pas le sens de l’observation ! ricana M. Beurre.

— Un hôtel pour qui ? demanda Rose. Les familles des pâtissiers ?

— Sûrement pas, s’offusqua M. Beurre. C’est un lieu d’accueil pour les visiteurs.

Ils embarquèrent dans un ascenseur de verre au fond du hall.

— On va au dernier étage ! annonça M. Beurre.

Il fouilla dans sa poche et en sortit un rouleau à pâtisserie miniature en métal argenté finement dentelé qu’il glissa dans le trou de serrure sur le tableau. Puis il appuya sur le bouton du haut.

La boîte de verre entama lentement son ascension, puis s’éleva de plus en plus vite. Une paroi donnait sur le hall de l’hôtel, l’autre sur l’extérieur. Rose vit se déployer à ses pieds toute l’étendue de la zone occupée par l’usine. Elle aperçut la rampe de lancement de la fusée sur le toit du bâtiment que M. Beurre avait appelé l’atelier, la multitude des entrepôts gris, la jungle des immeubles du marketing et des réserves d’ingrédients, et les kilomètres carrés de camions de livraison garés perpendiculairement au trottoir dans l’aire de chargement.

Tout au bout du complexe, elle remarqua une anomalie, un élément qui jurait avec ce fatras industriel : une petite maison rouge, avec une cheminée de brique et une véranda en ruine, au milieu d’une pelouse pas plus grande que son propre jardin à Calamity Falls. On aurait dit que M. Beurre avait découpé une image dans un livre de conte de fées et l’avait collée dans un coin de son empire de science-fiction.

— Qu’est-ce que c’est que cette petite maison, là-bas ? interrogea-t-elle en pointant la maisonnette du doigt.

M. Kerr jeta un regard inquiet à M. Beurre.

— Quoi ? Je ne vois pas de quoi vous parlez.

— Ce n’est rien, dit M. Beurre, soudain sur la défensive. Ça fait si longtemps que je ne suis pas venu par ici que j’en avais oublié l’existence.

— Est-ce que quelqu’un y habite ? insista Rose.

— J’ai dit que ce n’était rien ! tonna M. Beurre.

Les yeux exorbités, les poings serrés, il avait l’air très en colère. Rose jugea plus prudent de ravaler ses questions.

 

Ding. L’ascenseur venait de s’arrêter au trente-quatrième étage.

— Nous y sommes, annonça inutilement M. Beurre en souriant et en lissant les plis de son pantalon. Ah, les surprises, que c’est merveilleux !

Sa colère concernant la petite maison rouge semblait s’être évaporée.

Les portes s’ouvrirent sur un couloir luxueux, recouvert d’un tapis rouge et or et éclairé par des appliques dorées. Une musique douce les accompagna tandis qu’ils allaient frapper à la porte 3405.

Rose bâilla. Elle était trop épuisée par sa nuit passée à pâtisser pour s’inquiéter de ce que M. Beurre lui réservait derrière cette porte. Au point où elle en était, elle n’était plus à une surprise près de sa part. Il ne pouvait pas se montrer plus maléfique qu’il ne l’était déjà.

Le battant s’ouvrit sur Céleste, Albert et Balthazar. Tous trois la regardèrent avec des mines aussi sidérées que la sienne.

— Maman ! Papa ! Grand-père !

Rose resta plantée dans le couloir, le souffle coupé.

— Allons, dit M. Beurre. Vous pouvez parler à votre famille. On va vous laisser un moment d’intimité.

Il la poussa brutalement à l’intérieur et ferma la porte.

Rose s’abandonna à l’étreinte de ses parents et de son aïeul. Elle pouvait à peine respirer.

— Je n’arrive pas à croire que vous êtes là ! s’écria-t-elle enfin en laissant glisser son sac à dos au sol pour leur rendre leurs câlins. J’ai eu si peur de ne jamais vous revoir !

Serge rampa hors du sac.

— Tu m’as laissé tomber ! maugréa-t-il.

Céleste serra sa fille à l’étouffer.

— On était morts d’inquiétude ! On a appelé la police. Tout le monde était dans un état de nerfs pas possible. Et puis Jacques a déboulé du jardin pour nous dire qu’il avait parlé au persan du voisin, qui avait entendu qu’une fille Bliss de Calamity Falls était retenue en otage par la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux.

— Le Chatappel ! claironna Serge. Je te l’avais bien dit, ma chère Rose. Il ne faut jamais douter des talents d’organisation d’une bande de chats.

— Au début, on croyait juste que Jacques faisait sa souris française, dit Balthazar.

Une petite voix flûtée sortit de sa poche.

— Oh, ce n’est pas très poli d’insulter mon peuple, après tous les loyaux services que je vous ai rendus !

— Désolé, Jacques, marmonna Balthazar. Mais admets que tu es une souris bien crédule.

Un frêle « Oui* » s’échappa de la poche.

— On a décidé que c’était notre seule piste, poursuivit Albert. La police avait perdu toute trace de toi, alors on a fait nos bagages, on a sauté dans le monospace et on a fait deux heures de route. Et nous voilà ! On a laissé tes frères et ta sœur à la maison avec Mme Carlson.

— M. Beurre a été très gentil avec nous, raconta Céleste, si décoiffée que sa chevelure ressemblait à de la fourrure de lapin angora. Mais il ne nous a pas expliqué ce que tu fais ici.

À cet instant, M. Beurre rouvrit la porte et entra dans la pièce.

— Rose a été fantastique. Elle a donné beaucoup d’elle-même et de son talent. Les temps sont durs pour nous, et elle a accompli un travail dont elle seule est capable.

Il se racla la gorge avant d’ajouter :

— D’ailleurs, il est temps pour elle de retourner au laboratoire. Nous perdons de précieuses heures.

— Non ! protesta Rose. Je rentre chez moi avec mes parents, merci bien.

— Oh. J’ai oublié de vous dire. Personne n’ira nulle part, déclara M. Beurre. Vous aurez tous les trois le privilège de profiter de cette chambre luxueuse jusqu’à ce que Rose ait terminé de peaufiner ses recettes.

— Et de quelles recettes s’agit-il ? s’enquit Céleste.

Rose jeta un coup d’œil à M. Kerr. Celui-ci passa un doigt menaçant sous sa gorge sans cesser de sourire.

— Euh… Juste des recettes. Pour des gâteaux de la Corporation.

— Puis-je vous dire deux mots en privé, mademoiselle Rosemary Bliss ? susurra M. Beurre, qui lui indiqua la porte d’un geste faussement révérencieux.

M. Kerr retint les parents de Rose tandis que M. Beurre et Rose sortaient dans le couloir rouge et or.

— C’est curieux, Rose, déclara M. Beurre. Lorsque ces charmants individus se sont présentés, j’ai d’abord pensé à les renvoyer en leur expliquant que je n’avais aucune idée de qui vous étiez, et puis j’ai compris que leur présence me conférait un avantage tactique inespéré.

— C’est-à-dire ? fit Rose, soudain terrifiée.

— Je les tiens à ma merci, répliqua M. Beurre. J’ai en ma possession ce à quoi Rosemary Bliss est le plus attachée au monde : ses parents. Maintenant, si vous ne perfectionnez pas les recettes qui restent, je ferai en sorte que vous ne les revoyiez jamais.

— Mais ils peuvent m’aider, tenta Rose. Nous sommes tous des magiciens-pâtissiers !

— Je ne crois pas, rétorqua M. Beurre avec amertume. J’ai besoin de juste assez d’intelligence dans mon laboratoire pour peaufiner mes recettes. Une dose trop forte risquerait de contrecarrer mes plans et saboter mon entreprise.

— Je l’aurais parié ! soupira Rose. Qu’en est-il de tout ce discours fumeux à propos de votre désir d’illuminer la vie des gens grâce à vos sucreries ? Je vous avais cru ! Je vous aurais aidé ! Je vous aurais aidé à créer de meilleures pâtisseries !

— Je veux plus que ça ! répondit M. Beurre avec un reniflement de mépris.

Son visage s’assombrit et les coins de sa bouche quasi invisible s’affaissèrent. Quand il reprit la parole, il leva les bras au ciel et tint un discours enflammé :

— De meilleures pâtisseries, ça ne suffit pas. J’ai de plus hautes ambitions, une vision grandiose. Les Véritables Petits Gâteaux de la Corporation seront tellement bons que les gens tueront pour eux.

Une ombre traversa son regard et il pointa un doigt crochu sous le nez de Rose.

— Et vous allez les créer. Sinon…
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Le lapin et la vieille sorcière

M. Kerr et M. Beurre raccompagnèrent Rose au laboratoire. Elle ignora Marge, les autres pâtissiers et même Serge qui lui posaient des questions. Elle monta l’escalier en colimaçon sans un mot et fit la sieste jusqu’à trois heures de l’après-midi. En général, elle critiquait les gens qui dormaient pendant la journée (par « les gens », il fallait entendre Oliver et Origan le week-end). Elle avait une excuse : elle avait passé une nuit blanche à préparer l’antidote aux Tartelettes lunaires et à empêcher Marge de s’arracher les cheveux (pour de vrai).

Elle était en outre contrariée d’avoir découvert que ses parents étaient retenus en otage.

C’était déjà terrible qu’on l’ait kidnappée, elle, Rosemary Bliss, et qu’on l’ait forcée à aider la maléfique Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux. Maintenant, sa famille était en danger par sa faute. Si Rose ne se pliait pas aux exigences de M. Beurre, qui sait ce qu’il adviendrait de ses parents et de Balthazar ?

Elle se réveilla dans le brouillard, une grosse trace de bave sur son oreiller. Elle se frotta le visage et la mémoire lui revint. Elle devait sauver ses parents, empêcher la Corporation de poursuivre son projet malfaisant et réparer les dégâts causés à Calamity Falls.

Elle secoua la tête. C’était beaucoup pour une jeune pâtissière comme elle.

La voix de Marge s’éleva de la cuisine.

— Rose ! Descendez tout de suite et mettons-nous au travail ! Ces Arcs-en-boule ne vont pas se perfectionner tout seuls !

À travers la paroi vitrée, Rose vit que Marge tenait un plateau sur lequel étaient disposés les Arcs-en-boule, des petits gâteaux au chocolat recouverts de noix de coco de différentes couleurs : bleu fluo, vert fluo, orange fluo et rose fluo. Rose pensa qu’ils auraient mieux convenu dans la vitrine d’un fast-food crasseux au bord de l’autoroute.

— J’ai pas envie, grogna Rose, les yeux fixés sur les murs de verre de sa chambre-cellule.

Serge choisit cet instant pour sauter du rebord de la fenêtre.

— Tiens, tiens, dit-il en remuant énergiquement la queue. Regardez qui vient de se réveiller.

Rose croisa les bras et s’en couvrit les yeux pour faire disparaître le reste du monde.

— Je refuse de perfectionner ces recettes, Serge. Je ne veux pas aider M. Beurre et sa bande aux Rouleaux à Pâtisserie. Je veux qu’ils libèrent papa, maman et Balthazar, et je veux rentrer à la maison.

— Pfft, soupira Serge. T’es comme Moïse.

— Moïse ? s’étonna Rose. Celui de la Bible ? Comment ça ?

Serge s’assit sur la poitrine de Rose. Sa fourrure de chat réchauffa le cœur inquiet de la pâtissière.

— Moïse était un esclave hébreu né en Égypte, ronronna le félin. Mais sa mère le mit dans un panier et il descendit le Nil. La femme de Pharaon le trouva et l’éleva comme son fils.

— Je ne vois toujours pas le rapport avec moi.

Elle adorait ce chat – c’est vrai – mais elle aurait aimé qu’il soit plus concis.

— Attends un peu, Rose, miaula Serge en posant une patte sur les lèvres de la jeune pâtissière. Moïse allait devenir le successeur de Pharaon, et il en était ravi, crois-moi, absolument ravi. Jusqu’à ce qu’il apprenne qu’en réalité il était un esclave hébreu.

— Encore une fois, si tu voulais bien me préciser ce que ça a à voir avec moi…

— Un peu de patience ! protesta Serge, la patte levée. Bien sûr, quand il découvrit ses origines, Moïse voulut libérer son peuple et s’aventura dans le désert. Puis il revint à la cour d’Égypte supplier Pharaon de libérer les esclaves. Et il dut employer les grands moyens pour obtenir gain de cause : une invasion de grenouilles, de moustiques et de mouches, une tempête de grêle et un voyage qui dura quarante ans. Franchement, c’était pas joli à voir. Tu vois où je veux en venir maintenant ?

Serge fronça la truffe et se gratta derrière l’oreille.

Rose plissa le front.

— L’esclavage est le pire fléau de l’humanité, la justice s’arrache de haute lutte et les chats sont d’incorrigibles bavards ?

— Certes, acquiesça Serge en découvrant ses dents pointues. Tout cela est vrai. Mais voici où je veux en venir : tu ne crois pas que ç’aurait été plus facile pour Moïse de régler ses problèmes au sein du système établi ? Tu ne crois pas que ç’aurait été plus simple pour lui de libérer les esclaves une fois devenu Pharaon ?

Rose soupira et se coucha en chien de fusil. Le chat, expulsé de son nid, se jucha sur sa hanche.

— Je ne suis pas Pharaon, et on n’est pas en Égypte. Je ne vois pas ce que tout ça a à voir avec moi.

Serge alla s’asseoir sur la tête de Rose, comme il le faisait toujours lorsqu’il voulait marquer un point.

— Si tu veux anéantir la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, tu as deux options. Un : tu essayes de te rebeller et de t’enfuir, comme Moïse, au péril de ta vie et de celle de tes proches. Ou, deux : tu fais semblant de collaborer, en concoctant les recettes que réclame M. Beurre, ainsi que leurs antidotes. Ensuite, tu les frapperas subrepticement par-derrière et tu mettras un terme définitif à leur entreprise diabolique.

Il resta silencieux un instant avant d’ajouter :

— Lequel de ces deux plans te paraît le plus judicieux ?

— Le second, admit Rose en ôtant le chat de sa tête et en le posant à côté d’elle avant de s’asseoir. Tu as raison !

Serge posa une patte sur le front de Rose.

— Il le faut, c’est vrai. Tu n’as pas le choix. Pas si tu veux protéger ta famille.

La voix inquiète et tremblante de Marge monta de nouveau jusqu’à eux :

— Rose ! S’il vous plaît ! Les Arcs-en-boule !

Rose regarda Serge et râla :

— D’accord, allons préparer ces Arcs-en-boule infernaux.

— Et… ? lui rappela Serge.

Rose esquissa un sourire.

— Et leur antidote.

 

Rose et les pâtissiers s’alignèrent devant une table et observèrent la rangée d’Arcs-en-boule au chocolat… de la même couleur que les surligneurs dont Rose se servait à l’école.

— J’ai vraiment envie d’en manger un, saliva Gene. Ils ont l’air bien meilleurs que ces Tartelettes lunaires.

— Les Tartelettes lunaires, c’est dégueu, dit Félanie en frissonnant.

— Pire que dégueu, renchérit Mélanie. Elles sont… dégueulissimes.

Rose jeta un regard perplexe à Marge et retroussa les manches de sa veste.

— Ils ne sont plus sous le charme des Tartelettes lunaires ?

Marge pointa fièrement un four du doigt :

— Je leur ai fait de la Confiture d’Abricots de Dragomiresti ! On a tous mangé des scones à la confiture pour le petit déjeuner, et maintenant, on se sent beaucoup moins lunatiques, si vous voyez ce que je veux dire.

— Mais j’ai une sacrée envie d’abricots, dit Ning en se frottant le ventre. Ces délicieux fruits si sucrés !

— C’est le prix à payer, répliqua Marge. Fais avec.

— Mais j’ai encore plus envie d’un de ces Arcs-en-boule, ajouta Ning.

Jasmine cilla, et ses yeux parurent grossir.

— Moi aussi, dit-elle. Ils sont si brillants… Ils me mettent l’eau à la bouche.

Rose s’avoua qu’elle était, elle aussi, en proie à une étrange impulsion : elle devait se retenir pour ne pas se jeter sur un Arc-en-boule. Pourtant, elle savait que sous des apparences trompeuses, ce n’était qu’une immonde pâte brunâtre. Vues de près, les pâtisseries nappées de noix de coco avaient en effet des couleurs éclatantes : bleu de chez bleu, vert de chez vert… On aurait dit de gros bijoux fluo.

— C’est joli, murmura Félanie.

— En ma qualité de… chef, déclara Rose, j’ai le devoir d’en goûter un.

— La chance, chuchota Mélanie.

Rose saisit un morceau d’Arc-en-boule orange fluo et le fourra dans sa bouche. Le glaçage avait le goût d’un kleenex, le gâteau au chocolat celui de la cendre agglomérée et la crème aurait tout aussi bien pu être de la salive séchée. Le tout était beaucoup trop sucré.

— Berk ! fit Rose en recrachant dans l’évier. C’est infect.

Elle se rinça la bouche deux fois.

— C’est abominable, pourtant, j’en veux encore.

— C’est pour ça qu’il faut perfectionner la recette, dit Marge. Ça ne rend pas encore parfaitement accro.

Rose frissonna à l’idée de ce qui pourrait se passer si c’était le cas.

— Bien. Mes amis, montrez-moi comment vous vous y prenez.

 

Serge resta sur l’épaule de Rose tandis qu’elle observait les pâtissiers recréer les Arcs-en-boule à partir de la recette de tante Lily.

Marge sortit une fiche couleur crème exquisément calligraphiée par Lily et se mit à aboyer des ordres. Jasmine s’attela aux boules chocolatées. Gene, le vice-président de la garniture à la guimauve et aux fruits, alla décrocher le tuyau d’incendie sur le mur et lui raccorda un embout qui évoquait une grosse seringue hypodermique.

— Qu’est-ce que vous fabriquez avec ce tuyau d’incendie, Gene ? s’étonna Rose.

— Un tuyau d’incendie ? répéta Gene en regardant ce qu’il tenait dans sa main. Pas du tout, c’est une douille à conservateur.

Rose remarqua alors l’autre extrémité du tuyau plongée dans un réservoir plein d’une substance translucide qui ressemblait à de la morve. Elle ne put réprimer un frisson de dégoût.

Comme s’il avait fait ça des milliers de fois – ce qui était sans doute le cas –, Gene tira le tuyau jusqu’à la plaque où s’alignaient les boules chocolatées et injecta un peu de la substance gélatineuse à chacune.

— C’est ça, la crème dont on fourre les Arcs-en-boule ? dit Rose, écœurée. De la morve bizarroïde ?

— Non, non, ça, c’est les conservateurs, expliqua Gene. Un élément essentiel des PCIC. Une seule goutte suffit, et ces Arcs-en-boule seront encore frais lorsque les zombies et les cafards auront hérité de notre planète. C’est la garantie que, dans des milliers d’années, ces pâtisseries auront le même goût que le jour de leur création.

Il sourit fièrement.

Rose repensa au Fondant mordant réalisé en 1927 et exposé sous une cloche de verre dans la grande usine.

— Il y a certaines choses qui devraient être impossibles, souffla-t-elle à Serge.

Il était assis à côté d’elle sur une table de préparation immaculée. Il acquiesça de la tête.

Une fois que Gene eut fourré tous les Arcs-en-boule de morve conservatrice, Ning et Félanie préparèrent quatre saladiers de glaçage à la vanille, puis sortirent un bocal rouge contenant un gros scarabée noir. L’insecte tournait en rond dans sa cage de verre à la recherche d’une issue. Il avait l’air plus répugnant que magique. Mais, à la réflexion, le fromage de lune aussi.

— Et qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? s’enquit Rose.

— Le scarabée de l’aveuglement, l’informa Marge qui distribuait des masques de soudeur au personnel. Tenez, Rose, mettez ça.

Rose avait vu des ouvriers porter des casques de protection tels que celui-ci. C’était sur un chantier devant la bibliothèque de Calamity Falls. lls faisaient jaillir des pluies d’étincelles flamboyantes des poutres en acier. Mais ces masques n’avaient pas leur place dans une pâtisserie.

Elle plaça cependant le sien sur son visage. On aurait dit que quelqu’un avait éteint la lumière.

— Je ne vois rien, dit-elle. Et je n’arrive pas à respirer. Est-ce vraiment nécessaire ?

— Oui, dit Ning.

Ning ouvrit le bocal au-dessus de la mixture et le scarabée de l’aveuglement bondit dans le saladier.

Dans le noir total, Rose écoutait sa propre respiration. Soudain, le scarabée se mit à briller comme un feu d’artifice, il tournoyait dans le saladier et laissait échapper de ses ailes des gerbes d’étincelles orange. Le bruit lui rappela les pétards que ses frères et elle allumaient dans le jardin le 4 Juillet, à l’occasion de la fête de l’Indépendance : un mélange de sifflements, de craquements et d’explosions.

Ning plaça l’insecte dans le saladier suivant, où il s’illumina d’un vert fluo, semant derrière lui de petites flammèches émeraude. Dans le mélange suivant, un rose électrique vint teinter les ténèbres. Puis, dans le dernier, le scarabée cracha des miniboules de feu bleu métallisé. Même à travers le masque, la lumière était si vive qu’il était impossible de la fixer longtemps. Des taches flottèrent dans le champ de vision de Rose. Elle cligna des yeux et détourna la tête.

Une fois le scarabée éteint, Ning le captura, le glissa dans sa prison rouge et referma le couvercle du bocal.

Rose ôta son masque et essuya les gouttes de sueur qui perlaient sur son front. Les quatre saladiers de glaçage étaient désormais respectivement orange, vert, rose et bleu fluo. À l’intérieur du bocal, le modeste scarabée rampait, épuisé.

— Eh bien, s’exclama Marge en papillonnant des paupières. Impressionnant !

— C’est intéressant, dit Rose.

Elle feuilleta L’Apocryphe à la recherche du passage où il était question du scarabée de l’aveuglement et s’arrêta sur la page suivante :

En l’an 1832, dans le village thaïlandais de Songkram, un commerçant anglais du nom de Deveril Shank, un descendant d’Albatross Bliss, découvrit le scarabée de l’aveuglement dans une jungle du Sud-Est asiatique. Il se servit des étincelles magiques produites par le merveilleux insecte pour colorer le glaçage d’un gâteau empoisonné qu’il offrit à la famille royale de Songkram, qui avait menacé de l’expulser. La famille royale, enchantée par les couleurs vives du glaçage, mangea la pâtisserie.





— C’est immonde ! se récria Marge qui lisait par-dessus l’épaule de Rose.

— Je sais, soupira Rose.

Marge relut la fiche laissée par Lily et la brandit d’un geste théâtral.

— Je n’avais jamais lu la recette d’origine. Seulement celle que notre ancienne chef nous avait donnée. Albatross Bliss empoisonnait les gens ! Mais qu’est-ce qui ne tourne pas rond dans votre famille ?

— Ce n’est pas ma famille, rétorqua Rose, sur la défensive.

Elle n’avait pas le temps d’expliquer les ramifications de l’arbre généalogique de la famille Bliss, et comment un conflit jamais résolu entre deux frères – le bon Filbert et le diabolique Albatross – avait donné naissance à deux branches de magiciens-pâtissiers. D’un côté, la magie bénéfique pratiquée par la mère de Rose (et par Rose elle-même), de l’autre, la magie noire d’Albatross et de sa lignée.

Rose désigna du doigt les saladiers colorés.

— Peu importe. Ces trucs-là ont beau être immondes, ils sont encore loin de l’être assez.

— Comment ça ? s’étonna Serge en sautant sur la table, les poils hérissés. Pouah ! Que je déteste les insectes !

— Cette recette rend les Arcs-en-boule irrésistibles de l’extérieur, répondit Rose. Il faut qu’ils le soient aussi de l’intérieur.

Rose, voyant Gene s’avancer vers eux, signala à Serge de se taire en mimant le geste de fermer sa bouche avec un zip.

— La nouvelle chef, elle sait vraiment de quoi elle parle ! la félicita Gene avec une petite tape dans le dos.

— Ça, c’est bien vrai ! entonnèrent en chœur Mélanie et Félinie qui regardaient les saladiers.

Le visage de Rose s’éclaira d’un immense sourire. Elle se remit à feuilleter L’Apocryphe et trouva une recette parfaitement immonde.

LE GÂTEAU DE LA FAMINE :


Pour répandre la terreur dans les villages


 

En l’an 1742, dans le village irlandais de Ballybay, l’abominable Callum O’Frame, descendant d’Albatross, concocta de petits gâteaux, qui, lorsque les habitants de Ballybay les eurent mangés, leur creusèrent grandement l’appétit. Ils mangèrent autant qu’ils purent, mais rien ne pouvait apaiser leur faim. Ils dévorèrent toutes leurs réserves alimentaires, puis ils partirent en quête de nourriture, assassinant leurs voisins pour leur voler leurs patates bouillies et leur ragoût de mouton. Les villageois furent ainsi transformés en bêtes voraces.


 

Sir Callum O’Frame mélangea six poignées de farine, une poignée de chocolat en poudre et une poignée de sucre blanc. Il ajouta un bâton de beurre de vache, deux œufs de poule, une poignée de lait, une noisette de vanille et le hululement d’une vieille sorcière O’Brouillard, qui couvrait les bruits déchirants des estomacs affamés des villageois.





— Alors, si on suit cette recette, on va se métamorphoser en bêtes sauvages ? demanda Marge.

Elle retira sa toque, laquelle, maculée de gouttes de colorant alimentaire et de sucre roux, n’était plus blanche du tout.

— Pas question de me transformer en vieille sorcière hululante.

— Ceci vous guérira, déclara Rose, le doigt pointé sur les notes au dos de la page.

PAINS DES LAPINS :


Pour contrecarrer les effets du GÂTEAU DE LA FAMINE

 

Le pâtissier voyageur Seamus Bliss fut témoin des ravages meurtriers que provoqua la faim insatiable des villageois de Ballybay et créa pour eux de délicieux petits pains au lait qui les faisaient se sentir tout à fait rassasiés dès qu’ils touchaient la fourrure d’un gentil petit lapin.

 

Sir Bliss mélangea trois poignée de farine, une noisette de levure, une poignée de lait de vache, un œuf de poule et une poignée de sucre. Il y ajouta la bénédiction d’un lapin bénédictin.

 

Dès lors, les villageois portèrent autour du cou des pattes de lapin – provenant de lapins décédés de mort naturelle, bien entendu –, afin d’être toujours en contact avec la fourrure d’un gentil petit lapin.




— Eh ben dis donc ! s’exclama Gene en levant si haut les sourcils qu’ils touchèrent presque le sommet de son crâne. C’est peut-être ça l’origine des chaînes de pattes de lapin porte-bonheur ! Je les adore ! J’en ai toute une boîte sous mon lit !

— Mais où trouver un lapin bénédictin ? se demanda Rose à voix haute. Et une vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard ?

Tandis que les pâtissiers réfléchissaient, Serge bondit dans les bras de Rose et lui chuchota à l’oreille :

— On dirait qu’ils ont tous les ingrédients possibles et imaginables dans la pièce montée… le bâtiment où il y a les robots. Je suis sûr qu’ils te donneraient la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard. Pour le lapin bénédectin, par contre, ça pourrait paraître suspect. Tu vas sans doute devoir le leur voler.

— C’est une bonne idée, murmura Rose.

Elle laissa Serge redescendre par terre et répéta mot pour mot sa suggestion.

— Je me porte volontaire, déclara Gene en gonflant la poitrine. Quand j’étais ado, j’étais champion de vol à l’étalage. Avant de revenir dans le droit chemin et d’apprendre la pâtisserie. Je peux faire disparaître ce lapin bénédictin dans ma toque aussi bien qu’un prestidigitateur dans son haut-de-forme.

— Gene, mon ami, on a tous commis des erreurs de jeunesse, dit Marge en lui donnant des tapes affectueuses dans le dos. Un jour, j’ai volé un cheval sur un champ de courses. C’est une longue histoire. Tout ça pour dire que je serai ta complice, conclut-elle avec un large sourire.

— Non ! s’écria Félanie. C’est bien trop dangereux !

— Voler un lapin ! s’exclama Mélanie. Trop mignon !

Elle se tourna vers Jasmine, occupée à casser une plaque de chocolat pour mettre des carrés dans la bouche de Ning, et ajouta :

— Tu entends ça, Jasmine ? Marge et Gene vont voler un lapin !

— Quoi ? souffla Jasmine en levant la tête.

— Bon, c’est pas tout ça, fit Marge d’un ton décidé.

Elle marcha droit sur Jasmine et lui prit deux carrés de chocolat des mains. Avec le premier, elle traça deux lignes noires sous ses yeux, comme un footballeur américain avant un match. Avec l’autre, elle fit de même sur le visage de Gene.

— Et voilà ! s’exclama-t-elle. Maintenant, personne ne nous reconnaîtra. Viens, Gene. Nous avons du petit pain sur la planche.

Elle fourra les carrés de chocolat dans sa bouche et fit un clin d’œil à Rose.

 

Pour leur part, Rose et Serge, ainsi que le reste de la brigade, s’attelèrent à la préparation des deux versions revisitées des Arcs-en-boule : une pour le hululement de la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard, l’autre pour la bénédiction du lapin bénédictin. Ils mixèrent deux portions géantes de la pâte dans deux saladiers de la taille d’une bassine que Jasmine avait sortis d’un placard.

— Pauvre petit lapin, ne cessait de marmonner Mélanie. Pauvre petite bête.

« Pauvre de moi ! » pensa Rose. Sans l’aide de Félanie, Ning et Jasmine, elle aurait raté les deux mélanges. Elle essayait tant bien que mal de se concentrer, mais elle n’arrêtait pas de se tromper. Elle revoyait sans cesse ses parents et Balthazar, dans cette chambre d’hôtel, entourés des pâtisseries de la Corporation. La menace de M. Beurre l’obsédait, le ton de sa voix quand il avait prononcé : « Sinon… » Que leur réservait-il si elle échouait ?

— Peut-être devriez-vous faire la vaisselle ? suggéra amicalement Jasmine en lui tendant deux saladiers remplis d’ustensiles visqueux.

— Bonne idée, opina Rose.

Elle était en train d’enlever la fine couche de chocolat qui recouvrait une cuillère en bois lorsque Marge et Gene reparurent, exténués mais tout sourires. Les lignes en chocolat sous leurs yeux avaient fondu sur leurs joues.

— Comment ça s’est passé ? questionna Rose.

Marge poussait un chariot dans lequel étaient disposés deux bocaux rouges. L’un mesurait un mètre de haut et cinquante centimètres de large. À travers le verre cramoisi, Rose aperçut une vieille femme rabougrie qui les observait. L’autre récipient, de taille standard, contenait un adorable petit lapin à la fourrure crème. Un faux col noir et blanc ornait son cou.

— On a réussi ! s’écria Marge en levant le poing en l’air.

Les pâtissiers se réunirent autour du chariot et poussèrent des oh ! et des ah ! devant les bocaux. Rose profita de cette diversion pour s’accroupir et s’entretenir brièvement avec Serge qui tirait sur son tablier.

— Fais bien attention à cette vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard, murmura le chat tandis que Gene poussait le chariot vers la table de préparation. J’ai entendu dire que son espèce était très… indisciplinée.

— Son espèce ?

Rose inspecta la vieille femme fantôme dans le bocal. Elle avait des cheveux gris et ternes, une peau blanche fripée et un long nez pointu. Rose n’aurait su dire si la sorcière l’observait ou si elle regardait dans le vague. C’était très troublant.

Serge se racla la gorge.

— Les vieilles sorcières O’ Brouillard se rencontrent surtout au pays de Galles. Ce sont des créatures de néant au corps de brume. On dit qu’elles chassent les cœurs des innocents. Elles hululent parce qu’elles sont habitées par un vide qu’elles ne peuvent jamais combler. Le nombre d’âmes qu’elles dévorent ne fait aucune différence.

— Ça ne me dit rien qui vaille.

Rose se redressa et répéta cette nouvelle information au groupe.

— Ça me rappelle mon ex-mari, marmonna Marge, pensive.

Rose couvrit un des saladiers de pâte au chocolat et plaça l’autre devant.

Marge ouvrit le bocal contenant la vieille sorcière et lui lança :

— À toi de jouer, vieille chouette !

La vieille sorcière bondit hors de sa prison et, en un clin d’œil, acquit une taille normale. À présent, elle était aussi grande que les pâtissiers, quoique beaucoup moins grosse. Ses yeux noirs firent le tour du laboratoire. Elle leva ses mains griffues vers le plafond et poussa un hululement à déchirer les tympans.

Les mixeurs se mirent à vibrer et le linoléum se recourba aux extrémités. Des morceaux de plâtre tombèrent du plafond. Rose se boucha les oreilles avec ses pouces, ce qui n’empêcha pas le cri diabolique de la vieille sorcière de lui transpercer le crâne comme un tisonnier brûlant.

Sous l’effet du hurlement, la pâte au chocolat jaillit du saladier et se mit à tourner dans les airs comme une sphère volante en délire qui ne cessait de s’élargir. Le chocolat tourbillonnait à une telle allure qu’on aurait cru qu’il ne bougeait pas.

Quelques secondes plus tard, la vieille sorcière eut un hoquet et le silence se fit.

« Eh ben, moi qui pensais que Marge était la reine des hurleuses. Ce cri est dix millions de fois pire. »

La pâte cessa de tourner et plouf ! retomba dans le saladier en un clin d’œil. S’élevèrent alors du récipient une odeur de pourri et l’haleine fétide d’une cantine pleine d’élèves affamés.

— Berk ! fit Ning en s’éventant avec sa main.

La vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard renifla partout dans la pièce, à la recherche de quelque chose. Son regard vide et noir se posa sur Rose.

« Un cœur d’innocent, se dit Rose. Elle veut dévorer mon âme. »

— Attrapez le bocal ! s’écria Rose. À l’aide !
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Un festin d’Arcs-en-boule

Rose courut se cacher derrière les six pâtissiers pendant que Marge inclinait le bocal vers la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard.

— Éloignez-la de moi ! hurla Rose.

Elle ferma les yeux. Mais elle pouvait encore voir les iris d’un noir charbonneux de la sorcière fixés sur elle, prêts à la dévorer.

— Ne vous inquiétez pas, Rose, répondit Marge. Nous vous protégerons.

— Essaie donc pour voir, vieille harpie ! s’écria Félanie en levant un doigt menaçant. Essaie un peu !

— Viens ici, ma petite vieille, ronronna Mélanie. Viens…

La vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard poussa un rugissement si grave que le sol en trembla. Alors que la sorcière se précipitait sur elle, Rose sentit ses cheveux se dresser sur sa tête.

Mais les pâtissiers ne cédèrent pas d’un pouce. Ils brandirent le bocal et attrapèrent la sorcière au vol, juste devant Rose, à la dernière seconde. Félanie rabattit le couvercle, Mélanie le vissa et la sorcière se cogna la tête contre le fond du bocal si violemment qu’elle se retransforma en brouillard.

— Ouf ! fit Rose en frissonnant. C’était moins une.

Serge leva la tête de derrière un des grands bols à mixer. Il avait le poil hérissé, comme s’il était saturé d’électricité statique.

— Est-ce que ce machin est à nouveau dans sa cage ? demanda-t-il d’une voix faible.

— Bouclé à double tour, répondit Rose, soulagée.

Les pâtissiers emportèrent le bocal dans un coin de la pièce. Il s’agita un moment, puis ne bougea plus.

— Cette créature était encore plus terrifiante que ma grand-mère, fit observer Ning.

Une fois que tout le monde eut repris ses esprits, Mélanie et Félanie répartirent la pâte au chocolat modifiée dans des moules à Arc-en-boule. Marge, quant à elle, saisit le saladier avec le reste de la mixture chocolatée.

— Et maintenant, l’antidote, déclara-t-elle.

Rose prit l’autre bocal.

— Est-ce qu’il faut que je me méfie de celui-là aussi ?

Serge haussa les épaules.

— Pas vraiment. Peut-être est-il trop bête pour nous aider ? Ce n’est qu’un lapin, après tout.

Rose ouvrit le bocal et en sortit le lapin bénédictin. Elle caressa sa fourrure soyeuse.

Ses yeux, tout comme ceux de la vieille sorcière, étaient d’un noir intense, mais au lieu de dégager une sensation de vide glacé, ils irradiaient de chaleur, d’innocence et de lumière. C’était la créature la plus mignonne qu’elle ait jamais vue. Rose aurait voulu bercer la petite bête dans ses bras pour le reste de sa vie. Tous les pâtissiers cessèrent de travailler pour les regarder, soudain envahis par une sensation de calme et de paix.

— Oh ! s’émerveilla Jasmine. C’est le plus beau petit lapin du monde entier.

— Il émane de lui…, commença Ning qui avait du mal à finir sa phrase, une tendresse éthérée !

— Il a le pelage duveteux ! chuchota Mélanie.

À force de s’extasier sur le lapin bénédictin, ils ne virent pas la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard renifler comme une furie dans son bocal, son regard inexpressif braqué à travers le verre rouge sur le petit lapin innocent.

Rose rapprocha en douceur le lapin de la pâte au chocolat.

— Et maintenant ? murmura-t-elle pour ne pas déranger la petite créature.

— Tu as de la chance, dit Serge. Je parle un peu le lapinais. Je vais lui demander de bénir le mélange.

Serge émit quelques ronronnements, tour à tour courts et lents – on aurait dit du morse. Le lapin eut l’air de sourire. Il hocha la tête, sauta sur la table et se redressa. Il leva en l’air ses pattes avant toutes douces, ferma ses yeux adorables et laissa échapper une série de couinements, une suave musique aux oreilles de Rose.

Derrière elle, le bocal contenant la vieille sorcière O’Brouillard trembla, vacilla, puis tomba par terre. La paroi se craquela et un minuscule éclat de verre se détacha. La vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard se faufila à travers le trou et, dans un hurlement de triomphe, se jeta sur le lapin bénédictin.

Le lapin, imperturbable, continua son incantation.

Rose se couvrit les oreilles et se rua en avant pour s’interposer. Mais la silhouette blanche et vaporeuse passa à travers elle. Jasmine sauta devant le lapin ; la sorcière, telle une flèche de brume, la traversa également.

— Le lapin ! hurla Mélanie.

— Quoi ? s’égosilla Félinie par-dessus le hululement perçant de la sorcière.

— LE LAPIN !

La sorcière pila net devant le lapin bénédictin et sa bouche s’élargit jusqu’à devenir un énorme puits noir aussi large que le reste de son corps. Elle inspira avec un bruit d’aspirateur.

Le lapin se mit à glisser sur la surface froide en inox de la table, attiré comme par un aimant vers la bouche béante de la sorcière.

— Non ! brailla Rose. Arrêtez !

Serge bondit sur la table et attrapa dans sa gueule la queue duveteuse, il se cramponna des quatre pattes au rebord. Hélas, la sorcière était trop puissante. Serge, lui aussi, se mit à glisser.

Rose regarda autour d’elle, paniquée. Son regard s’arrêta sur le réservoir de conservateur.

— Gene ! cria-t-elle. Le tuyau !

Gene comprit au quart de tour. Sans perdre une seconde, il s’empara du long nez-seringue et le lança à Rose. Elle l’attrapa et l’enfonça dans le gosier de la vieille sorcière.

Puis elle actionna le déclencheur.

Tandis que le conservateur visqueux se répandait en elle, la sorcière écarquilla de plus en plus les yeux…

De peur, s’aperçut Rose. La sorcière était épouvantée.

La substance gluante sembla coaguler à l’intérieur du brouillard, donnant naissance à une silhouette solide de terreur pure. La sorcière s’épaissit, pour finalement s’écrouler par terre sous son propre poids. Elle explosa en un million de particules d’un magma infâme qui se collèrent aux murs, au plafond, et à tous les appareils et ustensiles en inox. Marge recouvrit le second mélange chocolaté juste à temps pour le protéger.

— Berk ! gémit Mélanie. C’est dégoûtant !

Le lapin termina sa bénédiction et ouvrit les yeux, souriant, comme si rien ne s’était passé. Il s’assit sur son derrière et remua le bout du nez.

— Oh ! Dieu merci ! dit Mélanie. Le lapin n’a rien !

Serge poussa un soupir et leva la tête vers Rose.

— On dirait qu’ils vont avoir besoin d’une nouvelle vieille sorcière.

 

À cinq heures de l’après-midi, le lapin bénédictin était sagement retourné dans son bocal, et les deux versions des Arcs-en-boule étaient disposées sur des plateaux sur une des tables de préparation, nappées des quatre couleurs fluo.

Rose souleva les Arcs-en-boule antidotes.

— Je vais les cacher, prévint-elle. Si les Arcs-en-boule démoniaques fonctionnent aussi bien que prévu, vous serez tellement tenaillés par le désir d’en manger encore que vous fouillerez les lieux de fond en comble pour les trouver. Ce sera le test. Alors, ne regardez pas !

Les pâtissiers obéirent et fermèrent les yeux tandis que Rose dissimulait les antidotes sous un saladier retourné sur la table la plus éloignée. Elle monta ensuite dans sa chambre et laissa les pâtissiers devant les dangereux Arcs-en-boule.

— Allez-y ! hurla-t-elle.

Ce fut un jeu de massacre.

Les pâtissiers se précipitèrent sur les confiseries en se bousculant. Ils se gavèrent de brillantes pâtisseries jusqu’à ce que leurs joues ressemblent à celles de gros hamsters. Leurs visages étaient maculés de crème et de glaçage fluo.

— Ça me rend malade rien que de les regarder, miaula Serge.

— Tu peux parler, répliqua Rose. Je t’ai vu avaler tes boîtes de thon.

— Ma chère, un connaisseur sait savourer un mets fin. Ça… c’est de la goinfrerie pure et simple.

Pour le bien de sa santé mentale, Rose était soulagée que les Arcs-en-boule soient hors de sa portée. Si ces gâteaux étaient aussi addictifs que les Tartelettes lunaires, la moindre miette suffirait à lui faire perdre la tête.

Une fois qu’ils eurent fini de mâcher, Marge et les autres pâtissiers s’allongèrent sur le sol pour digérer en se léchant les babines.

Puis ils se mirent à rouler.

Marge agrippa son ventre.

— Je meurs de faim ! gémit-elle. Il me faut plus d’Arcs-en-boule ! Mon estomac est un trou sans fond que rien ne saurait combler !

Ning se remit debout en titubant.

— Moi d’abord ! cria-t-il. Quand j’aurai le ventre plein, on parlera du tien, Marge.

Il ouvrit tous les placards, regarda dans tous les saladiers, souleva les essuie-tout.

— Je sais que la chef a fait une autre fournée de ces merveilleux Arcs-en-boule. Mais où sont-ils ?

Jasmine et Gene avaient trop mangé. Ils n’arrivaient pas à se relever. Ils se mirent donc à ramper, reniflant le linoléum, explorant le dessous des machines tels deux limiers.

Mélanie et Félanie se contentèrent de lécher les plaques de cuisson en gargouillant :

— Yenapu ! Yenapu ! Oh, mais pourquoi yenapu ?

Rose observa les pâtissiers d’un air horrifié. Si ces Arcs-en-boule étaient mis en vente, rien ne pourrait plus arrêter la Corporation. La fausse sensation de faim induite par ces confiseries pousserait la population à dévaliser les magasins, les gens seraient prêts à n’importe quoi. Voilà ce que voulaient M. Beurre et la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisseries.

— C’est affreux.

— On dirait que la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard a donné le pire d’elle-même, chuchota Serge.

— J’espère que les antidotes vont fonctionner. Allons, lapin bénédictin, ne nous déçois pas.

Jasmine se cogna la tête contre la table où Rose avait caché les Arcs-en-boule antidotes, la faisant basculer. Les friandises roulèrent sur le sol. Une douzaine de grosses billes colorées. Les six pâtissiers étouffèrent un cri et restèrent un instant sans bouger.

— C’est pour moi ! s’égosilla Marge qui s’élança sur une table et se laissa glisser sur le ventre.

— Tu les auras pas ! s’écria Gene en roulant par terre.

Mélanie et Félanie poussèrent des grognements incompréhensibles. Elles riaient et pleuraient en même temps.

Ils convergèrent tous vers l’endroit où les antidotes avaient roulé. Ce fut un carambolage de têtes. Les hurlements étaient si stridents que Rose se couvrit les oreilles. Elle s’assura tout de même que chaque pâtissier ait droit à au moins un antidote, puis elle attendit que le remède fasse effet. Ces Arcs-en-boule avaient transformé son équipe de gentils pâtissiers en une bande de monstres démoniaques.

Les disputes et les cris cessèrent.

Les pâtissiers se regardèrent tandis qu’ils ôtaient des miettes de leurs visages et se léchaient les doigts pour récupérer le restant de glaçage.

Marge fut la première à prendre la parole.

— Il m’en faut encore, murmura-t-elle. Et si, mes petits cochons, vous ne les aviez pas tous mangés, il y en aurait encore pour moi !

Elle se jeta sur les autres.

— C’est toi le gros cochon ! hurla Ning en se précipitant sur elle.

Jasmine attaqua Ning avec un fouet, Gene frappa Félanie à l’aide d’une lèchefrite et Mélanie couvrit la tête des pâtissiers avec son tablier avant de leur assener des coups de cuillère en bois.

Rose, affolée, se tourna vers Serge.

— Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé ? s’étrangla-t-elle. J’ai pourtant suivi la recette ! Pourquoi ils sont toujours dingues ?

Elle sortit la fiche et la relut en vitesse :

— Oh non ! « Dès lors, les villageois portèrent autour du cou des pattes de lapin […] afin d’être toujours en contact avec la fourrure d’un gentil petit lapin. »

— Ça va jamais marcher s’il faut qu’ils soient tous en contact avec ce lapin défoncé, dit Serge. Il n’y a pas assez de surface poilue.

Rose hocha la tête.

— Gene a dit qu’il avait une boîte de pattes de lapin porte-bonheur sous son lit, tu te souviens ? Ça devrait marcher. Il faut que j’aille les chercher !

Alors que Rose s’élançait vers l’escalier en colimaçon, Serge courut se planter devant elle et lui bloqua le passage.

— C’est trop dangereux. Ils te réduiraient en charpie, dit-il en s’aplatissant au sol. Seul un chat est en mesure d’accomplir cette mission. Laisse-moi m’en charger.

Sur ce, il dévala les marches comme une flèche, rasa les murs à toute allure et disparut dans le quartier des pâtissiers.

 

Cinq minutes plus tard, tandis que Rose commençait à craindre qu’il n’y ait des blessés graves parmi les pâtissiers, Serge surgit du dortoir. Il tenait dans sa gueule six pattes de lapin.

— Le chat vous apporte des Arcs-en-boule ! cria Rose du haut de l’escalier.

La réaction ne fut pas immédiate. Les pâtissiers continuèrent à se battre. Puis, l’un après l’autre, ils se séparèrent et demeurèrent allongés sur le sol, à bout de souffle, serrant chacun une patte de lapin entre leurs doigts pleins de sucre. Gene émit un rot si puissant que les casseroles vibrèrent sur la table voisine. Soudain, tous les pâtissiers se mirent à gémir.

Le chat était assis au milieu de la pièce. Il examinait les traces de glaçage sur son pelage.

— Rose, il va falloir que tu m’enlèves tout ce poison ! miaula-t-il, la tête levée vers la chambre vitrée. Je ne voudrais pas perdre le contrôle de mes griffes. Qui sait qui je pourrais blesser ?

— Je ne mangerai plus jamais ! s’écria Marge. Promis, juré ! C’est la dernière fois.

Soudain, les spots rouges s’allumèrent aux quatre coins du laboratoire et une sirène retentit. Rose s’élança dans l’escalier en colimaçon.

— M. Beurre arrive ! N’oubliez pas que vous êtes toujours sous le charme des Arcs-en-boule ! Il faut que vous fassiez semblant !

— Je ne peux pas ! couina Jasmine. Je ne pourrais même pas faire semblant de vouloir manger !

Les pâtissiers se couchèrent à plat ventre sur le sol comme des phoques prenant un bain de soleil sur un rocher.

— Les amis, s’il vous plaît ! supplia Rose. Si M. Beurre vous voit gémir et dire que vous ne voulez plus jamais manger d’Arcs-en-boule, il risque de faire du mal à mes parents ! Et à mon grand-père ! S’il vous plaît, levez-vous !

À cet instant, le monte-charge arriva à leur étage. Cette fois, il ne transportait pas la voiturette de golf mais deux jeunes garçons.

— Comment ça va, mi hermana ?

Les frères de Rose, Oliver et Origan, entrèrent dans le laboratoire.
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Deux frères et un rongeur

Rose courut à la rencontre d’Oliver et d’Origan et les étreignit avec force. Manifestement gênés, ils lui tapotèrent la tête. Ils ne s’étaient pas fait de câlin depuis une éternité, pour ne pas dire jamais. C’était bizarre, et merveilleux. Rose ravala ses larmes.

— Qu’est-ce que vous faites là ? demanda-t-elle. Vous avez réussi à libérer papa et maman ? Où est Nini ?

Les épis rouges des cheveux d’Oliver se dressaient fièrement sur sa tête telle la crête d’un coq. Les joues rondes d’Origan, parsemées de taches de rousseur, brillaient comme deux petits globes. Les deux garçons croisèrent les bras sur leurs tee-shirts blancs identiques. Rose leur trouva un air angélique. Elle n’avait jamais été si heureuse de les voir.

— Et qui sont ces charmants jeunes gens ? demanda Marge.

Par inadvertance, elle laissa échapper un rot. Elle plaqua la main contre sa bouche.

— Je suis désolée. J’ai… mangé trop d’Arcs-en-boule.

Origan hocha la tête en direction de la sous-chef pâtissière :

— Ça arrive aux meilleurs d’entre nous.

— Marge, je vous présente mes frères, Oliver et Origan.

Rose fit un geste vers les pâtissiers allongés çà et là par terre.

— Et voici la cheville ouvrière de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux. Alors, comment êtes-vous arrivés ici, tous les deux ?

— J’ai pris la voiture ! déclara Oliver, la main levée comme pour faire taire des applaudissements. La voiture de Mme Carlson. J’ai mon permis, comme tu sais.

— Elle ne voulait pas, précisa Origan. Alors on a attendu qu’elle regarde son feuilleton préféré.

— Celui avec le médecin militaire et sa grosse perruque, précisa Oliver, Alliances et Trahisons.

— Papa et maman étaient partis te chercher après que Jacques nous avait indiqué où tu étais, poursuivit Origan. Ils ne voulaient pas qu’on les accompagne, mais comme ils ne nous téléphonaient pas pour nous donner des nouvelles, on s’est dit que quelque chose ne tournait pas rond.

— Le monospace de Mme Carlson a au moins trente ans, ajouta Oliver. Pas facile à conduire, je dois avouer. Mais j’ai tout de même réussi à le maîtriser…

Origan chuchota :

— On a reculé dans un camion de livraison à une station-service.

— C’était calculé, affirma Oliver. Ça faisait partie de mon plan ! C’était un camion de livraison de la Corporation !

Origan afficha un grand sourire :

— Le chauffeur était très sympathique. Il m’a laissé explorer la cabine de son camion pendant qu’il faisait un constat à l’amiable avec Oliver. Après, on l’a suivi jusqu’ici.

— On est arrivés ce matin et on a attendu dehors jusqu’à ce qu’un autre camion cache la guérite des gardes de sécurité, reprit Oliver. On est entrés ni vu ni connu.

— Trop facile ! s’exclama Origan. Les gardes étaient en train de se gaver de gâteaux au chocolat fourrés à la guimauve et ils ne nous ont même pas remarqués.

— Oh, non ! s’affola Marge. On dirait qu’ils ont distribué tes nouvelles Tartelettes lunaires aux gardes, Rose.

— Mais comment vous avez su que j’étais dans ce bâtiment ? interrogea Rose.

— J’ai trouvé une carte, dit Origan.

Il sortit un carré de papier miteux de la poche arrière de son jean.

— Elle était dans la boîte à gants du camionneur.

C’était un plan de l’immense complexe de la Corporation. Chaque bâtiment était accompagné d’une légende : USINE DE TARTELETTES LUNAIRES, ATELIER DE LA CORPORATION, HÔTEL DU SAC À DOUILLE. Entouré d’un cercle, on pouvait lire : LABORATOIRE PRINCIPAL.

— D’après Jacques, le chat qui avait transmis le message de Serge avait mentionné un laboratoire, alors on est venus tout droit ici.

Origan replia la carte d’un geste net et précis avant de la glisser dans sa poche.

Rose les prit à nouveau dans ses bras.

— Bon, ça va ! s’écarta Oliver en levant les siens en l’air. Fais gaffe de pas me décoiffer !

— Mais qu’est-ce que tu fais là ? demanda Origan. Et où sont papa et maman ?

Rose relata toute l’histoire à ses frères : son kidnapping, la manière dont leurs parents et leur arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père avaient été pris en otage, et le projet diabolique de M. Beurre et de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisseries pour asservir le pays entier grâce à leurs confiseries.

— Tout ça, c’est à cause de Lily, conclut Rose en sortant le livret de sa veste. Elle a utilisé L’Apocryphe pour perfectionner les recettes.

— Alors elle est venue ici après Paris ? demanda Origan. Elle est là ?

— Non, mais elle l’était avant le concours. Elle a caché L’Apocryphe et n’est pas revenue après sa défaite au Gala. Elle avait honte, sans doute.

— Tia Lily me déçoit beaucoup, déclara Oliver. Si elle avait terminé son travail, tu ne serais pas retenue prisonnière.

— Oliver, ce n’est pas la question ! s’énerva Rose. Nos concitoyens risquent de se transformer en zombies mangeurs de pâtisseries de la Corporation si on ne trouve pas un moyen de l’empêcher.

— On devrait aller libérer papa et maman, dit Origan. Eux sauront quoi faire.

— Attendons simplement la police, dit Rose, soulagée.

Ses frères étaient là. Ils allaient l’aider à sauver leurs parents – d’une manière ou d’une autre. Ces derniers jours avaient été mouvementés, mais c’était fini maintenant, tout allait entrer dans l’ordre.

— La police ? s’étonna Oliver. Elle est là aussi ?

Rose lui donna une tape sur le bras.

— Vous n’avez pas appelé les flics ?

— Pour leur dire quoi ? demanda Oliver. Qu’une souris avec un accent français nous a appris où tu étais ?

— Et alors, quel est le problème, précisément* ? couina une petite voix.

Jacques s’extirpa de la poche du pantacourt kaki d’Origan et s’installa sur les boucles rousses désordonnées du garçon. Serge le salua d’une inclination de tête pleine de majesté.

À la vue du rongeur, les pâtissiers se mirent à hurler.

— Une souris ! beugla Marge.

— Tuez-la ! s’égosilla Jasmine.

— Donne un coup de poêle sur la tête du garçon, Gene ! ordonna Ning.

Gene se leva tant bien que mal et s’empara d’une poêle en fonte sur une étagère.

— Non ! cria Rose. Arrêtez ! C’est pas une souris ! C’est Jacques !

L’intéressé pointa le museau de derrière le fouillis de boucles.

— Me frappez pas avec une poêle ! implora Origan.

Rose se précipita sur Gene pour le calmer.

— Personne ne frappera personne. Gene, c’est notre ami Jacques. C’est une souris, d’accord… mais… c’est une gentille souris.

À cet instant, les spots rouges se rallumèrent et la sirène se remit à hurler. La voix onctueuse de M. Beurre résonna dans les haut-parleurs.

— Bonjour, chers pâtissiers ! Nous voici ! Vous avez intérêt à nous avoir préparé de beaux Arcs-en-boule !

La porte du monte-charge coulissa et la voiturette de golf émergea.

Rose poussa ses frères vers le quartier des pâtissiers.

— Ils arrivent ! Planquez-vous !

Elle se tourna vers les pâtissiers :

— Faites comme si vous étiez encore sous le charme des Arcs-en-boule ! Les mains sur vos pattes de lapin, dans la poche de vos tabliers !

Elle les aida à se remettre debout.

— Nettoyez-vous un peu ! ordonna-t-elle.

Mélanie, Félanie, Jasmine, Gene et Ning essuyèrent le devant de leurs uniformes, rajustèrent leurs toques et lissèrent du plat de la main leurs pantalons chiffonnés et maculés de farine, de glaçage et de chocolat.

Gene fit un clin d’œil à Rose.

Ils étaient peut-être dans un sale état, mais ils exaltaient. Rose lui sourit et se plaça en tête de l’équipe. Elle espérait qu’Oliver et Origan avaient eu la présence d’esprit de refermer la porte du quartier des pâtissiers derrière eux.

La trappe dans le sol s’ouvrit et la voiturette de golf entra dans le laboratoire. M. Beurre descendit du siège passager. Comme d’habitude, M. Kerr était au volant.

— Comment vont mes Arcs-en-boule ? Rebondissants ? demanda-t-il.

— Je vous aurais bien dit de constater par vous-même, déclara Rose, le bras tendu vers les pâtissiers, mais ces amateurs que vous m’avez fournis les ont tous dévorés.

Derrière elle, les pâtissiers se tapèrent mollement les uns les autres.

— J’en veux encore, gémit Marge. Mon estomac est un puits sans fond !

— Le mien est un trou noir ! grogna Ning.

— Le mien est un double trou noir ! hurla Mélanie.

— Tu veux dire un trou noir au carré, la corrigea Félanie.

— Je sais ce que je dis, s’époumona Mélanie. Et je vais dévorer TOUS les Arcs-en-boule !

— Ils en ont déjà avalé une douzaine chacun, chuchota Rose à M. Beurre avec un sourire complice. Je pensais que ce serait assez, mais j’ai sous-estimé leur gourmandise.

M. Beurre tapa dans ses mains, enchanté.

— Apparemment, cette recette fonctionne !

Rose se raidit. M. Beurre s’avançait vers les deux saladiers qui avaient contenu le mélange chocolaté.

— Mais vous pourrez certainement en faire davantage. Je vois qu’il y en a deux.

— On s’est trompés dans les proportions la première fois, expliqua Rose. Il a fallu qu’on rectifie le dosage des ingrédients. Le récipient de gauche est le bon.

M. Beurre trempa le doigt dans la pâte empoisonnée par la vieille sorcière, puis le lécha.

— Oh ! s’exclama-t-il. Oh ! Mais c’est… Je crois qu’il me faut goûter à nouveau.

Il tendit derechef l’index vers le saladier, puis, au dernier moment, décida d’y plonger les deux mains jusqu’aux poignets.

— Et pourtant j’ai horreur du sucre ! Je déteste ça !

Il leva ses mains couvertes de chocolat gluant vers sa bouche. M. Kerr hurla :

— Arrêtez tout de suite !

M. Beurre se figea et battit des paupières à toute vitesse.

— Qui ose me donner des ordres ?

M. Kerr se précipita vers l’évier et attrapa une cuvette d’eau savonneuse.

— Monsieur, vous devriez vous laver les mains.

— Mais je voudrais manger encore un peu de ce régal !

— Beurre, toussota M. Kerr. Ce n’est pas pour vous. Vous avez oublié ?

M. Beurre écarquilla les yeux et plongea les mains dans la bassine. Il les frotta jusqu’à ce qu’elles soient complètement débarrassées de toute trace de chocolat, puis, pour faire bonne mesure, s’immergea la tête et se frotta énergiquement la bouche. Lorsqu’il se redressa, des traînées de mousse dégoulinèrent de son crâne chauve.

— On a frôlé la catastrophe ! dit-il en recrachant des bulles de savon. Cet avant-goût me suffit pour déclarer que cette pâtisserie est divine ! Bravo, mademoiselle Bliss.

M. Beurre fit le tour de la cuisine. Derrière ses lunettes, ses petits yeux ronds s’agrandirent à nouveau.

— Vous avez un talent extraordinaire, mademoiselle Bliss. Je serais presque tenté de dire que vos recettes sont trop parfaites, mais je sais pourquoi nous sommes ici. Ah, ce que je vais pouvoir accomplir avec ces Arcs-en-boule…

Il s’arrêta, leva l’index et poussa un hurlement :

— Une souris !
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La petite maison de la zone industrielle

Rose poussa un cri quand elle aperçut Jacques tapi dans un coin.

M. Beurre saisit une poêle et se précipita vers la souris pour l’écraser. Gene le pointa alors du doigt en criant :

— Il a des Arcs-en-boule !

Les pâtissiers ne firent ni une ni deux : ils sautèrent sur M. Beurre et Jacques s’enfuit à toutes pattes.

— Lâchez-moi, bande d’idiots ! grogna M. Beurre. Je n’ai pas d’Arcs-en-boule !

M. Kerr accourut à sa rescousse et repoussa les pâtissiers comme s’ils n’étaient rien d’autre que des tabliers creux. Il aida M. Beurre à se relever. Ce dernier épousseta son costume avec de grands gestes agacés.

— J’étais en train de parler des Arcs-en-boule. Je n’ai jamais dit que j’en avais !

— Oh, toutes mes excuses, répondit Gene, la mine piteuse.

Il se tourna vers Rose et haussa les épaules.

— Je ne veux pas voir d’autre souris dans cette cuisine, décréta M. Beurre en essuyant ses lunettes pleines de traces graisseuses. Je sais que vous ne pouvez pas faire autrement que de tout salir, avec toutes ces bagarres déclenchées par les exquises pâtisseries de la Corporation – et je m’en réjouis. Mais vous savez que je tiens énormément à la propreté des lieux. Alors veillez à bien balayer toutes ces miettes.

— Bien sûr, dit Rose. Je suis vraiment désolée, cela ne se reproduira plus !

M. Beurre jeta un regard circulaire autour de la pièce et vit le bocal rouge craquelé qui avait contenu la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard.

— Je vois que vous allez avoir besoin d’une nouvelle sorcière O’ Brouillard ?

Rose haussa les épaules.

— Je m’excuse, monsieur. Elle… était devenue incontrôlable.

M. Beurre éclata de rire :

— C’est toujours la même histoire ! On enverra une équipe au pays de Galles en attraper deux ou trois autres. Pas de problème.

— Monsieur Beurre, dit M. Kerr en tapotant sur sa montre, nous avons beaucoup de choses à faire. Ils vont bientôt arriver.

M. Beurre fit la moue, puis lui emboîta le pas.

— Bon, très bien. J’aurais aimé rester pour le thé, mais il faut qu’on s’éclipse, dit-il en repliant son long corps sur le siège passager de la voiturette de golf. Oh, Rose !

— Oui ? hésita-t-elle.

— Vous accomplissez de tels prodiges qu’on pourrait peut-être envisager d’accélérer le mouvement ? Je parie que vous serez tout à fait en mesure de donner du punch à la numéro trois, les Beignets mini mignons, avant minuit ! Il est à peine sept heures !

— Je ne suis pas certaine…, commença Rose.

— Je suis sûr que vos parents apprécieront, ajouta-t-il avec un sourire diabolique tandis que la voiturette s’éloignait. Je reviendrai vous voir avant d’aller me coucher. Allez, au travail !

Les portes se refermèrent en silence. À l’unisson, la brigade au complet poussa un gros soupir. Toutes les épaules s’affaissèrent.

— Vous avez bien travaillé ! les félicita Rose.

Les pâtissiers souffraient manifestement d’indigestion.

Soudain, deux silhouettes émergèrent de l’immense réservoir à confettis en sucre placé contre le mur. L’une avait le crâne hérissé d’épis parsemés de pépites multicolores – Oliver. L’autre était Origan. Tous deux étaient recouverts des pieds à la tête de sucre couleur arc-en-ciel. Ils ôtèrent les confettis de leurs yeux et clignèrent des paupières.

— Pourquoi vous vous êtes pas cachés dans le quartier des pâtissiers comme je vous l’avais demandé ? leur reprocha Rose tandis que ses frères sortaient à grand-peine de la cuve, dégoulinant telles des créatures marécageuses.

— On n’a pas eu le temps, rétorqua Oliver.

— C’était pas si terrible de se planquer dans des confettis, dit Origan. On peut respirer à travers, tant qu’on ouvre pas trop grand la bouche. Mais faut pas inspirer par le nez !

Il posa un doigt sur une narine et expulsa une pluie de pépites par l’autre.

— Berk, Origan ! protesta Rose. Dépêchons-nous ! Il faut qu’on aille chercher maman, papa et Balthazar, et qu’on déguerpisse d’ici.

Elle plaça un peu de la pâte empoisonnée par la vieille sorcière O’ Brouillard dans un moule à muffins et l’enfourna.

— Pourquoi tu fais ça ? s’étonna Oliver qui léchait le sucre coloré sur ses doigts.

— Comme ça, on aura une voiture.

 

Rose et ses frères descendirent au rez-de-chaussée par le monte-charge. Origan et Oliver apprirent à Rose qu’il y avait deux gardes à l’entrée.

— Ils n’étaient pas là avant, observa-t-elle.

Le fait que M. Beurre eût placé deux gardes devant le laboratoire n’aurait pas dû la surprendre, mais elle ne s’y attendait pas. Comment pouvait-elle croire qu’il la laisserait partir, avec sa famille, une fois qu’elle aurait amélioré les cinq recettes ?

— Les gardes ne sont pas très malins, ajouta Oliver.

— Comment vous avez fait pour passer devant eux ?

Il ouvrit la poche de son pantacourt.

— Jacques nous a aidés.

La petite souris sortit sa tête grise :

— Oui*, j’ai risqué ma vie pour faire diversion. Je me suis mis dans un coin et je leur ai joué une sérénade sur ma flûte…

Rose imaginait la scène. La musique enchanteresse rasant le bitume de l’allée entre les deux bâtiments, et les gardes suivant la mélodie comme les rats le joueur de flûte de Hamelin.

— Mais ils n’ont pas vu Jacques, continua la souris. Une si grande musique, pensent-ils, peut seulement venir d’une grande personne ! Je leur ai joué un tour ! Ils n’ont pas pensé à chercher une souris. Mais même la plus petite des créatures peut être douée du plus immense des talents !

— C’est bien vrai, ça, mon petit Jacques, approuva Rose avec un sourire.

La souris fit la révérence.

— C’était le moins que je puisse faire.

Jacques les avait accompagnés au cas où ils auraient besoin de faire passer un message à Serge, resté avec les pâtissiers.

— Je dois rassembler mes forces, avait déclaré le chat.

— Tu vas piquer un roupillon, oui, avait rétorqué Origan.

— Cause toujours, avait ronronné le chat en s’étirant. C’est l’heure de la siesta.

Ils arrivèrent au rez-de-chaussée et la souris enfouit à nouveau la tête dans la poche. La large porte donnant sur l’extérieur coulissa vers le haut. Deux gardes en uniforme sombre, un homme et une femme, se tenaient chacun de part et d’autre. Ils aperçurent la voiturette de golf vide.

— Hé ! Vous deux ! les interpella Rose en agitant une main.

Dans l’autre, elle tenait un bol plein d’Arcs-en-boule.

— Par ici ! ajouta-t-elle.

L’homme, un grand blond qui ressemblait à un présentateur météo que Rose avait vu à la télé, s’avança, un sourire artificiel plaqué aux lèvres.

— Jeune fille, vous n’êtes pas autorisée à quitter le bâtiment ! C’est dangereux dans le coin !

Il fit quelques pas vers Rose, Oliver et Origan, les yeux rivés sur le saladier de gâteaux au chocolat.

Rose lui tendit un Arc-en-boule encore tout chaud.

— C’est juste qu’on en a trop fait. Alors comme on ne voulait pas les gâcher…

— Ces Arcs-en-boule ne sont pas réglementaires ! Où est le glaçage fluo ?

— On testait juste la garniture. Goûtez donc, dit Rose.

L’homme mit la friandise dans sa bouche et mâcha.

— Oh ! s’émerveilla-t-il. C’est incroyable !

Il continua de mastiquer. À chaque mouvement de sa mâchoire, ses yeux se voilaient davantage. Bientôt, on aurait dit qu’une couche de lait recouvrait ses iris.

— Vous aussi, goûtez, dit Rose en tendant le saladier à la femme.

— Volontiers ! s’exclama-t-elle avant de mordre dans un gâteau. Sen-sa-tion-nel !

Elle laissa sa langue pendre hors de sa bouche.

— Combien vous en avez ? interrogea-t-elle.

— Oui, dit l’homme en se rapprochant. Je vois que vous en avez encore.

Rose leva le saladier vers eux. Mais elle trébucha et le lâcha à la dernière seconde. Les Arcs-en-boule parfaitement ronds fendirent l’air avant de rouler sur le bitume dans toutes les directions.

— Oh non ! Les Arcs-en-boule ! gémit l’homme qui se mit à leur courir après.

— Ah ça non ! dit la femme en le plaquant au sol. Ils sont à moi !

Elle rampa sur lui, puis se lança à la poursuite des boules chocolatées en sanglotant :

— À moi, à moi, à moi !

Rose et ses frères se dirigèrent vers la voiturette de golf sur la pointe des pieds. Ils se laissèrent tomber sur les banquettes.

— Du gâteau ! clama Origan avec un grand sourire.

Rose l’ignora et consulta la carte. Elle montra l’hôtel en forme de poche à douille.

— C’est là que nous allons.

— C’est moi qui conduis, dit Oliver en tapotant la poche qui contenait son permis.

 

Rose guida Oliver et Origan à travers le hall de l’hôtel décoré de bouquets de bonbons et de biscuits.

— Je peux vous aider ? demanda le concierge, un ado tout maigre à peine plus âgé qu’Oliver.

— Non, merci, dit Rose.

— Est-ce vos invités, mademoiselle Bliss ?

— Ces deux-là ? répondit Rose en montrant Oliver et Origan. Euh… Ce sont des fans. Ils ont été envoyés par une association qui aide les enfants… qui ont des difficultés d’élocution. Ces enfants ont la chance de pouvoir passer une journée entière avec leur star favorite. M. Beurre ne vous a pas prévenu ? Je leur fais faire la visite guidée du complexe.

— Ah, d’accord, opina l’ado. Allez-y

— Qu’est-ce qu’on dit, les garçons ? s’écria Rose en se tournant vers ses frères.

Oliver et Origan émirent quelques grognements et crachèrent des sons gutturaux :

— Merkriiic !

— Sympa, Rose, vraiment, marmonna Origan tandis qu’ils se dirigeaient vers l’ascenseur.

— Je suis désolée. C’est tout ce qui m’est venu à l’esprit.

Elle entra dans la cabine et appuya sur la touche 34.

— Demande d’autorisation. Veuillez insérer la clé, articula une voix de robot.

Rose examina le panneau de commande de l’ascenseur. À côté du bouton 34, il y avait une petite fente métallique, en forme de rouleau à pâtisserie. Bien sûr, pensa-t-elle.

— Oh, non ! râla Oliver, qui fronça les sourcils. Et où est-ce qu’on va trouver la clé, mi hermana ?

Rose ne se rappelait pas avoir vu M. Beurre utiliser une clé. Mais elle avait le souvenir de son irritation lorsqu’elle avait montré du doigt la petite maison rouge au fond du complexe industriel.

— Je l’ignore, répliqua-t-elle. Mais j’ai une idée.

 

Après une demi-heure de route dans la voiturette de golf, le trio arriva enfin devant la petite maison rouge derrière les usines.

La maisonnette semblait appartenir à un autre temps : une jolie barrière blanche entourait sa pelouse et un drapeau flottait au-dessus du perron au doux rythme de quelques carillons. Deux fauteuils à bascule sur la véranda invitaient à la paresse.

— Qu’est-ce que c’est que cet endroit ? demanda Origan.

Rose indiqua le nom écrit au pochoir sur la boîte aux lettres : LA FAMILLE BEURRE.

— Je crois que c’est là qu’a grandi M. Beurre, chuchota-t-elle.

Elle guida Oliver et Origan, poussa la petite barrière blanche, remonta l’allée de brique bordée de parterres de fleurs et gravit les marches du perron. Les volets verts du salon étaient fermés, mais à travers, les traits de lumière de la fin d’après-midi dessinaient des rubans multicolores sur le tapis. Un gros fauteuil tendu de velours côtelé était placé à côté d’un piano poussiéreux. Un panier contenait un ouvrage de tricot entamé.

— On dirait un musée, murmura Origan.

— Le musée le plus ennuyeux du monde, ajouta Oliver.

Une photo encadrée était posée sur la cheminée. Sur le cliché aux couleurs passées, un homme et une femme coiffés de toques de chef entouraient un petit garçon tout rond avec les cheveux en brosse.

— Qui est-ce ? demanda Oliver.

— Ça doit être M. Beurre, supposa Rose.

— Ce grand extraterrestre chauve ? s’étonna Origan. Il a dû s’acheter un vélo d’appartement.

— Tu crois que la clé est ici, mi hermana ? dit Oliver.

— Je ne sais pas. Mais il doit y avoir quelque chose ici. M. Beurre a flippé quand je l’ai interrogé sur cette maison.

— Je me demande pourquoi elle est toujours là…, réfléchit Oliver. Si j’étais aussi riche que lui, je me ferais construire une immense villa. Un château assez grand pour moi, Katy Perry et tous les membres de son groupe.

L’escalier en bois craqua sous les pas de Rose. Ses frères la suivirent. Il y avait une salle de bains tapissée d’un papier peint à fleurs et des appliques murales craquelées, une chambre aux murs bleu pâle, avec une couette aux motifs marins sur le lit. Des maquettes d’avions pendaient au plafond.

Sur un bureau étaient disposés quelques pots de peinture séchés, un tas de maquettes de la Première Guerre mondiale à moitiés peintes et un carnet relié de cuir dont la couverture indiquait : JOURNAL INTIME.

Origan s’en empara.

— Victoire !

— Tu ne peux pas lire ça ! protesta Rose. C’est de l’espionnage !

— Rose, répliqua Oliver, la main posée sur l’épaule de sa sœur. Ce type t’a kidnappée, sans parler de nos parents. Je crois qu’on a le droit de lire son journal intime.

« Il n’a pas tort », pensa Rose en ouvrant le carnet à la première page. L’écriture était grosse et tremblante.

Journal de Jameson Beurre, troisième du nom, 10 ans.

 

Jour 1

J’ai trouvé ce vieux carnet dans la poubelle de M. Sansibel. Je n’aime pas vraiment écrire, mais maman dit qu’il ne faut rien gâcher, alors je vais écrire tous les jours pour raconter ce qui se passe. Aujourd’hui, grand-père a fait ses Fondants, et papa et maman ont tenu la caisse de la pâtisserie. Tout le monde en ville est venu en manger. Une nouvelle victoire pour la pâtisserie des Véritables Petits Gâteaux ! Raymond Kerr m’a pincé le nez à l’école encore une fois tout à l’heure, et quand je suis rentré, je l’ai dit à maman et elle m’a donné un Fondant mordant.



— Super intéressant, marmonna Oliver, sarcastique. Quand est-ce qu’il va nous parler des filles ?

Rose feuilleta le carnet.

Jour 45

Raymond Kerr et le reste de la bande de Pine Ridge m’ont volé ma salopette pendant que je me baignais dans le lac et l’ont donnée à Polly Rainer. Elle a crié et l’a laissée tomber en disant qu’elle puait. Quand je suis sorti de l’eau, elle était pleine de terre et de feuilles. Je suis rentré à la maison avec de la boue dans mon pantalon. Quand je suis arrivé à la maison, maman m’a grondé parce que j’avais mis de la terre partout dans la pâtisserie. Je lui ai raconté ce qui s’est passé, elle m’a donné trois Fondants mordants et m’a dit de me calmer.



— On dirait qu’il mangeait beaucoup de Fondants mordants, commenta Rose.

— Vous savez qui doit aimer les Fondants mordants ? fit Oliver.

Origan haussa les épaules :

— Qui ça ?

— Katy Perry, répondit Oliver, les yeux pleins d’étoiles.

Jour 162

Ma salopette est trop petite pour moi. Maman m’a emmené au magasin pour en acheter une neuve. Et bien sûr, Raymond Kerr était là. Il m’a appelé Porcinet et m’a pincé le nez. J’ai versé une larme 

et je me suis tourné vers maman, mais au lieu de me caresser la tête ou de me prendre dans ses bras, elle m’a fourré un Fondant mordant dans la bouche.



— Bon, d’accord, soupira Oliver. On dirait que les Fondants mordants l’ont rattrapé, de toute façon. Voyons ce qu’il y a plus loin. Raymond Kerr est un idiot, on a compris.

— Eh bah, il était pas très doué pour tenir un journal, fit observer Rose en lisant les dates. Deux années entières se résument à quelques lignes.

Elle leur montra une série de mots griffonnés :

 

13 ans : HORRIBLE.

14 ans : N’en parlons pas !

15 ans : J’ai grandi. C’est déjà quelque chose. Mais sinon ? HORRIBLE.

 

Elle tourna encore quelques pages.

Jour 2920

Aujourd’hui, j’ai eu dix-huit ans. Quand papa m’a demandé ce que je souhaitais comme cadeau, je lui ai dit que je voulais que lui et grand-père prennent leur retraite comme ça je pourrai reprendre les rênes de la chaîne de pâtisseries que grand-père a fondée. Papa et grand-père se satisfont de leurs seize pâtisseries, ils n’ont aucune vision d’avenir. Peut-être parce qu’ils ne mangent que leurs productions et qu’ils sont aussi gros que je l’étais avant. La semaine dernière, j’ai reçu un courrier d’un truc qui s’appelle la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie. Apparemment, je suis le descendant d’un célèbre pâtissier, Albatross Bliss. Je vais intégrer leur Société et utiliser les connaissances qu’ils me transmettront pour bâtir une immense entreprise commerciale. Tous mes employés seront aussi petits et ronds que je l’étais enfant, et je deviendrai si puissant, je gagnerai tellement d’argent que Raymond Kerr travaillera pour moi et se pliera à mes quatre volontés. Ha ha ha ! Un jour, le monde sera à la merci de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux.

Tel est mon rêve.



— C’est tout, conclut Origan en refermant le journal. C’est la fin. Eh ben dis donc !

— J’arrive pas à croire que M. Beurre est un descendant d’Albatross Bliss, s’écria Oliver. En quelque sorte, il est un peu notre…

— Tais-toi, Oliver, le coupa Rose.

— … famille, compléta tout de même Origan.

— Mais alors… depuis tout ce temps, il se sert de la magie ? demanda Oliver.

Rose secoua la tête.

— Je ne crois pas. Il en avait probablement envie, mais il ne savait pas comment s’y prendre. Il n’avait à sa disposition que ces conservateurs qui décoiffent.

Rose repensa au Fondant mordant historique sous sa cloche de verre.

— Puis tante Lily s’est jointe à lui, ajouta-t-elle. Grâce à L’Apocryphe, elle a rendu les recettes de la Corporation extrêmement dangereuses.

La sinistre vérité provoqua un long silence que brisa soudain un coucou, coucou, coucou ! Rose tourna la tête. Une pendule à coucou ! Les aiguilles marquaient neuf heures ! M. Beurre avait dit qu’il reviendrait plus tard… et on était… plus tard.

— Oliver ! Origan ! s’écria Rose en jetant un coup d’œil paniqué par la fenêtre.

Elle sentit son estomac produire un drôle de gargouillis.

— On n’a pas trouvé de clé pour l’hôtel. Il va donc falloir perfectionner la recette des Beignets mini mignons ce soir, ou nos parents sont cuits !








[image: image]
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Les Beignets mini mignons de la zombification

Rose, Oliver et Origan retournèrent au laboratoire. Les pâtissiers avaient gentiment nettoyé. La salle était impeccable.

Les grands récipients où l’on remuait la pâte étaient couverts et remisés dans un coin. Les membres de la brigade discutaient autour des tables de préparation. Ning et Jasmine buvaient des expressos. Mélanie et Félanie se brossaient mutuellement les cheveux. Dans un coin, Serge, roulé en boule sur une pile de sacs de farine, faisait la sieste.

Marge fut la première à les voir.

— Vous revoilà ! Alors, vous avez trouvé vos parents ?

Oliver et Origan firent non de la tête.

— Il faut une clé pour l’ascenseur, soupira Rose. Et comme M. Beurre a dit qu’on devait perfectionner ces Beignets mini mignons avant d’aller se coucher, nous sommes revenus.

Elle sentit un choc mou contre son mollet. Elle baissa les yeux et vit les deux oreilles tombantes et la tête grise toute poilue de Serge. Elle s’accroupit et donna une tendre caresse au matou.

— Tu vas bien ? murmura-t-elle.

— Bien sûr, miaula le chat en s’étirant. Ces imbéciles m’ennuient, mais ça va. Vu l’urgence de la situation, j’ai renoncé à ma sieste pour me joindre à l’effort commun.

— Comment cela ?

— J’ai feuilleté L’Apocryphe et je crois avoir découvert la recette dont nous avons besoin, Rose.

Rose lui déposa un rapide baiser entre les oreilles.

— Bravo !

Elle se releva, épousseta ses genoux et retroussa les manches de la veste qui lui descendaient jusqu’au bout des doigts.

Marge tendit à Rose deux paquets de petits beignets.

— Voici les Beignets mini mignons de la chef.

Certains étaient saupoudrés de sucre : on aurait dit de la poussière de craie tombée d’un tableau noir. Une couche de chocolat cireuse décorait les autres. Toutes ces pâtisseries étaient aussi dures que des palets de hockey.

— Et voici la recette !

Marge tenait une fiche couleur crème couverte de la belle écriture à l’encre violette de Lily. La seule instruction magique qu’on pouvait y lire indiquait : « incorporer la voix de Drimini ».

Avant que quiconque puisse l’en empêcher, Origan attrapa un des petits gâteaux et croqua dedans. Il recracha immédiatement la bouchée.

— J’ai l’impression d’avoir mordu dans un caillou, grogna-t-il. Le goût en moins.

Rose donna une tape affectueuse sur l’épaule de son petit frère et se tourna vers Marge :

— Qu’est-ce qui cloche, à part qu’on croirait du ciment ?

— Rien, répondit Marge en s’essuyant le front de sa paume moite. Je les ai goûtés. J’en ai mangé plein ! Je n’ai ressenti aucun effet magique.

Rose tripota la fiche recette.

— Où est cet ingrédient, ce machin de Drimini ?

— La chef a utilisé ceci, indiqua Marge en désignant un bocal. C’est peut-être pour cette raison que les pâtisseries n’ont aucun effet. Le récipient est vide.

— Il se fait tard, soupira Origan. Je suis fatigué.

— C’est pas le moment de flancher, le gronda Rose. On a encore du pain sur la planche.

Serge sauta sur une table en inox et alla s’asseoir devant L’Apocryphe. Il tourna quelques pages.

— Voilà la recette dont Lily s’est inspirée, déclara-t-il.

MADELEINES DU MARIONNETTISTE :


Pour tirer les ficelles

 

En l’an 1932, dans le village de Montecastello, en Italie, l’infâme descendant d’Albatross Vesuvio D’Astuto confectionna un plein panier de madeleines qu’il offrit à son petit voisin Arlecchio pour ses quatre ans. Arlecchio et tous ses amis dévorèrent les friandises. Tous se transformèrent en véritables marionnettes, contrôlées par celui qui leur dit d’« obéir à sa voix ». L’infâme Vesuvio D’Astuto ordonna à ces garçons d’aller voler dans la poche des riches et de lui apporter l’argent pour son propre usage.




Rose sauta quelques paragraphes, à la recherche de l’ingrédient magique.

Sir D’astuto imbiba la pâte de la douce voix 


de Grigory Drimini, le célèbre hypnotiseur.




Rose compara la recette à celle de Lily.

— Pourquoi ça n’a pas marché ?

— Peut-être que c’est pas le bon Grigory Drimini ? supposa Origan.

Rose ouvrit le bocal et y colla l’oreille. Elle entendit une jolie voix de ténor chanter un air. Elle plissa les yeux pour lire l’étiquette. L’écriture était à moitié effacée, presque illisible, mais elle était certaine qu’elle indiquait : GRIGORY DRIMINI, MUSICIEN.

— Bien joué, Origan. Marge, avez-vous d’autres bocaux vides ?

 

Vingt minutes plus tard, le bon bocal avait été localisé, la voix du grand hypnotiseur Grigory Drimini incorporée à la pâte des Beignets mini mignons, et Rose sortait une plaque du four. Elle distribua une demi-douzaine de beignets aux pâtissiers.

Tout de suite, leurs regards se voilèrent. Ils se figèrent au garde-à-vous.

— Dis-leur de faire quelque chose ! s’exclama Origan, ravi. Fais-les danser. Fais-les danser « Gangnam Style » !

Rose ne voulait pas abuser de la situation, mais la journée avait été longue et… une petite danse ne pouvait pas leur faire de mal, n’est-ce pas ?

— Obéissez à ma voix ! ordonna-t-elle aux pâtissiers.

Les six employés fixèrent sur elle leurs regards inexpressifs.

— Heu… Tendez les bras devant vous.

Comme mus par des ficelles invisibles, les pâtissiers levèrent les bras.

— Cool, mi hermana, dit Oliver, impressionné.

Rose réfléchit un moment avant de se rappeler le mouvement suivant.

— Croisez les poignets, dit-elle, et les pâtissiers obéirent. Maintenant, faites comme si vous étiez sur un cheval invisible et tirez sur les rênes.

Les pâtissiers se mirent à agiter leurs mains de haut en bas. Certains faisaient bouger le bras entier, d’autres seulement le poignet.

— T’as oublié les mouvements des jambes ! protesta Origan, qui se dandinait sur place.

— C’est vraiment horrible, dit Rose.

— Ma foi oui, acquiesça Oliver, les sourcils froncés. C’est les pires danseurs du monde. Ils ont aucun rythme, ils sont plus nuls que papa.

— Allez ! lança Origan. La danse ne s’arrête pas là !

Il leva le bras droit en l’air et se mit à agiter un lasso imaginaire.

— Non, dit Rose, je ne parle pas de ça. C’est horrible que M. Beurre soit en train d’essayer de transformer tout le pays en une armée de zombies mangeurs des Véritables Petits Gâteaux de sa Corporation.

Oliver se gratta la tête.

— Ouais. C’est pas cool non plus.

Les pâtissiers continuaient de jeter leurs mains d’avant en arrière.

— Assez ! dit Rose. Arrêtez !

Les six employés s’immobilisèrent, les bras tendus.

Rose se pencha pour chuchoter à l’oreille de Serge :

— Serge, c’est quoi l’ingrédient pour l’antidote ?

Le chat tourna la page et posa la patte sur la dernière ligne.

— Ah, dit Rose à Origan et à Oliver. On a besoin d’un truc qui s’appelle des Capsules de temps.

Elle se tourna vers la Marge-zombie qui se tenait les bras tendus, prête à recevoir des instructions.

— Marge, est-ce qu’on a un bocal rouge avec des Capsules de temps ?

— Non, nous n’en avons pas, débita Marge d’une voix monocorde, le regard vide.

— Bon, je sais où on peut s’en procurer. Peut-être qu’ils auront une clé de l’hôtel aussi là-bas. Oliver, Origan et moi allons sortir. Restez tous ici, ordonna Rose aux pâtissiers immobiles. Baissez les bras et détendez-vous.

Ils s’exécutèrent. Mais ils avaient toujours l’air étrange.

Rose s’adressa à Serge et à Jacques :

— Vous deux, vous êtes responsables de ce qui se passe ici pendant notre absence.

Serge et Jacques échangèrent un regard, la mine espiègle – du moins, aussi espiègle qu’un chat scottish fold et une souris française peuvent l’avoir.

— Ne leur faites rien faire d’idiot, dit Rose. Ils sont entre vos… pattes.

 

Un orage éclata tandis qu’Oliver conduisait Origan et Rose vers l’atelier-entrepôt en forme de pièce montée qui abritait les bocaux rouges.

Oliver rabattit son tee-shirt au-dessus de sa tête pour protéger ses magnifiques épis roux. Origan et Rose se blottirent l’un contre l’autre sous l’auvent de la voiturette de golf. D’énormes nuages violets chargés d’électricité tourbillonnaient dans le ciel sombre, d’où fusait parfois un éclair. Un épais rideau de grosses gouttes d’eau glacée s’abattit sur eux.

Ils dépassèrent les bureaux du département de marketing qui commençaient à s’éteindre, puis le bâtiment de graphisme déjà désert. Ils ralentirent à l’approche de l’atelier-entrepôt. Les allées étaient encombrées de plusieurs rangées de limousines noires et brillantes et de voitures de sport rouges.

— Qu’est-ce qui se passe ? demanda Origan.

— C’est pourtant un entrepôt pour ingrédients magiques, dit Rose, étonnée de voir la façade aussi illuminée qu’un musée en pleine nuit. Je ne sais pas pourquoi il y a autant de monde.

Un luxueux tapis rouge menait à l’entrée. Des centaines d’hommes et de femmes en toque de chef, tablier et veste immaculés franchissaient la grande porte.

Au-dessus, deux immenses bannières portaient le logo que Rose avait vu sur les fiches de Lily. Une autre banderole couleur crème, accrochée au deuxième étage du bâtiment, indiquait : CONFÉRENCE ANNUELLE.

— Oh ! chuchota Rose. Ça doit être une réunion de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie !

— Tante Lily n’en fait-elle pas partie ? demanda Oliver. Tu crois qu’elle est là ? Pouah ! Rien que de penser à elle, ça me donne des frissons d’horreur, malgré son look du tonnerre.

— Je pense qu’elle ne remettra jamais les pieds ici. Elle a disparu après avoir perdu le Gala. C’est pour ça qu’ils m’ont kidnappée. Et même si elle pointe son nez, on fera avec. Il nous faut ces Capsules de temps, ou les pâtissiers resteront des zombies. Et nous avons besoin de la clé pour le trente-quatrième étage de l’hôtel. Je crois qu’on trouvera les deux dans ce bâtiment.

— Allez, grand frère ! s’exclama Origan. Tu veux pas entendre leur plan diabolique ?

— Je ne sais pas si j’en ai envie, répliqua Oliver, les bras croisés et le visage levé vers le ciel noir où tournoyaient les nuages. Mais je veux pas rester ici sous l’orage, alors j’ai pas le choix. Cette pluie est en train de bousiller ma coiffure.

 

Rose et ses frères mirent des toques de chef et se mêlèrent à la foule qui se pressait aux portes et dans l’entrée.

L’atelier était décoré de somptueux arrangements floraux à base de bonbons et de cupcakes. Une machine à donuts géante trônait au centre de la pièce. Le public regardait frire les petits cercles de pâte ornés de jolis trous ronds, qui étaient ensuite soulevés hors de l’huile bouillante par des pinces mécaniques, envoyés sur un tapis roulant, puis recouverts de chocolats, de pépites, de sucre en poudre, pour enfin être disposés sur un plat.

Une scène et une estrade avaient étés montées devant le tableau de bord. M. Méchanico et les ouvriers casqués avaient disparu, mais les cinq étages de bocaux rouges scintillaient sous les projecteurs.

Rose tira Oliver et Origan à travers la cohue vers une rampe circulaire qui s’élevait au milieu de la cour centrale. Cette portion de la pièce n’était pas éclairée. L’obscurité leur permit d’atteindre le deuxième étage sans se faire remarquer. Ils se faufilèrent jusqu’en haut du bâtiment sur la pointe des pieds, sans cesser d’observer la foule au-dessous d’eux dans le hall.

Une femme de haute taille vêtue d’une robe violette à paillettes et de gants de satin blanc monta sur la scène. Elle avait de longs cheveux ondulés et noirs, à l’exception de deux mèches blanches qui lui encadraient le visage. Elle se pencha et sortit un rouleau à pâtisserie doré de sous l’estrade. Aussitôt, le silence se fit dans la salle.

Un écran de projection géant descendit du plafond. En lettres énormes, on lisait : SOCIÉTÉ INTERNATIONALE DES ROULEAUX À PÂTISSERIE.

— Bonsoir.

La femme avait une voix grave teintée d’un accent si prononcé que chacune de ses voyelles s’étirait comme un morceau de caramel mou.

— Je m’appelle Eva Sarkissian, je suis votre présidente !

Un tonnerre d’applaudissements retentit.

— Merci. Nous avons décidé que notre réunion annuelle aurait lieu ici, au siège de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, car c’est l’entreprise qui a servi au mieux nos intérêts cette année.

La foule applaudit de nouveau et poussa des vivats enthousiastes.

— La Corporation, sous la direction d’un de ses membres éminents, Jameson Beurre, a accompli un pas de géant en ce qui concerne la confection de pâtisseries irrésistibles autant pour les adultes, les enfants, que pour les personnes âgées… et même pour les bébés ! Qui est le responsable des caries ?

— Nous ! hurla la foule.

— De l’obésité ?

— Nous !

— Du diabète ?

— Nous ! Nous ! Nous !

Applaudissements et sanglots d’émotion s’élevèrent dans la foule. Certains hommes inclinèrent le buste, des femmes firent la révérence.

— Dans toute l’histoire des États-Unis, personne n’a autant fait pour notre cause que M. Jameson Beurre, poursuivit Eva Sarkissian. Grâce au soutien en sous-main de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, nous avons obtenu que la Chambre des représentants vote la loi sur la Protection des Pâtisseries à Grande Échelle !

Rose poussa un petit cri d’horreur.

— Bien sûr ! La Société est derrière cette loi absurde !

— Chhhhhhut ! fit Oliver.

— Grâce à cette loi, continua Eva, nous avons éliminé la concurrence. Nos agents, dont la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, n’ont plus à se battre contre les petites pâtisseries pour atteindre les papilles de nos concitoyens.

La foule poussa un rugissement approbateur.

— Rectification, reprit Eva plus bas. Presque tous nos concurrents sont hors jeu. Une seule autre pâtisserie de plus de mille employés est encore en activité. Elle se dresse en travers du chemin de la Corporation et s’oppose à notre ambition de régner en maîtres absolus sur la nation. Je parle, bien entendu, de cette traîtresse, Mimie Brossard.

Un chœur assourdissant de bouh ! monta de l’assistance alors que la silhouette de dessin animé de Mimie Brossard s’affichait sur l’écran : une femme pleine d’entrain aux joues rouges et aux courts cheveux blonds. Elle tenait une tarte aux fruits toute chaude et arborait un tablier bleu.

— Personne ne sait à quoi ressemble la véritable Madame Brossard, déclara Eva, mais nous connaissons ses produits, n’est-ce pas ? Le Cake Brossard est soi-disant confectionné à base d’ingrédients naturels par un réseau de petites pâtisseries. Elle a une clientèle fidèle, et ses gâteaux sont bons pour la santé.

— Je croyais que Mimie Brossard était juste une autre grosse usine, chuchota Rose à ses frères. J’ignorais qu’elle faisait appel à de petites structures.

Eva leva le rouleau à pâtisserie doré comme un sceptre.

— Pour en savoir plus sur le problème que nous posent Mimie Brossard et ses pâtisseries diaboliquement saines, je donne la parole à notre hôte, M. Jameson Beurre.

M. Beurre monta sur l’estrade et Eva lui tendit le rouleau à pâtisserie doré. Le public applaudit.

— Comme vous le savez, nous venons de passer ces six derniers mois à perfectionner nos cinq recettes phares, commença M. Beurre en redressant le carré de soie blanc dans la poche de sa veste de smoking noir impeccable. La Corporation a brièvement employé Lily la Fée, une des seules chefs pâtissières à même de maîtriser les recettes maléfiques contenues dans le légendaire Livre de recettes des Bliss. Malheureusement, après sa surprenante et navrante défaite au Gala des Grand Gâteaux Géants l’année dernière, elle a choisi de ne pas revenir travailler pour nous.

Il se racla la gorge avant de poursuivre :

— Elle a disparu, emportant avec elle les connaissances dont nous avons pourtant désespérément besoin. Mais au Gala, nous avons remarqué une autre pâtissière qui possède une compréhension étonnante des principes magiques de la cuisine. Elle a généreusement accepté de nous aider. Grâce à ses efforts, dans trois jours, nous aurons accompli l’impossible ! Cinq recettes addictives ! Et grâce à la loi sur la Protection des Pâtisseries à Grande Échelle, il n’y aura aucune autre pâtisserie sur le marché ! Rien ni personne ne pourra nous arrêter !

— Bravo ! vociféra un homme qui ressemblait de manière suspecte à un célèbre chanteur d’opéra.

— Personne, à part Mimie Brossard, toussota M. Beurre en remontant ses lunettes sur son long nez. Cependant, nous avons un plan pour nous débarrasser d’elle. Elle a accepté de venir visiter notre usine dans trois jours pour une conférence de presse. Nous allons goûter nos pâtisseries respectives pour sceller notre amitié… la première cliente à goûter nos petits gâteaux parfaits sera donc Mimie Brossard elle-même !

Un brouhaha s’éleva de la salle.

— Une fois qu’elle aura ingéré nos sucreries, expliqua M. Beurre, elle sera transformée en un zombie accro à nos Véritables Petits Gâteaux ! Nous nous emparerons de son entreprise. Il ne nous restera plus qu’à la détruire !

L’assistance se déchaîna. Rose était épouvantée.

— Oh, non ! Il faut qu’on prévienne Mimie Brossard !

— Je croyais que tu avais dit qu’elle n’existait pas ! lui souffla Oliver. Et tu nous as dit aussi que tu ne ferais pas sa pub parce que son entreprise était dirigée par un groupe d’hommes d’affaires !

— Je me suis trompée ! Si elle existe vraiment, il faut qu’on la sauve, ou on se retrouvera seuls face à la Corporation.

Sur la scène, M. Beurre rendit le rouleau à pâtisserie doré à Eva Sarkissian, qui lissa sa robe à paillettes.

— Ce soir, Jameson a la générosité de nous inviter à visiter son atelier où il a récemment entreposé tous les ingrédients magiques utilisés dans L’Apocryphe d’Albatross. Veuillez vous avancer vers la rampe qui mène en haut du bâtiment, la visite va commencer.

Des bavardages joyeux emplirent la salle et la foule entreprit de grimper la pente, vers Rose, Oliver et Origan, toujours accroupis au deuxième étage. M. Beurre et Eva Sarkissian marchaient en tête.

— Il faut qu’on décampe ! dit Origan.

— Mais où ? souffla Oliver.

— La seule chose qu’il nous reste à faire, c’est de monter, conclut Rose en entraînant ses frères.

Ils foncèrent jusqu’au dernier étage où un petit couloir menait à trois portes. L’une était celle des toilettes, l’autre indiquait : RÉSERVÉ AUX EMPLOYÉS DE L’ATELIER, et la troisième disait : TROUS DE DONUTS.

— Tu crois que c’est quoi ? demanda Oliver.

— Sûrement pas ce qui est marqué, répondit Rose, la main sur la poignée. Qui garderait la pâte des trous de donuts ?

Elle ouvrit brutalement la porte et une avalanche de petites boules de pâte frite sucrée la plaqua contre le mur. Si elle ne s’était pas agrippée à la poignée, et Oliver à sa main, et Origan à la jambe d’Oliver, ils auraient été emportés tous les trois.

Des milliers et des milliers de petites boules à la vanille, au chocolat et aux fruits déferlèrent par la porte en un flot incessant. Certaines étaient nature, d’autres recouvertes de glaçage, d’autres encore parsemées de sucre glace. Elles dévalèrent la rampe avec un bruit de tonnerre qui n’était pas sans rappeler le fracas des chutes du Niagara.

— Tiens bon ! hurla Rose qui sentait Oliver lâcher prise.

Sa main glissa et il se rattrapa à la ceinture de son tablier.

Au bout de cinq minutes, le torrent de trous de donuts n’était plus qu’un ruisselet qui leur arrivait aux chevilles. Ils purent enfin se relever.

— C’est incroyable qu’il y en ait autant, commenta Rose. Et pourquoi ils étaient tous empilés derrière une porte ?

— Peu importe le pourquoi, marmonna Origan. Ils sont là, point !

Il happa au vol une boule sucrée et se la fourra dans la bouche.

— Non, ne mange pas ça ! s’écria Rose.

— Et pourquoi on ne peut pas en manger, mi hermana ? demanda Oliver.

— Parce qu’ils doivent être archi vieux.

Origan mâcha puis se lécha les lèvres.

— Mmm ! Ils ont le même goût que si on les avait faits hier !

— Le pouvoir des conservateurs, expliqua Rose à son frère qui en fourra une bonne poignée dans les poches de son pantacourt. Origan ! s’exclama-t-elle en repensant au réservoir à conservateurs dans la cuisine. Arrête ! Tu ne peux pas manger ça !

— Mais j’ai super faim, glapit Origan, la bouche pleine de petites boules frites. On n’a pas mangé de vrai repas depuis des jours. Tu connais la cuisine de Mme Carlson !

— Es la verdad, mi hermana, dit Oliver. Ça veut dire : « C’est vrai, sœur. »

M. Beurre, Eva Sarkissian et le reste de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie qui montaient le long de la rampe entendirent l’avalanche de boulettes avant de la voir.

— Qu’est-ce que c’est que ce grondement de tsunami ? chanta le ténor.

Trop tard.

La foule était trop dense et la rampe trop étroite. Les trous de donuts remplissaient l’espace d’un mur à l’autre, au niveau de leurs poitrines.

— Mamma mia ! vociféra le chanteur d’opéra avant d’être enseveli par le flot.

Les membres de la Société disparurent à grands cris sous le déluge et glissèrent jusqu’au bas de la rampe.

Du dernier étage, Rose, Oliver et Origan jetèrent un regard en contrebas. Une mer tumultueuse d’invités et de boulettes frites inondait le rez-de-chaussée.

— Que c’est embarrassant ! cria quelqu’un.

— Comme c’est délicieux ! s’exclama un autre, la bouche pleine.

— Venez, fit Rose, inquiète pour ses parents. Il n’y a pas de temps à perdre.

Elle entraîna ses frères et poussa la porte qui indiquait : RÉSERVÉ AUX EMPLOYÉS DE L’ATELIER.

— Il faut qu’on trouve les Capsules de temps avant que M. Beurre nous surprenne.
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À vol d’écureuil



Par chance, la porte de l’atelier était ouverte. Rose poussa ses frères dans la salle obscure, se glissa à l’intérieur et ferma le verrou derrière elle. La seule lumière émanait des boutons de commande rouges sur le tableau de bord et des éclairs intermittents qui se découpaient sur le ciel visible à travers une lucarne au ras de toit.


Assourdie par le martèlement incessant de la pluie sur les tuiles et le bourdonnement de la salle de contrôle, elle vit surgir comme de nulle part la silhouette de pieuvre de M. Méchanico. Ses yeux jetaient des lueurs rouges inquiétantes et il flottait au-dessus du sol.


Le robot se rapprocha de Rose et de ses frères.


— Chef Bliss. Bonsoir, dit-il d’une voix à l’onctuosité étrangement humaine.


Il fit onduler ses huit bras articulés qui cliquetèrent en cadence.


— C’est quoi, ce bidule ? demanda Origan.


— Je pourrais vous retourner la question. Je me présente : M. Méchanico. Responsable de l’acquisition et de l’organisation des bocaux rouges à l’atelier central. À qui ai-je l’honneur ?


Origan se racla la gorge et prit un accent germanique prononcé :


— Nous sommes les ambassadeurs allemands de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie. J’ai demandé à la chef Bliss de nous faire faire une visite guidée privée de cet atelier.


— Bien sûr, répondit M. Méchanico dont les yeux luisants analysaient la coiffure en épis d’Oliver et le pantacourt d’Origan. Si je suis un peu désorienté, c’est que vous êtes tous deux habillés comme des employés subalternes d’un country club.


La pieuvre mécanique se tourna vers Rose :


— Chef Bliss, comment puis-je vous aider ce soir ?


Rose était sur le point de lui réclamer des Capsules de temps, quand M. Méchanico ajouta :


— Vous êtes en train de perfectionner les Beignets mini mignons, n’est-ce pas ?


— C’est exact, acquiesça Rose qui réfléchissait à toute vitesse.


M. Méchanico en savait déjà trop à propos des recettes qu’elle était en train de modifier. Si Rose lui demandait de but en blanc des Capsules de temps, il risquerait de soupçonner qu’elle préparait un antidote. Il fallait détourner son attention.


— Je vous écoute ? dit-il d’une voix monocorde en flottant plus près du sol. Dites-moi de quel ingrédient vous avez besoin et j’irai vous le chercher. Je vous aiderai également à calculer les proportions exactes pour votre recette.


Rose faisait tourner ses petites cellules grises à cent à l’heure.


— J’ai besoin de…


Sous quel prétexte allait-elle pouvoir envoyer cet assistant-robot se faire voir ailleurs ? Un éclair bleu illumina la pièce. L’orage grondait toujours.


— Des éclairs, monsieur Méchanico. J’ai besoin d’éclairs.


— Un choix très ambitieux, approuva le robot dont la prunelle vira au rouge foncé. Aucun problème. Je peux vous obtenir des éclairs tout frais à la minute.


Il leva un de ses huit bras tentaculaires dont l’extrémité pointue s’alluma en même temps qu’un sifflement strident s’échappait de la grille métallique sous ses yeux.


— Au boulot ! s’écria-t-il.


Des fentes s’ouvrirent dans le mur et cinq autres robots-pieuvres entrèrent en flottant dans la pièce. Étonnée de voir que M. Méchanico ne lui posait plus de questions, Rose se dirigea à pas lents vers les rangées de bocaux rouges. Elle balaya les étiquettes des yeux. REGARD DE BASILIC, CŒUR DE COMÈTE, CHENILLE DE L’AMOUR, GROS ORTEIL DE LA DESTRUCTION.


« Berk ! J’ai sûrement pas envie d’utiliser ça. »


— Vous avez une grande collection ! le complimenta-t-elle.


— La plus grande au monde, s’enorgueillit M. Méchanico.


Le robot se dirigea vers un tableau de commande. Les gros boutons portaient des étiquettes : LANCEMENT DE FUSÉE, PORTAIL DE DÉFENESTRATION, RÉINITIALISATION DE L’ARMEMENT et COMPTE À REBOURS. Autour de lui, les autres robots se mouvaient à ras du sol, comme s’ils étaient suspendus à des fils invisibles.


— Il sont trop nombreux, mi hermana, chuchota Oliver en lui agrippant le bras. S’ils se retournent contre nous…


— Chhhut !!! dit Rose en se libérant de la poigne fraternelle. J’ai une idée. Enfin… plus ou moins.


Elle continua de lire les étiquettes sur la rangée de bocaux. Mais où étaient ces Capsules de temps ?


TEMPS DE LA DÉSOLATION, indiquait un bocal. À l’intérieur, il y avait un homme pas plus gros que son poing qui pleurait, le visage plongé dans ses mains. ÉCUREUILS PLANEURS, lut-elle sur des bocaux où reposaient des petites boules de poil. ÉCAILLES DE KRAKEN, déchiffra-t-elle sur le suivant, mais tout ce qu’elle voyait, c’était un poing plein de griffes qui s’ouvrait et se refermait sans interruption. Elle frissonna et passa à la suite.


M. Méchanico appuya soudain sur un cinquième bouton du tableau de commande : RÉCOLTE D’ÉLECTRICITÉ. Rose s’arrêta net lorsqu’un bruit strident emplit la pièce : treize longues tiges en métal descendirent d’un cercle métallique qui entourait la verrière au-dessus de leurs têtes. Au même instant, treize antennes s’élevèrent à l’extérieur.


M. Méchanico et les cinq autres robots-pieuvres rassemblèrent les bocaux rouges – deux pour chacun, trois pour M. Méchanico. Ils flottèrent jusqu’à former un vague cercle autour du point de convergence des treize antennes et levèrent les bocaux ouverts.


— Ça va prendre un peu de temps, prévint-il.


— C’est très euh… gentil à vous, déclara Rose.


Oliver lui lança un regard, l’air de dire : « Mais qu’est-ce que les éclairs ont à voir avec les Capsules de temps ? »


— Aucun problème, répondit M. Méchanico. Justement, nous étions presque en rupture de stock.


Oliver fit un bond en arrière, le doigt pointé sur Rose.


— Ouah ! Tes cheveux ! Ils sont dressés tout droit sur ta tête !


— C’est vrai ? s’étonna Rose.


Les cheveux d’Oliver avaient l’air normaux. Il faut dire que ses épis tenaient le choc. Rose aperçut son reflet dans la vitre à peine éclairée au-dessus d’eux. En effet, ses cheveux étaient hérissés comme une aigrette de pissenlit. Super bizarre.


Origan était en train d’explorer les classeurs à tiroirs disposés autour de la pièce. Il en tira une paire de gants blancs, renforcés de petites plaques en métal au niveau des articulations, et qui s’étiraient de manière à envelopper l’avant-bras. Le mot MAÎTRE se détachait, inscrit en gras et en noir.


— Qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? demanda-t-il en refermant le tiroir.


Soudain, une énorme étincelle jaillit.


— Aïe ! s’écria Origan en titubant en arrière. Ce tiroir m’a électrocuté !


— Ce n’est qu’un peu d’électricité statique, expliqua M. Méchanico. Aucune inquiétude à avoir, monsieur l’ambassadeur. Cela arrive toujours lorsque nous récoltons des éclairs.


— Euh… oui, dit Origan en se frottant la poitrine. C’est moi, l’ambassadeur.


Il émit un rire guttural et après avoir fourré les gants dans sa poche, alla rejoindre son frère et sa sœur en traînant volontairement des pieds. Il tendit un doigt vers Rose, s’arrêtant à quelques centimètres d’elle. Un ruban d’une vive lumière bleue s’échappa de sa main et alla frapper l’épaule de Rose.


— Aïe ! cria-t-elle en reculant. Arrête !


— Calme-toi, mi hermana. Je veux dire, meine Schwester, dit Origan en se rappelant son origine teutonne. Ce n’est que de l’électricité statique.


Il frotta ses pieds contre la moquette industrielle bleue, puis pointa son index chargé d’électricité vers Oliver. Un mini-éclair fit vaciller la forêt d’épis.


— Ouille ! protesta Oliver en tombant par terre. Attention à ma coiffure !


Origan se mit à ricaner comme un sorcier maléfique, frotta à nouveau ses pieds et pointa sa main électrifiée vers M. Méchanico et les autres robots-pieuvres. M. Méchanico comprit de quoi il retournait quand il vit l’arc de lumière jaillir du doigt d’Origan.


— Non, pas ça ! s’exclama-t-il. Pas pendant qu’on récolte des éclairs. La concentration d’électricité peut être dangereuse…


Trop tard.


Le rayon d’électricité crépita sur le doigt d’Origan et fonça droit vers le cercle de robots, enveloppant M. Méchanico d’un filet bleu vif avant de se diviser pour aller frapper les autres robots-pieuvres.


— Arrêtez ! supplia M. Méchanico d’une voix qui montait dans les aigus. Arrêtez ! Arrêtez ! Arrêtez ! Arrêtez !


Bientôt, sa voix ne fut plus qu’un faible couinement.


Les six robots basculèrent à la renverse et s’écrasèrent au sol où ils formèrent des tas de métal tordu. Une volute de fumée s’éleva des débris. Ils exhalèrent un long cri strident – un peu comme le sifflement d’une bouilloire.


— Origan ! gronda Rose. T’as cassé les robots !


— Oups. Je crois bien que oui. Mais attends ! Peut-être pas !


Origan fouilla dans sa poche pour récupérer les gants blancs.


— Peut-être que c’est ça qui les contrôle !


Après les avoir enfilés, il agita les bras à la façon d’un chef d’orchestre.


— Levez-vous d’entre les morts ! psalmodia-t-il d’une voix d’outre-tombe. Oh ! Mon armée de robots ! Ressuscitez !


Il décrivit de grands cercles avec ses bras, mais les robots continuaient de fumer et de grésiller. Des câbles explosaient, saillant de leurs tentacules tels des os brisés.


— Ça n’a pas l’air de marcher, frérot, dit Oliver.


— Alors ils servent à rien, grogna Origan.


Il retira les gants, les chiffonna et les fourra dans une des nombreuses poches de son pantacourt.


À cet instant, on frappa bruyamment à la porte.


— Monsieur Méchanico ? appela une voix.


Rose reconnut les intonations mielleuses de M. Beurre.


— Auriez-vous ouvert le portail des trous de donuts ?


Rose et ses frères s’immobilisèrent, les yeux braqués sur la porte verrouillée.


M. Beurre frappa encore plus fort.


— Monsieur Méchanico ! insista-t-il. Pourquoi avez-vous fermé à clé ? Vous savez bien que vous n’y êtes pas autorisé !


— Filons ! chuchota Rose.


— Mais on n’a pas trouvé les Capsules de temps ! souffla Oliver, paniqué. N’est-ce pas pour ça qu’on est venus ?


— Si, mais il est trop tard. Il faut qu’on parte. Tout de suite.


Elle appuya sur le bouton PORTAIL DE DÉFENESTRATION. Comme elle l’avait espéré, la grande fenêtre panoramique semblable à celle d’une salle de commande de vaisseau spatial coulissa. Un vent froid et humide s’engouffra, qui chassa l’horrible odeur de cramé que dégageaient les robots détruits.


Rose tendit un bocal rouge à chacun de ses frères. On aurait dit qu’ils contenaient des bébés rongeurs.


— Qu’est-ce que c’est ?


Rose sortit avec précaution un animal de son bocal et se dirigea vers la fenêtre.


— Des Écureuils planeurs.


— Attends, mi hermana, s’écria Oliver. Tu veux qu’on saute par la fenêtre et qu’on s’envole grâce aux ailes de ces mini rongeurs ? Ils ne sont pas plus grands que des cartes à jouer ! Les écureuils volants ne répondent pas aux normes de la sécurité aérienne ! Ils n’ont pas de permis ! ajouta-t-il en tapotant la poche qui contenait son permis de conduire.


— Ce ne sont pas des écureuils volants, objecta Rose. Ce sont des écureuils planeurs. Rien à voir. Tu vas constater que ces petites bêtes ont une envergure bien plus large que tu ne le crois.


M. Beurre essayait à présent d’enfoncer la porte à coups d’épaule.


— Monsieur Méchanico ! hurlait-il. Que se passe-t-il, à la fin ?


— Le temps presse, murmura Rose en chassant une mèche de cheveux de ses yeux. Faites-moi confiance. Maman m’a raconté cette histoire un jour. Papa et elle étaient en Amazonie. Il leur fallait grimper à un arbre afin d’échapper à un anaconda. Eh bien, ils sont montés sur un Écureuil planeur. Je dois avouer que je les imaginais un peu plus grands. Mais peu importe. C’est notre seule chance.


— D’accord, mi hermana, dit Oliver. C’est toi qui sais.


Origan se contenta d’approuver de la tête.


Les trois jeunes Bliss s’assirent sur le rebord de la lucarne, les jambes dans le vide. Le cœur de Rose cognait dans sa poitrine à l’idée qu’ils s’apprêtaient à s’élancer du sixième étage accrochés à une mini-boule de poils. Le sol était trop loin pour qu’elle le voie. La pluie trempait ses cheveux et fouettait son visage. Était-ce une si bonne idée que cela, au fond ? Elle n’allait tout de même pas les tuer tous les trois ?


— Comment on utilise ces trucs ? demanda Origan.


Il tenait son écureuil si fermement que seule une petite tête inquiète dépassait de ses poings. Le rongeur couina.


— On s’accroche à quoi ?


— Je sais pas, admit Rose.


Elle ouvrit les mains et l’animal s’étira à la manière d’un humain qui se réveille après une longue sieste. Autour de son cou, elle vit une épaisse collerette de fourrure. Elle tira dessus, ce qui ne parut pas déranger la bestiole. Elle y enfonça les doigts et l’écureuil se mit à pépier.


— La collerette, dit-elle.


Soudain, le minuscule Écureuil planeur déplia ses pattes avant qui se révélèrent infiniment longues. Avec un gros flap ! elles se transformèrent en une paire d’ailes gigantesques, aussi blanches et larges que les voiles d’un navire de pirates. L’écureuil s’envola. Rose se tint à califourchon sur son petit dos, les genoux bien collés à la base des ailes. La pluie lui cinglait la figure, mais ça lui était égal. Elle volait !


— Youpi !!! s’écria-t-elle.


Elle se cramponna de toutes ses forces afin de ne pas lâcher prise, tandis que l’écureuil magique planait tranquillement au-dessus des bâtiments sombres luisants de pluie. Elle était trempée jusqu’aux os, mais peu lui importait. Elle volait !


Elle jeta un coup d’œil derrière elle. Oliver et Origan fendaient le ciel comme elle.


— Yahou ! vociféra Origan. Je veux ramener ce petit gars à la maison !


— Ahhhh ! gémit Oliver. Je veux RENTRER à la maison !


Rose remarqua que l’écureuil se dirigeait vers la clôture électrique à sa droite. Elle tira sur la collerette du côté gauche. Le rongeur, obéissant, vira dans la direction indiquée par son geste.


— Suivez-moi ! hurla Rose à ses frères.


Même à travers la pluie, il était facile de lire les enseignes des entrepôts gris. Rose mit le cap sur le bâtiment indiquant LABORATOIRE PRINCIPAL.


L’écureuil de Rose perdit peu à peu de l’altitude pour atterrir en douceur sur le bitume entre deux édifices. Oliver et Origan étaient juste derrière elle.


Rose sauta du dos de l’écureuil. Libéré du poids de la jeune fille, l’animal battit délicatement des ailes et s’éleva à nouveau dans le ciel.


— Merci ! lui cria Rose.


L’avait-il entendue et comprise ? Rose n’aurait su le dire. L’écureuil s’éloigna vers la clôture électrique. Bientôt, il ne fut plus qu’une ombre dans la nuit.


L’écureuil d’Oliver s’envola. Celui d’Origan aurait fait de même si le garçon ne l’avait pas retenu d’une main ferme par sa collerette.


— Non ! cria Origan en essuyant l’eau qui lui dégoulinait sur le front. Ne t’en va pas ! Tu serais l’animal de compagnie le plus génial de tout l’univers ! Tu pourrais me conduire à l’école !


L’écureuil ouvrit grandes ses mini-bajoues et cracha au visage d’Origan. Sa bouche s’élargit, découvrant des dents menaçantes. Origan s’empressa de le lâcher. Le rongeur reprit sa taille normale, pépia joyeusement, battit des ailes et s’envola.


Oliver caressa la tête mouillée de son frère cadet :


— Ce que tu aimes, frérot, il faut savoir le laisser partir. Autrement, ça te dévorera la main.


Origan frissonna en regardant l’animal disparaître.


— On se serait tellement amusés tous les deux !


— On aurait pu aller secourir nos parents et déguerpir, dit Oliver.


— Je ne crois pas. Mon écureuil pouvait à peine me porter, alors moi et arrière-grand-papa…


Origan, tout tremblant, se tourna vers la porte :


— Enfin bref, il fait un froid polaire ici. Je crois que je suis en hypothermie.


 


Dans le laboratoire, Rose enfila une veste supplémentaire pour se réchauffer.


Ses frères et elle étaient encore trempés, mais il était temps qu’ils se remettent au travail avant le retour de M. Beurre. Elle était épuisée, et tous les trois mouraient de faim, mais ils n’avaient pas le choix : il leur fallait préparer l’antidote aux Beignets mini mignons.


Sauf que, apparemment, aucun des autres pâtissiers n’avait l’air aussi pressé qu’eux de trouver une solution.


— Coucou ! hurla-t-elle.


Mais les pâtissiers, transformés en zombies par les Beignets mini mignons, ne lui prêtaient pas attention. Serge et Jacques les avaient mis au travail. Le scottish fold et la souris française s’étaient installés sur une table en inox, dans des chaises longues miniatures, et sirotaient du thé glacé. Gene les éventait avec une lèchefrite, tandis que Mélanie et Félanie frictionnaient leurs pattes poilues. Ning et Jasmine leur massaient le crâne. Marge leur lisait un conte de fées.


— Sympa, vous deux, lança Rose à Serge et Jacques. Vous avez transformé ces pauvres zombies-pâtissiers en vos esclaves personnels. Cela ne m’étonne pas de toi, Serge, mais toi, Jacques… ?


Jacques étira ses pattes roses derrière sa tête et poussa un soupir détendu :


— J’y peux rien si j’ai des goûts de luxe.


Oliver chuchota à l’oreille de Rose :


— Il faut vraiment que tu les soignes si vite ? J’ai les muscles noués et je crois que ces jumelles blondes pourraient m’aider.


— Ah, ça, non, Oliver ! Je vais les soigner tout de suite ! protesta Rose. Une fois que j’aurai trouvé comment.


Elle se mit à feuilleter L’Apocryphe à la recherche d’une recette anti-zombification qui ne nécessitait pas de Capsule de temps. Oliver en profita pour subtiliser Mélanie et Félanie au chat et à la souris afin qu’elles lui massent le dos.


— Vos désirs sont des ordres, récitèrent-elles d’une même voix monocorde.


— Merci beaucoup, les filles. C’est très gentil à vous. J’ai été tellement stressé ces dernières heures…


Origan lança un regard dégoûté à son frère et vida les poches de son pantacourt. Il posa une vingtaine de trous de donuts bourrés de conservateurs sur une plaque de cuisson et en mit un dans sa bouche.


— J’en peux plus de manger ces trucs-là. J’ai plus faim. Pâtissiers. Obéissez à ma voix ! Débarrassez-moi de tout ça !


Aussitôt, Mélanie et Félanie cessèrent de masser le dos d’Oliver et se dirigèrent d’un pas tranquille vers les petites billes frites que les autres pâtissiers avaient déjà commencé à dévorer.


— Les oblige pas à manger ça ! supplia Rose.


Trop tard. Les pâtissiers avaient déjà englouti la totalité des trous de donuts noirs et blancs comme des enfants qui s’empiffrent de bonbons.


— C’est pas honnête, Origan. Ils ne peuvent pas s’en empêcher. Ils ne savent pas qu’ils sont en train de manger des vieux trous de donuts infects. Ce sont des zombies !


— Qui est un zombie ? demanda Marge en secouant la tête et en faisant claquer ses lèvres. Je prendrais bien un verre de lait.


— Je ne vous ai pas donné la permission d’arrêter de me masser les pieds, dit Serge à Ning. Obéissez à ma voix ! Je voudrais un autre verre de thé glacé !


— Allez le chercher vous-même ! répliqua Ning, indigné.


— Jasmine, dit Rose, obéissez à ma voix ! Sautez sur place dix fois de suite !


— Et pourquoi cela ? demanda la pâtissière en clignant des yeux et en se frottant le visage comme si elle venait de se réveiller d’un long sommeil.


Ses joues avaient repris des couleurs.


— Sautez vous-même ! ajouta-t-elle.


Marge explosa de rire. Elle n’était plus un zombie ! Soulagée, Rose passa son bras autour de ses épaules charnues.


— Vous êtes revenue !


— J’étais partie ? demanda Marge.


— Vous étiez un zombie, expliqua Rose. Vous faisiez tout ce qu’on vous disait. Vous avez lu Le Chat botté à une souris !


Marge soupira.


— Ce serait pas la première fois.


— Je ne comprends pas, dit Rose à ses frères. C’est quoi qui les a guéris ?


— C’est moi, déclara Origan, tout fier. Je leur ai fait manger ces trous de donuts et ils ont miraculeusement retrouvé leurs esprits. On dirait que j’ai la main magique.


— Origan, je t’adore, rétorqua Rose, mais non. Il devait y avoir quelque chose dans ces petites boules.


— Ces vieux trucs ? dit Marge en en fourrant une dans sa bouche.


Rose se tourna vers elle et s’écria :


— Mais bien sûr ! Ces vieux trucs ! Les trous de donut sont des Capsules de temps. Ce sont des fragments du passé !


Ils étaient peut-être tout secs et sans saveur, mais grâce aux conservateurs, les trous de donuts avaient accumulé en eux de la magie. Chacun était un minuscule bout sucré d’un hier enchanteur.


— On a de la chance que j’aie pensé à en emporter, se vanta Origan.


À cet instant, la sirène d’alarme se mit à hurler et les spots rouges clignotèrent. Rose jeta un coup d’œil à l’horloge murale. Il était vingt-trois heures passées.


— M. Beurre est de retour, annonça-t-elle.


Après cette longue journée, la fatigue s’abattit sur Rose d’un coup.


— Chers pâtissiers, vous connaissez la chanson. Comportez-vous en zombies imbéciles et faites tout ce qu’on vous dit, d’accord ?


Le visage soudain inexpressif, Marge répondit :


— Oui, maître.


 


 


— … et là, les donuts ont roulé au bas de la rampe et ont enseveli tous mes invités !


Depuis qu’il avait jailli du monte-charge en compagnie de M. Kerr, M. Beurre ne décolérait pas.


— La Société des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie au complet a été submergée par un tsunami de trous de donuts !


Son smoking et son crâne chauve étaient encore couverts de miettes.


— C’est… terrible, dit Rose, prudente.


— Et vous ne savez rien de tout ça ? demanda M. Beurre, les yeux plissés pour mieux observer la jeune fille. Pourquoi êtes-vous trempée ?


— C’est de la transpiration, monsieur, mentit Rose en se disant qu’elle aurait mieux fait de s’essuyer. J’ai passé toute la soirée aux fourneaux à mettre la dernière touche.


— Je vois. Je suis venu ici parce que je ne connais qu’une personne au sein du complexe de la Corporation capable d’un acte aussi infâme. Lâcher une pièce entière de trous de donuts sur un groupe de membres distingués de la Société ! Détruire mon auxiliaire le plus précieux, M. Méchanico ? Je ne connais qu’une personne assez intelligente, sournoise et… indépendante… Et cette personne, c’est vous, Rosemary Bliss ! De la sueur, ça, hein ?


Il donna une pichenette sur la tête encore trempée de Rose.


— Quelqu’un a détruit M. Méchanico ? s’écria Rose en affectant une mine incrédule.


— Hélas ! gémit M. Beurre. Ce robot était mon ami. Il me rappelait ma mère. Aussi… froids… métalliques… l’un que l’autre. Ça me réconfortait.


Les lunettes de M. Beurre s’embuèrent.


— On peut peut-être le réparer ?


— C’est possible, concéda M. Beurre en haussant tristement les épaules. Je ne sais même pas ce qui lui est arrivé !


— En tout cas, j’ai une bonne nouvelle ! J’ai perfectionné la recette des Beignets mini mignons ! N’est-ce pas, mes chers amis pâtissiers ?


Les six pâtissiers se tenaient alignés au garde-à-vous comme des soldats de plomb. Ils hochèrent la tête, le regard aussi lisse et brillant que le glaçage d’un beignet tout frais.


— C’est merveilleux, en effet, dit M. Beurre d’un ton distrait.


Il se tourna vers M. Kerr :


— Vous voyez ? Ce n’est pas Rose la coupable. Rose nous est loyale. Elle est restée toute la soirée aux fourneaux. Elle sait très bien que si elle avait eu quelque chose à voir avec le fiasco de tout à l’heure, elle risquerait de dire au revoir à sa famille pour toujours, ajouta-t-il en faisant craquer ses doigts. On se comprend, n’est-ce pas, Rose ?


— Bien sûr, dit Rose avec un sourire crispé.


— Cela signifie que nous avons un intrus dans cette usine, et que ce criminel court toujours ! poursuivit M. Beurre. Monsieur Kerr ? Trouvez-le et écrabouillez-le, voulez-vous ?


— Comme un misérable cloporte, approuva M. Kerr en époussetant des miettes de donuts collées au velours de son jogging.


Soudain, un énorme fracas métallique secoua le quartier des pâtissiers où Oliver et Origan s’étaient cachés avec Serge et Jacques. Un silence de mort s’abattit sur la cuisine.


— Qui va là ? demanda M. Kerr.


« Non ! Non ! Non ! Il va trouver mes frères ! »


Serge surgit de derrière la porte et courut s’asseoir devant M. Kerr. Il se lécha la patte.


— C’est juste le sale chat de Rose, soupira M. Beurre. Ce matou galeux. Ouste ! Ouste !


Serge fila à l’abri sous une table de préparation. M. Beurre hocha la tête.


— D’abord des souris… Maintenant des chats… Il va falloir qu’on fasse venir un dératiseur. Je déteste tout ce qui est petit.


Contre toute attente, il fit un grand sourire à Rose.


— Je ne parle pas de vous, Rosemary Bliss. Vous êtes petite, mais on n’a pas besoin de vous exterminer… ni votre chat, d’ailleurs, du moment qu’il se tient bien.


— Merci, dit Rose avec un sourire forcé.


M. Beurre jeta un regard à l’horloge.


— Je vous conseille de dormir un peu. Vous allez avoir besoin de toute votre énergie pour pouvoir finir dans les délais.


— Il nous reste deux jours. Ça devrait nous laisser assez de temps pour…


Mais M. Beurre fit non de la tête.


— J’ai bien peur qu’il n’y ait eu des changements. C’est vrai qu’il vous reste deux recettes à perfectionner : les Machins des rois et les Fondants. Cependant, vous n’avez plus qu’une journée pour les terminer. Je les veux pour demain soir, s’il vous plaît, avant que notre mystérieux saboteur ne vienne causer plus de ravages au sein de la Corporation.


— Mais c’est trop court ! protesta Rose.


— Il vous faudra faire avec, conclut M. Beurre en s’apprêtant à partir.


Il remarqua alors quelques trous de donuts sur la plaque de cuisson.


— Des trous de donuts ! s’écria-t-il. Où est-ce que vous avez trouvé ça ?


— Heu… On les a confectionnés avec le reste de pâte des Beignets mini mignons ! répondit Rose du tac au tac. Ils sortent tout juste du four.


— Votre explication est plausible, convint M. Beurre.


Il regarda les gâteaux d’un air dégoûté… ou plein d’envie ?


— Bon, il faut que je retourne m’occuper de mes invités. Ne sortez pas d’ici, surtout. Que M. Kerr ne vous confonde pas avec le coupable de l’attaque de ce soir. Je n’aimerais pas qu’il vous fasse du mal par mégarde.


M. Kerr lança à Rose un regard menaçant avant de se glisser au volant de la voiturette de golf. Alors que M. Beurre s’installait à côté de lui, Rose aperçut un trousseau de clés – au moins une douzaine – qui pendait à sa ceinture.


Dès que MM. Beurre et Kerr eurent disparu, les pâtissiers poussèrent un soupir de soulagement.


— Ouf ! souffla Gene. C’est dur de rester droit comme un piquet pendant aussi longtemps ! Un véritable exploit sportif.


— Essayons tous de nous reposer, recommanda Rose à Marge et au reste de l’équipe. Demain, une longue journée nous attend.


En réalité, Rose ne pensait qu’à une chose : au trousseau de clés de M. Beurre.


« La clé de l’ascenseur de l’hôtel est forcément dans le lot. Si je parviens à m’en emparer, je serai en mesure de libérer mes parents et Balthazar, et on pourra tous filer d’ici. »
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Les Petits Pains de la répulsion

Rose fut réveillée le lendemain matin par un Origan monté sur ressort, qui atterrit d’un bond sur son lit.

— Surprise ! Debout, Rose ! On a fait les Machins des rois pour toi !

— Comment ça, vous les avez faits pour moi ?

Les boucles rousses de son petit frère étaient couvertes de farine de façon alarmante, ses doigts et ses joues rondes maculés de chocolat fondu.

— Oliver, moi et Marge, on a lu la fiche recette de Lily, puis on a regardé la recette de base dans L’Apocryphe, et on a réussi à l’améliorer !

Il se tut pour se lécher l’index.

— Enfin, on croit.

Rose prit une grande inspiration et se pencha pour regarder par la cloison vitrée le laboratoire en contrebas. Il était jonché de saladiers sales, de boîtes de chocolat en poudre renversées et de coquilles d’œufs.

Oliver se tenait devant une plaque de petites bûches nappées de chocolat tout juste sorties du four. La poitrine gonflée de fierté, il salua Rose de la main pendant que les pâtissiers paniqués s’affairaient autour de lui pour nettoyer le chaos semé par les deux frères.

— Merci, Origan.

— Aucun problème, ma chère sœur. Tu n’es pas toute seule, tu sais, on est là…

— Je sais, sourit Rose. Et je vous en suis infiniment reconnaissante…

Elle donna un bisou à Origan. Heureusement que les garçons étaient venus lui prêter main-forte. Elle ne s’en serait pas sortie sans eux. Nini, bien sûr, les accompagnait en pensée.

 

Rose ne descendit l’escalier en colimaçon qu’un quart d’heure plus tard.

— Regarde ce qu’on a fait ! dit Oliver en désignant les Machins des rois.

En fait, elle avait pris le temps de prendre une douche, d’enfiler un tablier propre et une toque neuve – l’un et l’autre blancs comme neige. Elle portait toujours le short avec lequel elle était arrivée. Par chance, il n’avait aucune tache.

— On voulait te montrer que tes frères n’ont pas perdu le tour de main familial. Nous aussi on a de la magie au bout des doigts !

— C’est du bon travail, approuva Rose en donnant une tape affectueuse sur l’épaule de son grand frère.

Sur une table, elle trouva une tasse de thé et un cookie de contrebande Mimie Brossard : son petit déjeuner habituel. Elle but une gorgée et demanda :

— Dites-moi, quelle recette de L’Apocryphe Lily a-t-elle massacrée cette fois ?

Origan lui tendit une des fiches couleur crème de leur tante ainsi que les feuilles grises qui formaient L’Apocryphe.

LES PETITS PAINS DE LA RÉPULSION :


Pour semer la haine et la discorde

 

En l’an 1809, à Masuleh, en Arabie, l’infâme descendante d’Albatross Bliss, Mme Gagoosh Taghipoor, conçut ces petits pains sucrés fourrés à la confiture amère. Elle les distribua à tous les enfants du village, lesquels commencèrent à éprouver un profond dégoût pour la cuisine de leurs parents et aussi, du reste, pour leurs parents en général. Désormais ils ne mangeaient plus qu’à la pâtisserie de Mme Gagoosh Taghipoor. Lorsque celle-ci s’en fut habiter ailleurs, les enfants s’enfuirent de Masuleh et quittèrent leurs parents détestés. Ils errèrent dans la campagne, seuls et affamés.




— Eh ben ! s’exclama Rose. Cette recette est parfaitement ignoble !

— On a suivi la partie qui parle de fruit amer, expliqua Origan. Regarde.

Mme Taghipoor mélangea deux poignées de fruit amer à une poignée de sucre, avant d’y ajouter une noisette d’OBJET DE LA RÉPULSION.





— La seule différence qu’on ait trouvée entre la recette originale et celle de Lily, précisa Oliver, c’était cet Objet de la répulsion. On a pensé que le sien n’était peut-être pas assez puissant. Parce que, tu vois, elle a fait une fournée beaucoup plus importante, mais elle n’a pas modifié les proportions. Alors, nous, on en a rajouté beaucoup.

Rose fronça le nez.

— Mais c’est quoi, l’Objet de la répulsion ?

Ça n’avait pas l’air bien appétissant, mais bon, c’était le cas de la plupart des ingrédients utilisés dans les recettes de L’Apocryphe…

— Oh, c’est ce truc-là, dit Marge.

Elle souleva un bocal rouge qui contenait des miettes d’une substance noirâtre qui ressemblaient à… euh… des crottes de lapin.

— M. Beurre est venu le livrer lui-même. J’ignore ce que c’est.

Rose ouvrit le récipient d’où s’échappa une odeur de fleurs fanées, de fromage moisi, de vieilles baskets, de yogourt tourné et autres relents fétides. Elle eut la sensation que cette puanteur lui sautait à la figure. Elle s’empressa de refermer le couvercle avec un haut-le-cœur.

— Pouah ! C’est dégoûtant ! Alors, ils font quoi, ces Machins des rois ? lança-t-elle. Je doute qu’ils soient mangeables, avec ce truc nauséabond que vous y avez mis.

— Il y a qu’un moyen de le savoir, déclara Marge.

Elle distribua les gâteaux aux autres pâtissiers, prit une bûche chocolatée et mordit dedans.

— Bah…, fit-elle en esquissant une petite grimace. Ça pourrait être pire.

Oliver et Origan se tapèrent dans la main pour fêter leur victoire.

— Banco, mec !

— Mais quels sont ses effets ? interrogea Rose. Marge, vous ne vous sentez pas drôle ?

Après un moment de réflexion, Marge déclama :

— Je suis quelqu’un qui pétille d’humour, sans avoir toutefois le talent d’une comédienne professionnelle. Ma mère ne m’a jamais encouragée à développer mon potentiel artistique. Je veux dire, j’apprécie la drôlerie…

En voyant l’expression de Rose, Marge s’arrêta dans son élan, puis elle reprit :

— Oh, vous voulez dire, est-ce que je me sens drôle comme dans : Est-ce que je me sens malade ? Non, non, je me sens tout à fait normale.

— Et vous autres ? demanda Rose au reste de l’équipe. Aucun changement ?

Ils secouèrent la tête.

— Mais pourquoi ça ne leur fait rien ? gémit Origan.

— Aucune idée, dit Rose. Tu vois, on ne peut pas juste ajouter des machins au pif. Il y a peut-être trop d’Objets de la répulsion dans la mixture. Les Machins des rois sont en principe plus légers en chocolat. Ceux-là sont très lourds, ils ressemblent à…

Rose tira de la poche de son short la lettre qu’elle avait reçue quelques jours auparavant, autant dire une éternité plus tôt. Au bas de la page, il y avait une image :

— Ils ressemblent à ça : les Coco Cakes de Mimie Brossard.

Dès que Rose eut prononcé le nom de Mimie Brossard, les pâtissiers affichèrent une mine dégoûtée.

— Cette sorcière sans talent ? glapit Marge. Cette arnaqueuse ?

— Ses Coco Cakes sont des catastrophes chocolatées, lança Jasmine, furieuse.

— Si je la croisais dans la rue, déclara Ning, je les lui cracherais à la figure, à cette face de lézard.

Origan posa le doigt sur le logo qui figurait en haut de la lettre :

— Cette grande blonde coiffée au carré ? dit-il. Elle m’a l’air sympathique pourtant !

Avec un hurlement de rage, Mélanie et Félanie arrachèrent la lettre des mains d’Origan et déchirèrent l’en-tête.

— Mais enfin ! protesta Origan.

Jasmine et Ning s’étaient déjà approprié le morceau de lettre déchirée. Ils le froissèrent avant de le fourrer dans le broyeur. Ils écoutèrent avec satisfaction le bruit du papier qui se réduisait en bouillie.

— Origan, donne-moi ça, dit Rose.

Origan lui rendit ce qui restait de la lettre. Elle plia tant bien que mal le lambeau avant de le remettre dans sa poche.

— C’est quoi, leur problème, avec Mimie Brossard ? demanda Origan.

— C’est les Machins des rois, répondit Rose en lui désignant Jasmine et Ning qui applaudissaient le broyeur. En manger leur a fait haïr Mimie Brossard !

Les pâtissiers se couvrirent les oreilles de leurs mains, comme si le nom même de la pâtissière produisait le même crissement insupportable que des ongles sur un tableau noir.

— Mais qu’est-ce que ça peut bien lui apporter, à M. Beurre ? s’étonna Oliver. Je croyais qu’il voulait racheter l’entreprise de Mimie Brossard ?

La réunion de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie revint à la mémoire de Rose : ils détestaient tous Mimie Brossard.

— C’est un plan de secours, au cas où ils n’atteindraient pas leur objectif premier, comprit-elle soudain. Si les gens mangent des Machins des rois, et que les Machins des rois leur font détester Mimie Brossard, ils ne vont pas aller courir acheter une boîte de Coco Cakes Mimie Brossard, n’est-ce pas ?

Les pâtissiers poussèrent des grognements et jetèrent rageusement par terre les saladiers de préparation en inox.

— Et puisqu’il ne reste dans le pays que deux pâtisseries ayant légalement le droit d’exercer, cela signifie que les Tartelettes lunaires, les Arcs-en-boule et les Beignets mini mignons de la Corporation seront leur seule solution, conclut Origan. Malin !

Rose renifla à nouveau le contenu du bocal rouge rempli d’Objet de la répulsion.

— Je ne comprends toujours pas ce que c’est que ce truc.

Olivier jeta un coup d’œil à l’intérieur du récipient.

— Au fond, ça ressemble à des Coco Cakes de Mimie Brossard. Des gâteaux qui auraient connu des jours meilleurs.

— Mais c’est ça ! s’exclama Rose. Ce sont les Coco Cakes qui sont les Objets de la répulsion ! Ils ont sans doute été gâtés par une substance magique aux vertus pourrissantes. Ceux qui en mangent prennent l’objet lui-même en horreur.

Marge et les autres pâtissiers avaient ouvert cinquante boîtes de glaçage à la vanille. Ils étaient en train d’empiler la matière blanche et gluante pour former ce qui ressemblait à un bonhomme de neige.

— Mais qu’est-ce que vous faites avec tout ce glaçage ? s’enquit Rose.

— Une effigie de cette pauvre nulle de Mimie Brossard, répliqua Marge.

— Et vous comptez en faire quoi ? demanda Oliver.

Les yeux de Marge se mirent à briller comme deux flammes.

— La brûler, dit-elle.

Rose saisit L’Apocryphe et se mit à feuilleter le livret, à la recherche de l’antidote des Petits Pains de la répulsion de Gagoosh Taghipoor.

— Oh non ! Il faut qu’on répare ça avant qu’ils ne mettent le feu au bâtiment !

CRÈME PÂTISSIÈRE PARENTALE :


Pour éradiquer la haine et la discorde

 

La belle Lady Nilonfar Bliss croisa sur son chemin la bande d’enfants errants et morts de faim qui avaient rejeté leurs parents. Elle confectionna une tarte aux prunes et imbiba la crème pâtissière disposée sous les fruits d’une dose d’AMOUR MATERNEL, extraite des lamentations des mères abandonnées du village de Masuleh. Une fois que les enfants eurent dégusté la tarte, ils versèrent des torrents de larmes et coururent se jeter dans les bras de leurs mères en pleurs, qui, folles de joie, les couvrirent de baisers.




— Mais où est-ce qu’on va trouver de l’amour maternel ? demanda Rose.

— Bah, c’est évident, dit Oliver. Notre propre mère est à un kilomètre d’ici. Et elle nous aime. Beaucoup, énormément.

— C’est vrai. Sauf que nous n’avons pas la clé de leur chambre. Je crois l’avoir aperçue sur le trousseau de M. Beurre, mais on n’arrivera jamais à le lui détacher de sa ceinture.

— Laissez-moi faire ! intervint soudain Jacques.

La souris avait observé la scène du haut d’une table.

— Voyez-vous, avant, j’étais voleur à la tire, ajouta-t-il.

— Vraiment ?

— Oui*, répondit Jacques. Je chapardais de la nourriture sur les étalages de luxe du marché pour la distribuer aux pauvres.

— Comme Robin des Bois, fit remarquer Oliver.

— C’était ça, l’idée, admit Jacques. J’étais très inventif, d’ailleurs. Au début, je laissais des pommes de terre sur le pas de leur porte. Et puis, des corbeilles entières de légumes et de la viande fraîche de chez le boucher. Ensuite, je constituais des paniers élaborés avec ce que j’avais dérobé. Mais c’était bien trop sophistiqué. Les pauvres n’ont pas besoin de boîtes de caviar et d’huîtres fumées. En plus, les paniers étaient si lourds qu’il me fallait l’aide d’une armée de souris pour les porter. Et puis, elles mangeaient le contenu du cadeau que j’apportais… oh ! c’était pas beau à voir.

— Mais tes intentions partaient d’un bon sentiment, le consola Rose.

— Absolument* ! s’exclama Jacques. En tout cas, je suis un voleur de première catégorie.

Il passa ses petites pattes roses sur ses moustaches pour bien les nettoyer avant d’ajouter :

— Lorsque votre M. Beurre viendra tout à l’heure, je m’emparerai de cette clé.

 

MM. Beurre et Kerr pointèrent leur nez quelques minutes plus tard. M. Kerr était accoutré d’un jogging en velours violet flashy. « Mais combien de tenues identiques a-t-il ? » se demanda Rose.

Origan et Oliver les observaient à leur insu depuis la chambre vitrée. Rose les accueillit poliment.

Marge et le reste de l’équipe avaient terminé de sculpter la statue grandeur nature de Mimie Brossard. Elle ressemblait comme deux gouttes d’eau à celle qui figurait sur l’en-tête de la lettre. Si les pâtissiers n’avaient pas été aveuglés par la haine, ils auraient peut-être envisagé une nouvelle carrière de sculpteurs professionnels.

— Qu’est-ce que ce bonhomme de neige fiche ici ? glapit M. Beurre.

Il se tenait derrière une des tables en inox, tiré à quatre épingles dans sa chemise bleu pâle et son pantalon à pinces bleu marine. Le même trousseau de clés que Rose avait aperçu la veille pendait à sa ceinture. Elle l’observa à la dérobée et remarqua une clé d’une forme étrange, un petit bâtonnet en laiton dont dépassait à angle droit un mini rouleau à pâtisserie. Elle chercha Jacques des yeux, sans succès. En revanche, elle voyait très bien Serge qui trônait sur un frigo. Elle lui avait pourtant recommandé de se cacher – il était clair que M. Beurre désapprouvait sa présence – mais il était têtu et estimait savoir où était sa place.

— C’est une effigie de Mimie Brossard en glaçage, répondit Rose à M. Beurre. Les pâtissiers sont impatients de la brûler.

— Vraiment ? demanda M. Beurre d’un air ravi. Et pourquoi donc ?

— Parce que Mimie Brossard est mauvaise, expliqua Félanie.

— Aussi mauvaise que de la musique d’ascenseur, renchérit Mélanie.

— Ou que le pudding de Noël, intervint Gene.

— Nous tentons d’effacer cet horrible visage de nos mémoires, l’informa Marge. Nous ne voulons penser qu’aux produits délicieux de la Corporation.

Ils auraient mérité un premier prix pour leurs talents de comédien, pensa Rose, si seulement tout ceci avait pu être une pièce de théâtre. Car contrairement aux fois précédentes où M. Beurre était venu vérifier les progrès accomplis dans le laboratoire, aujourd’hui, les pâtissiers ne jouaient pas la comédie. M. Beurre était le témoin du pouvoir destructeur de la recette améliorée, et ce qu’il voyait le réjouissait au plus haut point. Il écarquillait des yeux brillants et ses joues étaient du même rose que le sommet de son crâne chauve. On aurait dit un écolier émerveillé… un écolier âgé et étrange. Il passa les doigts sur son crâne lisse.

— Je vais vous poser une série de questions. Pour être certain que les Machins des rois sont parfaits.

— Tout ce que vous voudrez, ô Grand Maître de la Corporation ! déclama Ning, le buste incliné.

M. Beurre murmura à Rose :

— Nous allons voir si la recette a réellement été améliorée. Lily la Fée était capable d’obtenir des résultats similaires, mais les Machins des rois n’étaient pas assez forts.

« Ils le sont, maintenant, pensa Rose. Grâce à Oliver et Origan. »

M. Beurre pointa l’index vers Marge :

— Quel goût ont les Coco Cakes Mimie Brossard ?

Marge fit une grimace dégoûtée.

— Un goût d’œuf pourri et d’amère déception !

Il se tourna vers Mélanie et Félanie :

— Qu’est-ce que vous aimez le plus, chez Mimie Brossard ?

— L’idée qu’on puisse lui fracasser le crâne avec un rouleau à pâtisserie, proposa Mélanie.

— Et lui écraser le nez avec une plaque à four, ajouta Félanie en hochant vigoureusement de la tête.

M. Beurre fit le tour de la cuisine jusqu’à se trouver nez à nez avec Gene :

— D’après vous, où vit Mimie Brossard ?

— Dans un égout, répondit-il. Et c’est là où elle fait ses gâteaux.

M. Beurre se tourna enfin vers Jasmine et Ning :

— Que feriez-vous si vous croisiez Mimie Brossard dans la rue ?

— On partirait en courant ! s’écria Ning.

— Dans la direction opposée, et à la vitesse du vent ! enchérit Jasmine.

— Ou alors, on construirait une prison en Tartelettes lunaires et en Arcs-en-boule et on l’enfermerait dedans ! ajouta Ning.

— Vous vous êtes surpassée, mademoiselle Rosemary Bliss, jugea M. Beurre au moment où Jacques surgissait à un coin de la table.

— Merci beaucoup, monsieur ! s’écria Rose avec fougue pour mieux détourner son attention.

« Maintenant, s’il vous plaît, donnez-nous vos clés que je puisse aller voir ma mère et redonner à ces pauvres pâtissiers leur état normal. »

— En à peine quatre jours, vous avez perfectionné nos Tartelettes lunaires, nos Arcs-en-boule, nos Beignets mini mignons, et à présent, nos Machins des rois ! Ce soir, lorsque vous aurez amélioré la recette originale des Fondants mordants, nos cinq nouveaux gâteaux seront prêts à partir en production !

Jacques marchait au bord de la table comme sur une corde raide, posait avec précaution une minuscule patte rose devant l’autre. Les clés à la ceinture de M. Beurre étaient presque à sa portée.

— Mimie Brossard, comme vous le savez, est le diable incarné, énonça M. Beurre.

Les pâtissiers huèrent et applaudirent, tandis que Jacques, que seule Rose voyait, s’étirait et tentait de détacher des autres la clé-rouleau-à-pâtisserie. M. Beurre se tenait un centimètre trop loin de la table.

Rose s’avança pour se camper devant lui :

— Monsieur Beurre ? Est-ce que vous pourriez vous pencher un peu ?

— Pourquoi ?

— Je… Je… je voudrais me raser la tête et j’aimerais voir ce que ça donne vu d’en haut, sourit-elle. C’est la nouvelle mode !

M. Beurre, tout fier, obtempéra. Ses clés frôlèrent la table.

— Ce n’est pas vraiment une coiffure de fille, dit-il. Mais les enfants, de nos jours… !

Rose fit courir les doigts sur la surface lisse et cireuse tout en gardant un œil sur Jacques qui avait disparu sous la chemise de M. Beurre.

— C’est… plein de bosses, fit-elle observer.

— Ce que vous sentez, ce sont les os de ma boîte crânienne sous la peau, expliqua M. Beurre.

Un instant plus tard, la souris émergea avec la drôle de clé. Rose s’écarta.

— Merci ! s’exclama-t-elle. On en apprend tous les jours. Merci mille fois.

— Je vous en prie, dit M. Beurre avec un sourire vaniteux. J’ai une âme d’enseignant.

Jacques détala sur ses pattes arrière, la clé sur l’épaule, à la manière d’un lanceur de javelot.

Il avait presque atteint l’autre bout de la table, prêt à sauter dans la poche du tablier de Rose, lorsque M. Kerr l’aperçut.

— Une souris ! hurla-t-il.

Il fit claquer un saladier sur la surface en inox, emprisonnant Jacques.

Avant que M. Kerr puisse attraper la souris, Serge bondit du frigo et atterrit sur les larges épaules couvertes de velours violet.

— Ah ! Une attaque ! s’écria M. Kerr.

D’un revers du poignet, il voulut se débarrasser du chat, mais Serge avait déjà trouvé refuge sur le dos de M. Beurre et planté ses griffes dans sa veste. Il y resta pendu à la façon d’un koala.

— Enlevez-moi ce truc ! hurla M. Beurre.

M. Kerr se précipita vers lui. Serge lui sauta sur la tête, puis regagna le frigo. Rose fit semblant d’avoir peur et lâcha sur la table une pile de saladiers. Certains roulèrent dans tous les sens, d’autres tombèrent par terre avec fracas.

Lorsque M. Kerr s’avança vers la table, il aperçut dessus non plus un, mais sept saladiers retournés.

— La souris ! Elle est sous lequel ? tonna-t-il.

— Je me souviens pas ! gémit Rose.

Et c’était la vérité – elle ne se rappelait pas sous lequel de ces sept saladiers se trouvait Jacques.

— Attendons de voir s’il y en a un qui se met à bouger ! cria-t-elle, dans l’espoir que Jacques l’entende et appuie sur la paroi de sa prison métallique pour qu’elle sache lequel protéger.

Bouillant d’impatience, M. Kerr commença à retourner les saladiers.

— Je ne vais quand même pas perdre mon temps à attendre une sale souris ! grommela-t-il.

Le saladier devant Rose tressauta. Elle le souleva juste assez pour que Jacques ait la place de se faufiler. Il plongea dans la poche de son tablier.

— Il n’y a rien sous celui-ci, déclara Rose en le présentant à tous.

M. Kerr envoya le dernier valser sur le carrelage et se dirigea en soufflant vers la voiturette de golf. Il croisa les bras et fit la moue.

— Je croyais que je la tenais ! maugréa-t-il.

Serge descendit du frigo et fila dans le quartier des pâtissiers.

— Si vous ne faisiez pas du si bon travail, Rosemary Bliss, cracha M. Beurre, je me débarrasserais de ce chat sur-le-champ.

— Non ! s’écria Rose. C’est le seul lien avec chez moi !

— Je comprends que vous vouliez en conserver un avec le lieu où vous avez grandi, opina M. Beurre en se courbant pour s’asseoir à côté de M. Kerr. Toutefois, faites en sorte que je ne revoie jamais ce maudit matou. Gardez-le en cage. Maintenant, occupez-vous des Fondants. Illico presto ! Nous sommes tout près de réaliser notre rêve ! Quand vous aurez terminé, vous aurez droit à une magnifique récompense.

La voiturette et ses passagers étaient à peine avalés par le plancher qu’un minuscule museau moustachu pointa de la poche de Rose.

— Merci*, Rose, dit Jacques de sa voix la plus cérémonieuse.

— C’est moi qui te remercie. Tu as réussi ?

La petite souris brandit le minuscule rouleau à pâtisserie cranté.

— Z’ai la clé !
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L’amour est dans le bocal



Une seule main sur le volant, Oliver conduisait la voiturette de golf à toute allure dans le dédale d’entrepôts en évitant de temps à autre un camion de livraison qui roulait en sens contraire.


— C’est fastoche pour moi, mi hermana ! cria-t-il à tue-tête pour se faire entendre malgré le bruit du vent. Je suis un cascadeur dans l’âme !


Origan, à l’arrière, maintenait au creux de ses bras une caisse remplie de bocaux rouges. Hormis un peu de matière crémeuse au fond de chacun, les bocaux étaient vides. Ils cliquetaient en rythme avec les cahots qui secouaient la voiturette.


Rose, sur le siège passager, se cramponnait d’une main au tableau de bord et serrait dans l’autre la clé-rouleau-à-pâtisserie. Elle pensait au tendre visage de sa mère en forme de cœur, à sa masse de boucles châtain foncé qu’elle coiffait en chignon – qui, fait à la va-vite, évoquait un nid d’hirondelle.


Céleste avait toujours une solution pour tout. Trouverait-elle une issue à cette impasse si elle n’était pas emprisonnée comme Raiponce dans sa tour ? Après avoir terminé le petit gâteau antidote aux Machins des rois, il ne restait plus à Rose qu’à perfectionner la recette du Fondant mordant. Or son travail de sape contre la Corporation venait à peine de commencer. Comment allait-elle s’y prendre sans l’aide de ses parents ?


En tout cas, elle devait essayer.


Admettons qu’elle parvienne à libérer ses parents et qu’ils s’échappent tous… Qui, alors, mettrait un terme à la conspiration fomentée par M. Beurre et la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie ? Personne ! Tout reposait sur les épaules de Rose. Elle devait d’abord mettre au point un contrepoison aux recettes qu’elle avait contribué à rendre parfaites. Puis trouver un moyen de battre M. Beurre à son propre jeu. Ce n’est qu’après qu’elle pourrait se permettre de libérer sa famille, et de se sauver elle-même. S’ils réunissaient leurs forces, ils arriveraient peut-être à faire abroger la cruelle loi anti-petites pâtisseries…


Origan lui donna un coup de coude.


— On peut savoir à quoi tu penses ?


— J’aimerais bien revoir maman.


— Et la libérer ! s’exclama Origan.


Rose ne releva pas.


Oliver freina devant l’hôtel en forme de poche à douille géante dont le sommet disparaissait dans les nuages matinaux. Rose, Oliver et Origan entrèrent sur la pointe des pieds dans le hall. Il faisait un froid terrible. La climatisation devait marcher à fond. Les bras de Rose se couvrirent de chair de poule. L’adolescent de la réception parut sidéré de revoir Origan et Oliver.


— Rebonjour, mademoiselle Bliss, dit-il. Je vois que vos invités de l’Association des enfants à la voix bizarre sont de retour ?


Rose se racla la gorge.


— Hum, oui. C’est une visite de deux jours.


Le jeune réceptionniste désigna du menton la caisse qu’Origan serrait contre sa poitrine.


— Et vous distribuez gratuitement des bocaux vides ?


— Un souveniiiiiiiiiir ! rugit Origan de sa voix la plus bizarroïde en s’efforçant de ne pas lâcher celle-ci.


On aurait cru un croisement entre une vieille dame et un nouveau-né.


Le réceptionniste se contenta de hocher de la tête, soulagé d’avoir seulement une voix d’adolescent qui déraillait un tout petit peu.


 


Une fois en sécurité dans l’ascenseur, Origan posa son fardeau sur le sol. Rose retrouva sans peine la petite fente en forme de rouleau à pâtisserie dans le tableau de bord en cuivre à côté de la touche 34.


Elle inséra le rouleau à pâtisserie miniature. Elle entendit le déclic si satisfaisant qui prouvait que la clé correspondait bien à la serrure. Rose la fit tourner vers la droite et appuya sur la touche. L’ascenseur s’éleva en bourdonnant vers le trente-quatrième étage.


— Une fois qu’on les a libérés, on rentre à la maison ? interrogea Origan tandis que le complexe industriel se déployait à leurs pieds.


Oliver tapa sur l’épaule de Rose.


— Mi hermana, si on libère maman, papa et Balthazar de cette chambre d’hôtel, qu’est-ce qui va se passer quand ce mec au Beurre va découvrir qu’ils se sont échappés ? Tu ne crois pas qu’il va penser que c’est ta faute ? Tu n’as pas peur qu’il te traque ?


— Nous rentrerons à la maison après les avoir libérés.


Rose promena les yeux sur les toits des entrepôts et sur la petite maison où avait grandi M. Beurre. Le paysage semblait tout petit dans la lumière dorée de l’aube. Elle ajouta d’un ton plus grave :


— Mais pas avant d’avoir détruit cet endroit.


— On peut pas rentrer tout court ? gémit Origan. Demain soir, il y a la fête de l’été sur la grand-place de Calamity Falls. Je vais manquer la bataille d’eau ! Ça fait un an que je m’y prépare.


— Origan, notre hermana a raison. Réfléchis deux secondes. Si on s’échappe, ils vont transformer la dame du logo Mimie Brossard en zombie et saccager tout le pays. Nous sommes les seuls à pouvoir les arrêter ! Mais si on libère maman, papa et Balthazar, on n’arrivera à rien !


Origan fit la grimace.


— Mais on a besoin d’eux pour nous aider ! protesta-t-il. Nous ne sommes pas de taille tous les trois !


— Détrompe-toi, dit Rose alors que l’ascenseur se figeait dans un sursaut au trente-quatrième étage. C’est pour ça qu’on a emporté ces bocaux.


Rose précéda ses frères le long du couloir recouvert d’une moquette dans laquelle les pieds s’enfonçaient. Ils passèrent devant plusieurs portes en bois lustrées avant de s’arrêter devant la 3405. Quel soulagement quand Rose constata que sa clé-rouleau-à-pâtisserie s’insérait aussi dans cette serrure-là !


— Tu es prêt, Origan ? demanda-t-elle à son frère cadet qui se dépêchait de dévisser les couvercles des douze bocaux.


— J’espère bien, grommela-t-il.


Il ouvrit le dernier et souleva de nouveau la caisse dans ses bras.


Rose tourna la clé. La porte s’ouvrit.


Céleste, Albert et Balthazar étaient affalés dans un énorme canapé tendu de velours, devant une télévision dont l’écran géant rivalisait avec celui du cinéma de Calamity Falls. Ils pouffaient de rire devant une comédie.


Au grincement de la porte, ils tournèrent la tête. Albert fit un bond digne d’un athlète olympique de saut d’obstacles et étreignit Oliver et Origan.


— Mes fils chéris ! Comment vous êtes entrés ? Qu’est-ce que vous faites ici ?


— C’est moi qui ai conduit ! annonça triomphalement Oliver.


Balthazar qui, sans sauter par-dessus le canapé, s’était rué néanmoins vers eux sur ses vieilles jambes, les bras grands ouverts, tapota le dos d’Oliver.


— Bravo !


Rose nota que les yeux habituellement si secs de son arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père étaient humides.


Céleste serra Rose contre elle et couvrit ses joues d’une pluie interminable de baisers.


— Tu es saine et sauve ! pleura-t-elle à moitié. J’ai eu tellement peur ! Nous étions si inquiets ! Mais où est Nini ?


— Toujours avec Mme Carlson, répondit Origan en s’arrachant au câlin de son père pour refermer en toute hâte les douze bocaux.


Pendant que Céleste faisait la bise tour à tour à Rose, à Oliver et à Origan, la matière crémeuse au fond des bocaux se mit à gonfler et se transforma en une sorte de beurre rose pâle, imbibé d’amour maternel.


— Qu’est-ce que tu fais, Origan ?


— Je t’aime, maman, dit-il.


Elle le serra de nouveau contre son cœur. Il revissa le dernier couvercle.


— Qu’est-ce que vous allez faire de ces bocaux, fiston ? interrogea Albert.


— On avait besoin d’amour maternel, l’informa Origan. Pour fabriquer un antidote qui guérira les pâtissiers du laboratoire. Ils ont mangé l’Objet de la répulsion et, pour l’instant, ils veulent brûler Mimie Brossard.


— L’Objet de la répulsion ? siffla Balthazar. C’est fichtrement méchant.


— Ils veulent brûler quelqu’un ? s’inquiéta Albert.


Rose relata à ses parents ce qu’elle n’avait pas encore pu leur dire. Elle leur parla de ce que M. Beurre l’obligeait à faire, du rôle de Lily dans cette sombre affaire, du complot de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie pour étendre sa tyrannie sur tout le pays.


— Je confectionne des antidotes en veux-tu en voilà, conclut-elle, mais j’ai aussi rendu parfaites ces abominables recettes ! Rien ne serait arrivé si j’avais refusé tout net. Maintenant, je les ai aidés.


Céleste prit les mains de Rose entre les siennes.


— Tu n’aurais pas pu refuser, ma chérie. M. Beurre ne t’a pas donné le choix. Il t’a kidnappée. Il t’a menacée de nous faire du mal si tu n’obéissais pas. Tu as fait ton devoir. Et avec brio !


Malgré sa grosse contrariété, Rose sentit son moral remonter en flèche – sa mère ne lui en voulait pas, et semblait même fière d’elle.


— Alors ils ont mis la main sur les recettes maléfiques ? s’enquit Balthazar de sa voix rocailleuse. L’Apocryphe ?


— Oui, confirma Rose, et non… Ils ont quelques recettes que Lily a recopiées sur des fiches. Mais ils ignorent que L’Apocryphe est entre leurs murs. Ils projettent de faire ingérer ces funestes gâteaux à Mimie Brossard. Elle est leur dernière concurrente. Ils veulent la neutraliser.


Albert gratta sa barbe rousse, pensif.


— Je croyais que Mimie Brossard était un personnage de dessin animé… pour la pub !


— Apparemment, elle existe pour de vrai, intervint Oliver. Et elle va venir ici. Ils vont lui faire un lavage de cerveau pour qu’elle s’associe à eux. Ensuite ils auront le monopole et plus rien ne les arrêtera…


— Oh, mon Dieu ! souffla Céleste en caressant les joues de Rose avec ses mains douces.


À la grande surprise de Rose, sa mère demanda ensuite :


— Rose, ma chérie, quelles mesures vas-tu prendre ?


— Moi ? fit Rose, sidérée. Mais je ne sais pas… justement ! Je croyais que tu allais me le dire.


Céleste, Albert et Balthazar se regardèrent en fronçant les sourcils.


— Nous aimerions beaucoup t’offrir une solution toute faite, ma petite chérie, dit Céleste en recoiffant la frange de sa fille. Mais nous sommes cloîtrés ici. Nous ne pouvons pas t’aider à pâtisser.


Rose baissa la tête et marmonna :


— Je sais.


— Les gardiens viennent jeter un coup d’œil sur nous deux fois par jour. Tu es assez intelligente pour savoir que si nous disparaissons, M. Beurre l’apprendra très vite.


— Je sais, répéta Rose dont le menton se mit à trembloter.


Sa mère se doutait donc que Rose n’était pas là pour la secourir, et elle ne protestait même pas.


— Mais c’est trop horrible de vous abandonner ici, conclut Rose.


— Tu n’as pas le choix, ma chérie, lui rappela Céleste.


Balthazar fit sonner sa grosse voix :


— Je ne sais pas pour vous deux, mais moi j’en profite pour prendre des vacances. Je n’avais jamais vu un écran de télé aussi gigantesque. Un petit bémol, cependant… la cuisine laisse à désirer.


Balthazar se laissa choir sur le canapé et leva une assiette où s’empilaient des Fondants mordants, des Tartelettes lunaires et des Machins des rois.


— Je ne sais pas combien de temps nous allons survivre sans manger, soupira-t-il. Cela fait deux jours, et on a faim, Alors, ne traînez pas, les jeunes !


Rose poussa un cri du cœur.


— Mais je ne sais pas comment arrêter M. Beurre !


— Tu finiras par trouver, ma chérie, affirma Céleste. Je sais que tu en es capable. Et tu n’es pas seule. Tu as tes frères. Ils feraient n’importe quoi pour toi.


Rose leva un regard implorant vers le visage en forme de cœur de sa mère. Ses émotions étaient aussi brouillées que de la pâte à cookies.


— Mais s’ils gagnent, maman ?


— Mon petit doigt me dit que cela ne se produira pas.


Après avoir réuni devant elle Rose, Oliver et Origan, elle ajouta :


— J’ai des enfants exceptionnels. Vous avez bon cœur, vous êtes très intelligents et vous vous entraidez. Tout se passera bien.


Rose essuya ses larmes sur la manche de sa veste. Sa mère avait raison. Tout allait s’arranger.


— J’aimerais tant que tu viennes avec nous.


— Oh, mais je serai avec vous tout le temps, rétorqua Céleste. Vous avez le meilleur de moi-même dans ces bocaux rouges. Faites-en bon usage.


Soudain, un spot rouge se mit à clignoter au-dessus de la porte.


— Vite ! s’écria Albert. Un gardien monte reprendre nos plateaux ! Déguerpissez, vite, vite !


Rose et ses frères se hâtèrent de remettre les bocaux dans la caisse et se précipitèrent dans le couloir, refermant derrière eux la porte de la prison de leurs parents.


 


À leur retour au laboratoire, Rose et ses frères trouvèrent les six pâtissiers étendus par terre, ficelés comme des saucissons. Ils avaient les pieds et les mains ligotés, et la bouche bâillonnée par des serviettes de table. À côté d’eux, Serge et Jacques, étalés sur le sol, reprenaient leur souffle.


— Qu’est-ce qui s’est passé ? s’affola Rose.


— C’est horrible* ! haleta Jacques. Ils se sont mis à nous dire qu’on leur rappelait Mimie Brossard. Comment ils ont pu me confondre avec un personnage de dessin animé, je ne sais pas*, mais c’est ce qu’ils disaient.


— Ils nous ont couru après avec des couteaux ! feula Serge. Il a bien fallu qu’on trouve un moyen de les neutraliser.


Origan disposa les douze bocaux d’amour maternel sur la table de travail.


— Comment vous y êtes-vous pris pour les ligoter ?


— Je préfère ne pas en parler, répondit Serge en fouettant l’air de sa queue, signe habituel chez lui de mauvaise humeur. Disons seulement que les chats ne sont pas des amateurs de course, et qu’en une demi-heure j’ai couru plus qu’au cours de toute mon existence.


Les pâtissiers renâclèrent et émirent des borborygmes à travers leurs bâillons.


— C’est une chance qu’on ait récolté assez d’amour maternel dans ces bocaux pour guérir une armée entière, déclara Rose.


— Où est maîtresse Céleste ? Et maître Albert ? demanda Serge. Et où est Balthazar, ce vieux grincheux tout tordu ? Vous n’avez pas réussi à entrer dans leur chambre d’hôtel ?


— Si, soupira Rose, mais ils n’ont pas pu venir avec nous.


— Comme c’est bizarre* ! s’exclama Jacques. Pourquoi ? Ils ne voulaient pas être libérés ?


— Si, répondit Oliver, mais nous savions tous que leur libération compromettrait notre mission. Je vous rappelle que nous devons coûte que coûte anéantir la Corporation. C’est pourquoi ils sont restés enfermés. Dès que nous aurons réglé leur sort à M. Beurre et à ces dingues des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie, on les libérera.


— Si nous arrivons à les anéantir, marmonna Rose.


— Une chose à la fois, hermana ! reprit Oliver. D’abord, gavons nos pâtissiers et nos pâtissières d’amour maternel avant qu’ils ne démolissent ce bâtiment.


 


D’après la recette, il fallait employer la même pâte chocolatée que celle qui avait servi à la confection des Machins des rois. Mais quand le moment fut venu d’ajouter l’Objet de la répulsion, Rose le remplaça par une louchée rose et crémeuse d’amour maternel puisée dans un des bocaux rouges. La pâte exhalait à présent une délicieuse odeur de rose, de linge propre et de muffins tout juste sortis du four.


— J’ai confiance, assura Rose en respirant le doux parfum de sa maison natale.


— Nini me manque, gémit Origan, les larmes aux yeux.


— Mon gel coiffant me manque, geignit Oliver d’une voix chagrine en tripotant ses épis qui pendouillaient sur son front.


— Allez, les garçons, on s’y met ! s’écria Rose.


Ils enfournèrent les Machins des rois, thermostat réglé à six flammes, durée de cuisson : sept chansons. Pour la première fois depuis leur arrivée à la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux, Rose et ses frères entonnèrent bel et bien les sept chansons. En souvenir de leur séjour à Paris, Origan tint absolument à chanter « Comme d’habitude », « Belles ! Belles ! Belles ! » et cinq autres tubes de Claude François, tout en dansant « Gangnam Style ».


— Voilà comment on danse, mes amis ! lança-t-il aux pâtissiers ficelés et bâillonnés.


Une fois les petites bûches en chocolat cuites, Rose, Oliver et Origan ôtèrent de la bouche des pâtissiers les serviettes qui les empêchaient de crier.


Marge poussa un hurlement de rage.


— Ce satané matou m’a ligotée ! Cette créature damnée de Mimie Brossard !


Rose lui fourra le Machin des rois dans la bouche.


— Tenez, prenez donc un petit dessert.


Oliver et Origan procédèrent de la même façon avec les autres.


Plus Marge mâchait, plus son regard s’adoucissait. Elle leva des sourcils émerveillés, le menton tremblotant de bonheur.


— C’est incroyable ! souffla-t-elle.


— Quoi ? demanda Rose.


— J’ai des anges dans l’estomac. Une main mystérieuse vient d’envelopper mon cœur dans une serviette-éponge chaude ! Mes bras et mes jambes se liquéfient d’amour et de splendides colombes ont bâti leur tendre nid dans mon cerveau !


— Il y a une minute, vous vouliez tuer Mimie Brossard, lui fit remarquer Rose.


— Que me dites-vous là, Rosemary Bliss ? rétorqua Marge.


Rose pouffa et dénoua la ficelle qui entourait les poignets et les chevilles de Marge.


— Ça m’étonnerait que j’aie fait la moindre remarque désobligeante à propos de Mimie Brossard, protesta Marge. Elle, la pâtissière la plus charmante du monde !


— Comment le savez-vous ? Je pensais qu’elle n’était qu’un personnage de dessin animé.


— Qui ose dire du mal de Mimie Brossard, cette déesse de la pâtisserie ? s’exclama Gene qui se débarrassait des derniers liens autour de ses mains.


— C’est scandaleux ! se récrièrent Mélanie et Félanie en secouant leurs franges blondes identiques. Mimie Brossard est le top du top !


— Mimie Brossard fait croire aux gens qu’elle est virtuelle parce qu’elle est trop modeste pour se montrer en public, dit Marge. Mais moi, je connais la vérité. La cousine de la meilleure amie de ma mère a été son assistante. Je suis au courant de toute l’histoire.


— Et c’est quoi, toute l’histoire ?


Rose se percha sur un tabouret pendant que ses frères libéraient les autres pâtissiers, dont la plupart pleuraient à présent à chaudes larmes, pleins de nostalgie pour leur maison natale, les soins affectueux de leur mère et leur berceau douillet.


Marge se lança dans son récit :


— La famille Brossard habite depuis des générations la même petite ville où elle a fondé sa pâtisserie. Au plus fort de la grande crise économique, à la fin des années 1930, alors que la plupart des pâtisseries tiraient le diable par la queue, celle des Brossard prospérait. La demande de Coco Cakes Brossard était telle qu’ils n’ont pas pu faire autrement que s’agrandir… Comme les Brossard refusaient de sacrifier la qualité de leurs confiseries en les bourrant de conservateurs et en les emballant sous plastique, ils ont transmis leur recette à des centaines de petits artisans pâtissiers de la région qui étaient au bord de la faillite. Ces boutiques franchisées parvinrent ainsi à se maintenir florissantes jusqu’à nos jours.


— Mimie Brossard vit depuis les années 1930 ? demanda Origan. Elle doit être sacrément vieille. Elle a l’air beaucoup plus jeune sur les paquets.


Marge éclata de rire.


— Mais non ! C’est un titre que porte le pâtissier ou la pâtissière le plus talentueux à chaque génération de Brossard. Quelquefois, c’est un homme, ce qui est bizarre, je vous l’avoue. En ce moment, c’est une femme.


— Un peu comme le dalaï-lama ? suggéra Oliver.


— Oui, répondit Marge, sauf qu’elle a des cheveux et un faible pour les sucreries.


— Alors Mimie Brossard est une femme normale qui aime faire des gâteaux ? résuma Rose. Elle n’est pas une invention de la Corporation ?


— Non seulement elle aime faire des gâteaux, opina Marge en éventant avec sa main son visage rouge d’excitation, mais c’est l’incarnation même de la pâtisserie. Elle a ça dans le sang. Je l’ai rencontrée une fois. Elle est plutôt petite, comme moi, avec des mains puissantes. Elle m’a touchée par mégarde, ici, sur mon bras. Je n’ai jamais lavé l’endroit.


Marge remonta sa manche et désigna une tache noire de la taille d’une empreinte de doigt.


— Ce n’est pas une tache de naissance ? dit Rose.


— Pas du tout. C’est de la suie d’une fournée de cookies que j’avais fait brûler parce que mon four était détraqué. Mimie l’a démonté et m’a aidée à le réparer. Voilà quel genre de personne c’est. Et elle est brune en plus, elle ne ressemble en rien à la grande blonde de son logo.


Le silence s’abattit sur le laboratoire tandis que tout le monde essayait d’imaginer à quoi pouvait bien ressembler une pâtissière capable à la fois de faire des gâteaux et de réparer les fours…


— Il faut qu’on la protège, déclara Origan.


— Croyez-moi, déclara Marge, l’index levé. Si Mimie Brossard vient ici et mange les Petits Gâteaux parfaits de la Corporation, les pâtissiers de ce pays perdront un trésor national. Un trésor !


Oliver mit ses poings sur les hanches et écarta les jambes à la manière d’un super-héros.


— Ne vous inquiétez pas, Marge. Cela n’arrivera pas. Les Bliss y veilleront.


Marge lança à Rose un regard perplexe.


— Et c’est censé me rassurer ? demanda-t-elle.








[image: image]



15





Une bouchée de Fondant mordant bourrée de mauvais esprit

— Bien, bien, qu’avons-nous là ? demanda Oliver en se frottant les mains.

L’après-midi était déjà entamé. Ils n’avaient plus que quelques heures devant eux.

Marge sortit une plaque du frigo.

— Le PCIC final, le fameux produit consommateur d’imitation culinaire auquel on a abouti, est celui-là même par lequel tout a commencé : le Fondant mordant !

Ils ressemblaient comme deux gouttes d’eau à celui que Rose avait vu sous le globe en verre : deux disques à la consistance identique à celle des cookies avec, entre les deux, une couche de glaçage blanc.

— Quand on en a préparé une fournée avec l’ancienne chef, expliqua Marge, on est tous tombés par terre. On ne pouvait pas s’arrêter de donner des coups de pied, comme si on avait perdu le contrôle de nos jambes. C’était terrible, mais pas dans le bon sens du terme.

— Voyons voir de quel ingrédient magique cette sorcière de magicienne s’est servie, dit Origan.

Marge fouilla dans un placard et en sortit un bocal en verre rouge qui renfermait un vieux bout de bois noueux.

— C’est la chef qui l’a apporté, déclara-t-elle. Elle nous a priés de le manipuler avec délicatesse car il est fragile et très ancien.

Rose examina le bout de bois. Il était aussi noir qu’un morceau de charbon et on aurait dit qu’il bougeait. Plus Rose le fixait, plus il semblait animé de pulsations, comme s’il avait un cœur. Comme s’il était vivant.

— Je parie qu’il vient d’un arbre maléfique, avança Origan.

Oliver approuva.

— Voyons, est-ce qu’il y aurait dans L’Apocryphe une référence à de l’écorce, à des brindilles ou à un bout de bois ?

Oliver et Origan se penchèrent par-dessus l’épaule de leur sœur pendant qu’elle feuilletait le recueil jusqu’à la dernière page où, tout à coup, un détail retint son attention.

— Ce n’est pas du bois, expliqua-t-elle, mais une racine de gingembre.

AU COMMENCEMENT :


LA MALÉDICTION DU MAUVAIS ESPRIT

 

En l’an 1699, dans l’ancien village de Tyree, en Écosse, vivaient deux frères, Filbert et Albatross. Ils descendaient tous deux d’une longue lignée de pâtissiers-magiciens dont le patronyme était Bliss. Alors qu’ils jouaient dans la forêt, ils firent la rencontre d’un mauvais esprit. C’était la créature la plus rare et la plus dangereuse de ce lieu. Un esprit de la mort, voilà ce qu’elle était. Le mauvais esprit salua les garçons, qui tous deux avaient la tête couronnée de cheveux roux, et leur dit : « Voici une racine de gingembre, pour deux frères à la chevelure d’ambre. » Il tendit aux deux frères un rhizome noueux et ajouta : « Quoi que vous fassiez, ne vous avisez jamais de le râper et de l’ajouter à une fournée de pain d’épice. »

Une semaine plus tard, Filbert s’éveilla au milieu de la nuit. Albatross, dans la cuisine, était en train de râper le rhizome dans un saladier de pâte à pain d’épice. « Le mauvais esprit nous l’a interdit ! » s’écria Filbert. Il saisit le rhizome et alla le cacher là où Albatross n’irait jamais le chercher : au fond d’un étang, car Albatross avait une peur bleue de l’eau. Alors que nous écrivons ces mots, le rhizome n’a jamais été récupéré dans le lac et la mise en garde du mauvais esprit tient toujours.

 

On dit qu’Albatross mangea pourtant de son pain d’épice, mais il ne révéla jamais quels en furent les effets. Jusqu’à ce jour encore, nous en ignorons donc tout.




— Apparemment, nous ne sommes pas la première paire de frères rouquins de la famille Bliss, commenta Origan en bombant le torse.

— C’est même pas une recette ! se plaignit Oliver.

— Comme c’est bizarre, dit Rose en se grattant la tempe. Oliver a raison, ce n’est pas vraiment une recette. Ce serait plutôt un avertissement. De toute évidence, ce mauvais esprit est dangereux.

— Quel peut bien être le rapport avec le Fondant mordant ? se demanda tout haut Oliver. C’est un gâteau au chocolat, pas au gingembre.

Rose haussa les épaules.

— Tu as raison, on n’en sait rien.

— On devrait essayer quand même, non ? proposa Origan.

— Peut-être, mais on n’en connaît pas les effets. Si maman et papa étaient ici, ils sauraient peut-être… Moi, je ne vois pas du tout…

Elle se tut, déconfite.

Une pensée lui traversa soudain l’esprit : elle devrait peut-être remplacer la partie chocolatée du Fondant mordant par la recette du Pain d’épice au chocolat Bliss. Quant à l’ingrédient du mauvais esprit, elle s’en méfiait mais elle n’avait pas le choix.

Elle se tourna vers les pâtissiers.

— Vous m’avez bien dit que lorsque Lily s’est servie de cette racine de gingembre, vous vous êtes roulés par terre en donnant des coups de pied ?

— Oui, confirma Gene. Pourtant, elle n’en avait mis qu’une pincée. Elle n’avait pas l’air tranquille. Elle en a à peine saupoudré la pâte.

Rose fit la grimace.

— Ça me paraît très dangereux, dit-elle. Et si c’était l’ingrédient magique qui a fait qu’Albatross a si mal tourné ?

— Rien ne saurait m’enlever mes bonnes vibrations ! affirma Marge. En tout cas, pas cette vieille racine biscornue. Grâce à l’amour maternel, je marche sur des nuages.

Elle leva les bras au ciel et esquissa un pas de danse sautillant.

— Allez, venez, Rosemary Bliss ! On va gagner !

Gene dirigea l’équipe de pâtissiers chargés de préparer le glaçage blanc de la garniture pendant que Rose ouvrait le bocal contenant la racine du mauvais esprit.

Elle n’avait pas plutôt dévissé le couvercle qu’une odeur infecte remplit la cuisine : un mélange de pain d’épice et d’œuf pourri. Rose se boucha le nez.

— Berk, mi hermana, gémit Oliver, plié en deux.

Rose lâcha son nez et prit soin de respirer par la bouche. Elle plongea la main dans le bocal et en extirpa le bout de bois noueux qui se mit à tressauter dans sa paume.

— Vite ! dit-elle à ses frères en le jetant sur une table en inox. Râpez-en un bout avant qu’il… je ne sais pas ce que ce truc peut faire.

Les yeux ruisselants de larmes, Oliver et Origan râpèrent la totalité de la racine du mauvais esprit, bientôt réduite à un petit monticule de poudre. La puanteur était telle que tout le monde se bouchait le nez.

Marge et Rose préparèrent deux lots de pâte à pain d’épice au chocolat. Pour ce faire, elles versèrent dans deux gigantesques saladiers plusieurs énormes briques de beurre industriel, plusieurs paquets de cinq kilos de sucre chacun, cinq cageots d’œufs, assez de farine et de poudre de cacao pour remplir un bac à sable et un litre et demi d’essence de vanille.

Rose et les pâtissiers ne travaillaient ensemble que depuis quatre jours, mais ils formaient une équipe du tonnerre. Finis les horribles sourires terrifiés qu’ils affichaient pour le bénéfice de M. Beurre. Finie la propreté maniaque. Il y avait plus de pagaille dans le laboratoire, mais ils étaient plus efficaces. Chacun vaquait à sa tâche et personne ne se marchait sur les pieds. Ils étaient détendus, concentrés sur leur travail, et…

Un large sourire se forma sur le visage de Rose.

— Qu’est-ce qu’il y a ? demanda Marge qui suspendit son geste, sa spatule en l’air.

— C’est juste que… chacun ici paraît si content, répondit Rose avec un haussement d’épaules.

— Évidemment ! répliqua Marge. Grâce à vous, d’ailleurs. Tout ce à quoi on aspire, c’est faire ce qu’on aime faire et le faire bien. Vous êtes la première personne à nous avoir permis de nous accomplir.

« Faire ce qu’on aime et le faire bien… » C’était aussi tout ce à quoi aspirait Rose. C’était la raison pour laquelle elle était tombée amoureuse de la pâtisserie : créer des friandises capables de rendre heureux les habitants de Calamity Falls la remplissait elle-même de bonheur.

Un peu plus tard, alors que la pâte tournoyait dans les mixeurs géants, Rose fut stupéfaite de voir que des larmes coulaient sur les joues de Marge.

— Oh, Marge ! Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas ?

— Demandez plutôt qu’est-ce qui va, Rose, répondit Marge. Après avoir mangé ces Machins des rois infusés à l’amour maternel, je me suis d’abord sentie aussi légère qu’une plume. Et puis quelque chose s’est cassé dans ma tête. J’ai cru que c’était un plombage dans une molaire, puis je me suis rendu compte que c’était un déclic mental.

— Un déclic mental ?

— Je n’ai pas envie d’être ici. Pas du tout. Cette usine, cet emploi ? Ce n’est pas l’avenir dont je rêve. J’aime pâtisser, c’est vrai. Je n’ai rien contre la pâtisserie, et vous êtes une pâtissière merveilleuse… Mais ici, je me sens plus comme une ouvrière qui travaille à la chaîne que comme une créatrice de friandises.

Rose sourit. Marge n’avait pas tort : l’usine de la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux ne correspondait pas le moins du monde à l’image qu’elle se faisait d’une cuisine idéale.

— Il y a pire ! continua Marge. En fait, mon cœur n’appartient pas à la pâtisserie… Il appartient, il a toujours appartenu… au ciel !

Marge leva les yeux au plafond.

— Au ciel, Marge ?

— J’aurais dû réaliser mon rêve d’enfant. Je rêvais de devenir conductrice de montgolfière. Je rêvais de voguer au-dessus de la cime des arbres. J’aurais emmené des jeunes mariés en voyage de noces en ballon. J’aurais respiré l’air pur de la haute montagne. C’est là qu’est ma place, Rose. Là-haut. Pas ici, sur la terre.

Marge s’assit à côté d’un des énormes mixeurs et posa le menton sur ses mains. Sa toque tomba sur le sol dans un doux bruissement.

Rose s’accroupit auprès d’elle.

— Pourquoi ne l’avez-vous pas réalisé ?

— Parce que je n’ai pas le physique de l’emploi. Je suis ce qu’on appelle une « femme ronde ». J’ai toujours eu quelques kilos de trop. Quand j’étais petite, mes parents m’ont mise au régime. Je ne mangeais plus que des haricots verts et du blanc de poulet cuits à la vapeur. Je n’ai pas perdu un gramme. Quand je leur ai dit que je voulais devenir conductrice de montgolfière, ils m’ont ri au nez et ont prétendu que, lesté de mon poids, le ballon refuserait de quitter le sol. J’avais six ans, mais j’ai compris le message. Dès que j’ai eu mon bac, j’ai été embauchée dans cette usine. Je me suis dit que travailler dans les gâteaux m’irait comme un gant, puisque j’ai l’air d’en manger des tonnes.

Marge marqua une pause, au bord des larmes. D’une voix chevrotante, elle précisa :

— Je n’aime même pas tellement ça, les gâteaux.

— Pourquoi vous ne donnez pas votre démission ? Vous pourriez suivre une formation de conductrice de ballon, non ? suggéra Rose.

— Non, c’est impossible ! Je suis trop vieille et puis j’ai trop peur de M. Beurre. Il m’a dit que ma place était ici, soupira Marge, et il a sans doute raison.

Rose déposa un baiser sur la joue rebondie de la sous-chef.

— À mon avis, vous êtes libre d’exercer le métier qui vous plaît, Marge.

Marge lui donna de grandes claques dans le dos qui manquèrent de faire basculer Rose sur les genoux.

— Vous savez quoi ? Vous êtes une vraie amie, vous avez bon cœur. Je suis fière de vous connaître.

Rose se demanda ce qui se serait passé ces derniers jours si Marge n’avait pas été là. Cette seule pensée était si affreuse qu’elle la repoussa de toutes ses forces.

— Merci, Marge. Je suis fière de vous connaître, moi aussi.

Marge s’éclaircit la gorge et s’essuya le visage du revers de sa veste blanche.

— Bien. Maintenant, les amis, il n’y a plus une seconde à perdre ! On n’a plus qu’une heure et demie pour terminer cette recette. Quelqu’un peut m’apporter la poudre de gingembre ?

Oliver et Origan approchèrent. Ils portaient chacun une verre doseur plein de ce qui ressemblait à de la sciure de bois.

— Combien faut-il en mettre ? demanda Rose. Plus d’une pincée, puisque c’est ce qu’avait mis Lily et que ça n’a pas marché.

— Moi, je dis : on met tout. Todo el jengibre ! décréta Oliver.

Sans laisser à Rose le temps de l’en empêcher, Origan versa le verre entier dans un des deux mixeurs de pâte chocolatée. La racine râpée fut engloutie dans un tourbillon tandis que les pales continuaient à tourner.

— Nous en avons mis une méga-pincée, conclut Rose.

Elle espérait qu’ils ne s’étaient pas trompés.

 

Une demi-douzaine de chansons plus tard, la première tournée de Fondants avait assez refroidi pour subir l’épreuve du glaçage. Oliver et Rose enduisirent six gâteaux de crème et en placèrent six autres par-dessus.

— Je suppose que c’est maintenant ou jamais, lança Rose.

Elle se figura les six pâtissiers prenant feu ou se transformant en tas de poussière, ou encore tombant raides morts.

— Attendez ! s’écria Origan. Ils ne devraient peut-être pas tous en manger. Après tout, on ne sait pas l’effet qu’ils peuvent avoir.

— De toute façon, je n’en veux pas, dit Marge. Je n’aime pas le gingembre. Et puis je suis terrifiée.

Comme pour souligner ses paroles, son estomac se mit à gargouiller.

Gene poussa Ning devant lui.

— Nous, on va essayer.

— Tu crois ? hoqueta Ning, la main plaquée sur la bouche.

— Oui, affirma Gene en lui tapant dans le dos. Bien sûr que oui. On est des pâtissiers, non ? Alors noblesse oblige !

Joignant le geste à la parole, Gene enfonça un Fondant mordant plein de mauvais esprit au gingembre dans la bouche de Ning, puis s’en fourra un dans la sienne.

Les deux hommes restèrent quelques instants à mastiquer. Rose, Oliver, Origan et le reste de la brigade les regardaient, sidérés. Dans le silence, Rose n’entendait que les battements de son cœur.

Soudain, Gene proclama :

— Je me sens super bien !

Il plia les genoux et se mit à tourner sur lui-même comme une toupie démente. Une seconde plus tard, Ning fit de même. Ni l’un ni l’autre ne parlaient, mais leurs yeux étaient grands ouverts et leur visage tordu par une grimace. Tout à coup, ils levèrent le bras droit en l’air, et celui-ci se mit à trembler comme une branche d’arbre dans la tempête. Ensuite, c’est le gauche qui pointa vers le ciel.

« Quelle danse étrange », se dit Rose.

L’instant d’après, ils se jetèrent au sol et se contorsionnèrent comme des reptiles.

Rose se précipita vers les deux pâtissiers dont les corps n’étaient plus qu’un nœud de souffrance.

— Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas ?

Gene et Ning cessèrent de bouger.

— Au secours ! fit Mélanie. On dirait des spaghettis mouillés !

Rose s’agenouilla et les secoua. Les deux pâtissiers ne réagirent pas.

Voilà pourquoi ses parents auraient dû l’aider. Rien de pareil ne se serait produit si elle les avait ramenés au laboratoire.

Au bout d’un moment, Gene et Ning se relevèrent, se regardèrent, puis se mirent à s’épousseter et à rajuster leurs vêtements.

— J’ai l’impression que ça m’a rien fait, déclara Gene.

— Ouais, je me sens tout ce qu’il y a plus normal, renchérit Ning.

Mais Rose voyait bien que leurs yeux étaient d’un vert brillant presque fluo. Un vert de mauvais augure… ensorcelé.

Gene et Ning avisèrent sur la table le plateau avec les quatre cookies qui restaient.

Gene tira le plateau vers lui.

— Je pense que pendant qu’on y est on devrait manger les derniers.

— Super bonne idée, approuva Ning en tirant à son tour le plateau pour le rapprocher de lui.

Ils se disputèrent ainsi le plateau jusqu’à ce que Ning fourre les quatre cookies dans la poche de son tablier.

Gene se rua sur lui. Ils roulèrent tous les deux par terre et se rouèrent de coups.

— Donne-moi ces cookies ! hurlait Gene.

— Jamais de la vie ! rugissait Ning.

Gene griffa Ning au visage, lui imprimant trois estafilades rouges sur la joue.

— Cookies cookies cookies ! hurla-t-il.

Ning avait l’air d’avoir été attaqué par une panthère, mais il ne semblait éprouver aucune douleur. Il se bornait à riposter en donnant des coups de tête à Gene.

— Qu’on les sépare ! s’affola Rose. Ils sont devenus insensibles ! Ils vont s’entre-tuer !

Oliver s’empara de Ning, le traîna jusqu’au quartier des pâtissiers, le balança à l’intérieur, puis se dépêcha de fermer la porte à clé. Gene continuait à arpenter le laboratoire, soufflant comme un bœuf. Finalement, il courut vers la porte du quartier des pâtissiers et tenta de la défoncer à coups d’épaule.

— Cette porte ne va pas tenir ! hurla Marge. Il faut qu’on guérisse ces deux-là, et vite !

Rose relut la recette de L’Apocryphe. La situation était désespérée. Ce n’était pas une vraie recette, et il n’y avait pas l’ombre d’un antidote. À moins qu’elle n’en invente un elle-même tout de suite avant que Gene et Ning ne s’écharpent.

Elle passa rapidement en revue les bocaux rouges qu’ils avaient sous la main, écarta ceux qui renfermaient des papillons de nuit phosphorescents, des queues d’arc-en-ciel, des champignons qui parlent.

— Je ne sais pas quoi prendre ! s’écria-t-elle.

— On dirait que la racine de gingembre a dressé le frère contre son frère, fit remarquer Origan.

Rose se rappela de nouveau ses parents et Balthazar enfermés dans la chambre d’hôtel. Ils étaient persuadés qu’elle réussirait à les en sortir. « Réfléchis, Rose, réfléchis bien… »

Soudain, elle eut l’impression qu’une ampoule s’allumait dans sa tête.

— Des frères, dit-elle tout haut.

Vite, elle trouva le bocal au milieu duquel brillait un caillou ovale. L’étiquette indiquait : PIERRE FRATERNELLE.

— Qu’est-ce que je fais de ça ? cria-t-elle en se précipitant vers le deuxième saladier de pâte chocolatée.

— Et si tu le jetais dedans, tout simplement ? souffla Origan.

Rose lâcha le caillou dans le mélange et fit redémarrer le robot.

— Et une pincée de gingembre pour rehausser le goût, compléta Marge en ajoutant une bonne poignée de poudre de gingembre classique.

Alors que les pales se remettaient en marche, la surface de la pâte s’aplatit au point de devenir aussi lisse et luisante qu’un miroir. Rose se pencha au-dessus du bol et vit deux garçons aux cheveux roux vêtus, à la mode de l’ancien temps, d’une tunique et d’une culotte courte, qui se serraient la main d’un air complice. Ils sautillaient en riant et en tournoyant sur eux-mêmes. Soudain, l’image disparut et la pâte retrouva son aspect normal pile à l’instant où, dans un vacarme épouvantable, Gene parvint à enfoncer la porte du quartier des pâtissiers.

Marge s’empara de la ficelle qui avait déjà servi à Serge et Jacques.

— Ligotez-les !

Elle en lança une pelote à Jasmine qui se mit à courir en rond autour de Gene et de Ning. Ils ne tardèrent pas à être ficelés dos à dos, incapables de bouger : deux chenilles dans la même chrysalide.

— Pouf ! Pouf ! souffla Jasmine après avoir fait un double nœud terminé par une belle boucle.

Ning et Gene, sans un mot, continuèrent à se tortiller un moment avant de s’effondrer sur le sol.

— N’essayez pas ça chez vous ! prévint Marge comme si elle était à la télé.

 

La sonnerie du minuteur signala que les cookies étaient cuits. Rose en fourra un dans la bouche de chacun des deux enragés. Ils mastiquèrent, avalèrent et parurent s’apaiser. La lueur vert fluo dans leurs yeux s’éteignit peu à peu.

Rose retint sa respiration et les libéra de leurs liens.

Au lieu de se battre, Gene et Ning échangèrent la même poignée de main complice que les deux frères rouquins dans la vision de Rose. Les deux pâtissiers sautillèrent sur place en s’esclaffant et en s’entrechoquant les poings. On aurait dit qu’ils avaient préparé un numéro. À la fin, ils tombèrent dans les bras l’un de l’autre.

— Je suis désolé, Gene ! s’écria Ning à la vue des griffures sur le visage et les bras de son ami.

— Moi aussi, je suis désolé, rétorqua Gene, le doigt pointé sur l’énorme œuf de pigeon sur le front de Ning. Comment est-ce qu’on a pu se battre comme des chiffonniers ? On appartient tous à la même famille, mec !

— C’est bien vrai ! approuva Ning.

Encouragés par Gene et Ning, tous les pâtissiers se mirent à s’embrasser fraternellement.

— J’adore les câlins, fit Félanie d’une voix douce.

Rose porta le Fondant mordant à la racine du mauvais esprit jusqu’à une vitrine réfrigérée à roulettes et le plaça sous une cloche de verre. Sous les quatre autres cloches, il y avait déjà respectivement une Tartelette lunaire, un Arc-en-boule, un Beignet mini mignon et un Machin des rois. Car pendant que Rose et ses frères étaient partis voir leurs parents, la brigade pâtissière n’avait pas chômé.

Rose contempla le résultat du travail de ces derniers jours. Ces cinq petits gâteaux, s’ils devaient être reproduits à l’identique, avaient le pouvoir de réduire la planète entière en esclavage.

Elle rangea le Fondant mordant antidote dans le réfrigérateur où ils stockaient les autres antidotes, au cas où quelqu’un en aurait besoin.

— Et si les membres de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie mangeaient un de ces petits gâteaux ? murmura Rose à ses frères.

— C’est une bonne idée, mi hermana, répondit Oliver. Mais d’abord, il va falloir s’occuper de M. Beurre. Et, à mon avis, la pierre fraternelle ne suffira pas à le guérir. Il a l’esprit sérieusement dérangé. Quand je pense qu’il a envie d’être le maître du monde autant que je désire être l’objet de l’adoration de toutes les femmes de la planète…

— Le plus important, c’est de veiller à ce que Mimie Brossard ne mange aucun des petits gâteaux magiques de L’Apocryphe, dit Rose.

Serge et Jacques, qui étaient montés faire une sieste bien méritée, descendirent l’escalier en colimaçon, Jacques accroché au cou de Serge tel un maharaja juché sur un éléphant. Le chat sauta sur la table de préparation et se prêta de bonne grâce aux caresses de Marge.

— La seule façon de m’empêcher de manger des gâteaux, ce serait de me transformer en quelqu’un d’autre, fit observer celle-ci, pensive.

Rose leva les yeux au plafond comme pour y chercher l’inspiration.

— Ça y est ! s’exclama-t-elle. J’ai trouvé ! Personne ne sait à quoi ressemble Mimie Brossard ?

— Moi, si, objecta Marge. Je vous l’ai déjà décrite. Haute comme trois pommes, avec des mains fortes. Et c’est une brune.

— Mais Beurre ne le sait pas, lui ! répliqua Rose. En ce qui me concerne, elle est le portrait craché du dessin sur ses paquets : une grande blonde coiffée au carré.

— Et où on va trouver une grande blonde coiffée au carré ? intervint Origan. Bon, Oliver est tellement beau qu’il pourrait se faire passer pour un top-model. Mais il a pas de perruque blonde…

Il y eut un long silence. Finalement, Mélanie s’arracha aux étreintes affectueuses de ses collègues et se rua en avant, les bras en l’air.

— Moi, si !

Félanie se précipita à la suite de sa sœur en se tenant la tête à deux mains.

— Moi aussi !

Rose regarda tour à tour les jumelles et haussa les sourcils.

— Vous portez toutes les deux des… perruques ?

— Non, dit Félanie. Juste Mélanie.

— On n’est pas de vraies jumelles, expliqua Mélanie. Nous sommes sœurs et nous avons toujours voulu être pareilles…

Elle tourna la tête d’un côté puis de l’autre pour qu’ils puissent tous admirer son casque de cheveux blonds. Après quoi, elle tira dessus et la perruque se détacha de son crâne qui se révéla couvert d’un duvet noir.

— Au naturel, je suis brune, déclara Mélanie, la lèvre inférieure tremblotante.

Jasmine étouffa un cri. Rose entendit Jacques murmurer :

— Sacrebleu* !

— En général, je me décolore les cheveux, mais la semaine dernière j’ai massacré ma coupe, continua Mélanie. Comme j’étais gênée, je me suis tondu la tête et j’ai acheté ce truc en attendant que ça repousse.

Rose écarquilla les yeux en voyant Mélanie remettre sa perruque. Puis elle jeta un coup d’œil à son grand frère qui dépassait les « jumelles » d’une bonne tête.

— Oliver, si tu te déguisais en Mimie Brossard, ce serait un bon moyen de la protéger. Nous avons appris qu’elle est attendue ici même, à l’usine de la Corporation !

— Non, non, non, répondit Oliver, les deux mains levées en signe de protestation. De toute façon, comment tu feras pour empêcher la vraie Mimie Brossard de se pointer ?

Pendant que les pâtissiers se creusaient la cervelle pour trouver une réponse, Serge sauta sur la table près de Rose, s’assit en enroulant sa queue autour de lui et se pencha vers elle pour lui murmurer :

— Je veux bien me charger de cette mission. Le Chatappel peut de nouveau se rendre utile. Ce ne devrait pas être difficile.

Marge réagit au quart de tour.

— Mes amis ! tonna-t-elle. Il faut salir ce laboratoire pour mieux berner M. Beurre. Je veux que cet endroit ait l’air d’avoir essuyé une tornade après la création du petit gâteau le plus puissant à ce jour, le Fondant mordant à la racine du mauvais esprit.

Gene et Ning ne firent ni une ni deux : ils ramassèrent à pleines poignées le reste de pâte chocolatée et en bombardèrent les murs, le sol et le plafond.

Marge posa la main sur l’épaule de Rose.

— Rosemary Bliss, vous avez besoin d’une petite sieste. Vous avez la mine d’une jeune fille qui n’a pas fermé l’œil depuis des jours et des jours.

« Elle a raison », se dit Rose en étouffant un bâillement. Même si elle s’était réveillée seulement quelques heures plus tôt, toute cette activité l’avait éreintée. Elle voulut prendre les fiches de recettes et les bocaux d’amour maternel, mais Marge l’en empêcha.

— Laissez, dit-elle. Je sais ce qu’il faut faire avec ces précieuses choses. Pour la première fois de ma vie, je suis sûre de moi.

Ces paroles ne parurent pas à Rose d’une clarté limpide, mais elle était trop fatiguée pour réclamer des explications. Alors qu’elle gravissait l’escalier en colimaçon, elle entendit Marge ordonner à Oliver :

— Et vous, beau jeune homme… On va vous trouver la tenue adéquate.
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Il faut savoir s’esquiver

Deux heures plus tard, alors que le hurlement des sirènes et le clignotement des spots rouges annonçaient l’arrivée imminente de M. Beurre, Rose bondit hors de son lit. Elle ne savait plus du tout où elle se trouvait.

Dans le rêve dont elle émergeait, elle avait été de retour dans sa chambre de Calamity Falls. Les flashs des paparazzis illuminaient sa fenêtre. Elle revivait cette matinée vieille d’un mois et faisait le vœu que tout cela disparaisse et n’ait jamais existé.

Elle reprit conscience de ce qui l’entourait à la vue du laboratoire en contrebas.

— J’aimerais être rentrée à la maison et que tout redevienne comme avant, marmonna-t-elle.

Du haut de la commode où il faisait la sieste, le chat lui lança :

— Toi et tes vœux ! Je t’avais prévenue, pourtant !

Serge se leva et s’étira de tout son long, le dos arqué en accordéon.

— Désolée. Je suis tête en l’air.

— Pas de souci, celui-là était un bon vœu…

Il jeta un coup d’œil vers les tables de préparation et ajouta :

— Tu ferais mieux de t’y mettre.

Rose attrapa sa toque au passage et dévala l’escalier. Elle venait de sauter la dernière marche quand M. Beurre émergea du monte-charge, seul, sans M. Kerr ni voiturette de golf. En dépit de son costume gris perle, de sa chemise à rayures et de ses mocassins noirs, il avait l’air d’un petit garçon entrant dans un salon où l’attend une montagne de cadeaux.

Le laboratoire ressemblait à un champ de bataille. Gene et Ning étaient allongés par terre, une poche de glace sur le front. La porte du quartier des pâtissiers gisait cassée en deux sur le sol. Mélanie, qui avait prêté sa perruque à Oliver, arborait un crâne presque aussi chauve que celui de M. Beurre. Oliver et Origan n’étaient nulle part en vue.

M. Beurre trempa le doigt dans les grumeaux de pâte au chocolat qui couvrait le plan de travail.

— Merveilleux ! s’exclama-t-il.

Après s’être essuyé le doigt, il dodelina de la tête.

— On dirait que le Fondant mordant a mal tourné, comme vous tous, d’ailleurs ! Quelle pagaille ! Toutefois, c’est pour la bonne cause !

Il tapa dans ses mains au-dessus de sa tête.

— Vous. Êtes. Des. Héros ! proclama-t-il. La Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux saura vous montrer sa reconnaissance !

Il fit la tournée des pâtissiers étendus sur le carrelage et leur serra la main à tous.

— Chef Bliss. Merveilleux. Marge, superbe. Jas… mine ? Oui…

Arrivé à Gene et Ning, sa langue fourcha.

— Ping. Steve. Excellent travail.

Quand il parvint devant Mélanie et Félanie, sa mémoire le lâcha tout à fait.

— Jumelle blonde numéro un. Jumelle blonde numéro deux. Vous avez fait du bon boulot !

Il remarqua la boule à zéro de Mélanie et lui demanda :

— Jumelle blonde numéro deux, vous n’aviez pas de longs cheveux blonds ce matin ?

— Elle me cassait les pieds ! expliqua Félanie du tac au tac. Alors je lui ai mis la boule à zéro.

— Bravo, acquiesça M. Beurre sans se laisser démonter. Cette équipe de recherche culinaire a travaillé très dur, mais il nous reste peu de temps avant que Mimie Brossard nous fasse l’honneur de sa visite ! Elle sera là dans une heure. Alors, tous sous la douche ! Et que ça saute ! La fête commence bientôt !

Marge prit la tête du cortège de pâtissiers et ils franchirent l’ouverture dépourvue de porte qui menait aux dortoirs. Pendant ce temps, M. Beurre et Rose allèrent examiner les funestes petits gâteaux dans leur vitrine réfrigérée à roulettes.

M. Beurre louchait sur les minuscules friandises.

— Voici votre œuvre !

Rose s’obligea à sourire, mais elle n’en menait pas large. La mine de ces gâteaux ne lui disait rien qui vaille. Le Fondant mordant n’aurait pas du être aussi mince et l’Arc-en-boule avait un glaçage d’une teinte magenta tout à fait suspecte. La Tartelette lunaire était bombée au milieu, comme une soucoupe volante, et la bûche du Machin des rois était plus longue que ne l’autorisaient les spécifications du règlement de la Corporation. « Quelqu’un a fait joujou avec ces friandises. » Rose ouvrit la bouche :

— Ce ne sont pas…

Marge, derrière elle, termina sa phrase à sa place.

— … l’œuvre des petites mains de la cuisine. Nous autres pâtissiers devons tout à notre chef, Rosemary Bliss !

— Hip hip hip ! hourra ! Hip hip hip ! hourra ! s’écrièrent en chœur les pâtissiers.

Ces acclamations auraient pu émouvoir Rose si elle n’avait pas été malade à l’idée que ces petits gâteaux étaient un tel condensé de mal. Elle essuya une larme.

— C’est touchant, soupira M. Beurre. Maintenant, mademoiselle Rosemary Bliss, je vous ai réservé une tâche très spéciale. Votre dernière mission en qualité de chef pâtissière sera de présenter ces échantillons à notre invitée d’honneur : Mimie Brossard. Comme vous le savez, elle nous rend visite ce soir même. Elle sera très impressionnée, je crois, par votre victoire au Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants, si impressionnée qu’elle mangera tout ce que vous lui donnerez sans poser de question.

— Je ne sais pas si je peux faire ça, bredouilla Rose.

M. Beurre leva vers elle un poing menaçant.

— N’oubliez pas que je retiens toujours votre famille en otage. Ils pourraient bien demeurer mes hôtes pendant, mettons très longtemps. Tout comme vous !

Rose baissa les yeux.

— Et ne croyez pas, continua M. Beurre, que je ne verrai pas la différence si vous donnez à Mimie Brossard les petits gâteaux parfaits ou une version antérieure de nos produits. Vous avez fait du bon boulot jusqu’ici, mademoiselle Bliss, et vous comprenez à quel point nos gâteaux doivent être… puissants !

Il marqua une pause pour prendre une grande inspiration avant de déclarer :

— Si Brossard ne pète pas les plombs à la première bouchée, je saurai que vous m’avez berné et je prendrai les mesures qui s’imposent…

Le visage de M. Beurre fut agité de tics.

— On s’est bien compris, tous les deux ? conclut-il dans un souffle.

Rose fit oui de la tête.

— Maintenant, préparerons un plateau spécial, d’accord ?

M. Beurre plongea la main sous les globes en verre et sortit la Tartelette lunaire, l’Arc-en-boule, le Beignet mini mignon, le Machin des rois et le Fondant mordant. Il les plaça sur un plateau en argent gravé d’élégantes arabesques qui faisaient penser à des queues d’oiseau de paradis.

— Je vais le porter moi-même, décréta-t-il, et c’est vous qui le donnerez à Mimie Brossard. Elle va l’adorer.

— Je l’espère, dit Rose.

Marge et elle avaient un plan, mais allait-il marcher ? Marge devait cacher les antidotes aux friandises dans son sac et, en temps voulu, les échanger avec les maléfiques petits gâteaux que M. Beurre avait disposés sur le plateau. Oliver, déguisé en Mimie Brossard, mangerait les antidotes, qui n’auraient aucun effet sur lui. Mais il jouerait la comédie pour faire croire qu’il était devenu une Mimie Brossard meurtrière, un zombie facilement contrôlable, afin que M. Beurre ne soupçonne rien.

Ce n’était peut-être pas génial, mais ils n’avaient rien de mieux.

Pendant ce temps, la vraie Mimie Brossard, avertie par Serge et le Chatappel, grignoterait des chips chez elle, bien tranquille sur son canapé.

Rose entendit le son de trompettes lointaines.

— Quel est ce bruit infernal ? s’écria M. Beurre. Qui joue de la trompette ? La musique est interdite sur le complexe !

Marge et les autres pâtissiers regardèrent M. Beurre avec des mines perplexes.

À cet instant, le monte-charge hissa des profondeurs du bâtiment un M. Kerr haletant qui se tenait la poitrine à deux mains.

— Monsieur Beurre… Mimie Brossard… Elle est arrivée.

— Déjà, maugréa M. Beurre en portant la main à son front. On ne l’attendait pas avant une heure !

— Elle est en avance, souffla M. Kerr.

— Bon ! Venez, Rose, Marge, entassez-vous dans la voiturette de golf.

M. Beurre serrait si fort le plateau en argent qu’il en avait les jointures blanches comme de la craie.

Marge adressa à Rose un clin d’œil complice et tapota son sac.

— Advienne que pourra, murmura Rose.

 

 

Personne ne pipa mot dans la voiturette de golf que M. Kerr conduisait vers le bâtiment principal du complexe industriel pâtissier, celui où Rose avait été briefée après son kidnapping et qui abritait le mausolée du Fondant mordant.

M. Beurre poussa Rose et Marge devant lui pour leur faire franchir la somptueuse porte à double battant en acier inoxydable.

— Vite ! La presse a été convoquée ! C’est un moment historique qui se prépare !

À l’intérieur, des centaines de robots-pieuvres tournicotaient, sautaient sur place et filaient de-ci, de-là. Ils fabriquaient les PCIC. Avec des gestes parfaitement synchronisés, ils fourraient les petits gâteaux à l’aide de seringues, emballaient sous cellophane les Tartelettes lunaires. Un ballet mécanique réglé comme du papier à musique. Rose n’en revenait pas.

Elle remarqua qu’en fait les robots étaient contrôlés à distance par une brigade d’une centaine de pâtissiers équipés de gants blancs électroniques. Dès qu’un pâtissier esquissait un geste, tous les robots suivaient le mouvement au quart de tour.

— Incroyable, murmura Rose.

— N’est-ce pas ? Venez, ajouta M. Beurre. Nous devons nous mettre en place pour la recevoir.

Un épais tapis rouge avait été déroulé sur toute la longueur de l’usine. Une foule de photographes et de journalistes attendaient derrière un gros cordon en velours rouge. À l’opposé, il y avait un orchestre de trompettistes.

Les flashs crépitèrent tandis que Rose, Marge et M. Beurre s’avançaient vers une table somptueuse dressée sur une estrade pile sous le mausolée en verre du Fondant mordant. Soudain, les photographes levèrent leurs appareils au-dessus de leur tête, braquant leurs objectifs en direction de la porte dont les deux battants venaient de s’ouvrir. Les trompettes sonnèrent et la lumière flamboyante du soleil couchant embrasa la salle.

Rose plissa les yeux. À contre-jour, elle ne distinguait qu’une longue silhouette qui semblait avancer en flottant sur le tapis. Est-ce qu’elle volait ? se demanda-t-elle, assourdie par le vacarme des cuivres et les détonations des canons à confettis qui explosaient dans son dos à intervalles réguliers.

Les deux battants de la porte se refermèrent, et une voiturette de golf remonta au ralenti le tapis rouge vers la table du banquet.

Son chauffeur était un adolescent qui portait un short à pinces, un tee-shirt et une toque de chef. Avec ses lunettes surdimensionnées qui lui barraient le visage, il évoquait une mante religieuse géante. Il conduisait avec décontraction, une seule main sur le volant, le coude sur la portière. Mais malgré la toque et les lunettes de soleil, Rose aurait reconnu ces joues roses et poupines n’importe où. Le chauffeur n’était autre qu’Origan.

Debout dans le véhicule comme sur un char de parade, se tenait une grande femme mince, au rouge à lèvres écarlate. Ses cheveux blonds en rouleaux autour des oreilles rebiquaient en pointe sous le menton. Elle était vêtue d’un élégant tailleur bleu marine et saluait d’un léger geste du poignet à la manière de la reine Élisabeth d’Angleterre.

— N’est-elle pas resplendissante ? chuchota M. Beurre.

« N’est-elle pas mon grand frère ? » songea Rose.

L’activité de l’usine avait cessé d’un coup. Les pâtissiers s’alignèrent derrière les trompettistes, et les robots derrière les pâtissiers qui les contrôlaient.

— Mesdames et messieurs ! hurla M. Beurre dans son porte-voix. Notre principale concurrente, Mme Betty Brossard ! Elle est là aujourd’hui pour discuter d’un partenariat entre la Corporation Brossard et la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux… les deux dernières pâtisseries d’Amérique du Nord. Je vous prie de vous joindre tous à moi pour saluer notre estimée collègue !

Quand les pâtissiers portèrent la main à leur tempe pour faire un salut militaire, les robots les imitèrent, dans une vague de cliquetis et de craquements métalliques.

Origan arrêta la voiturette au ras de la table.

M. Beurre aida Oliver à descendre.

— Quelle entrée en scène ! dit-il. Madame Brossard ! Ma chère, vous avez l’air d’une reine ! À l’image de votre effigie sur les paquets de gâteaux ! Vraiment, quelle ressemblance extraordinaire !

— Vous êtes trop gentil, répliqua Oliver d’une voix nasillarde qui n’était pas sa voix habituelle mais qui n’était pas non plus une voix de femme.

— Et quel… organe ! s’extasia M. Beurre. Quelle présence impérieuse !

— Merci, répondit Oliver, les deux mains serrées autour du sac en strass qui pendait à son épaule. J’adore la déco de votre usine ! Ça rutile ! Et tous ces robots, et ces dames et ces messieurs avec leurs gants qui brillent…

M. Beurre fixa Oliver d’un regard de prédateur, telle une araignée guettant une mouche.

— Merci ! Ces gants leur permettent en fait de contrôler les robots. Un petit système ingénieux inventé par votre humble serviteur. Allez, on salue de nouveau Mme Brossard !

Les rangées de pâtissiers firent de grands gestes. Les tentacules des robots s’agitèrent à l’unisson.

— Génial ! s’exclama Oliver. On dirait un jeu vidéo en trois dimensions…

— Ce système permet de réduire le nombre de nos employés, expliqua M. Beurre. Je vous présente notre brigade de choc. Ici, ils sont cent. Chacune des usines de notre complexe emploie des centaines de gens, lesquels à leur tour contrôlent des milliers de robots. Mettons qu’un pâtissier nappe un cupcake d’un délicieux glaçage, il a des dizaines de robots qui imiteront au millimètre près tous ses gestes.

— Rien que d’y penser, j’en ai des frissons partout, dit Oliver en agitant les épaules rembourrées de sa veste.

— Voyez-vous, cette idée a germé une nuit dans mon esprit, quand…

M. Beurre se tut. Rose venait de l’interrompre en toussant très fort : elle avait peur qu’il ne continue à blablater toute la journée.

— Ah, oui, dit M. Beurre. Comment ai-je pu oublier ? Madame Brossard, je vous présente notre estimée chef pâtissière, Mlle Rosemary Bliss.

Oliver posa sur Rose un de ces regards qu’on réserve en général au chewing-gum qui s’est collé à sa semelle.

— Qui est cette petite fille ? demanda-t-il avec une grandiloquence qu’il aurait voulu digne d’une impératrice de la haute cuisine.

Rose leva les yeux au ciel.

— Rosemary Bliss, répéta M. Beurre. Elle vient de remporter le Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants à Paris.

— La plus jeune lauréate de tous les temps, précisa Rose.

Oliver leva mes yeux au plafond, comme pour stimuler sa mémoire.

— Ah, oui ! Je me rappelle avoir lu quelque chose là-dessus. C’est cette fille qui était assistée par son frère, un jeune homme d’une beauté troublante. Oui, je me souviens très bien de lui. Et je suppose qu’elle était là aussi.

Oliver prit la main de Rose. M. Beurre en profita pour tendre à Rose le plateau de petits gâteaux maléfiques.

— Offrez-les-lui, vous, lui chuchota-t-il à l’oreille d’un ton menaçant.

Rose serra les dents et présenta le plat à Oliver.

— Confectionnés spécialement pour vous… une dégustation. Des échantillons de nos nouvelles recettes.

Elle posa le plateau sur la table de banquet. Oliver choisit la Tartelette lunaire.

— Quel gâteau appétissant… et délicat.

Rose se tourna à moitié pour lancer un coup d’œil catastrophé à Marge qui se tenait dans l’ombre de M. Beurre. Marge lui adressa un signe de tête, tapota son énorme sac à main et leva le pouce. Rose ne voyait pas à quel moment Marge avait pu opérer la substitution des petits gâteaux alors que M. Beurre n’avait pas lâché le plateau une seconde. Toutefois, au point où elle en était, elle ne pouvait que lui faire confiance et espérer que tout finirait bien.

— Ils sont magnifiques, mentit Oliver en regardant Marge. Mais je vous ai apporté quelques centaines de tranches de mon Coco Cake Brossard. Je voudrais les partager avec chaque pâtissier de votre brigade. Je tiens énormément à cette dégustation croisée de nos chefs-d’œuvre ! Ce sera la photo de l’année !

« Qu’est-ce que fabrique Oliver ? se demanda Rose. Ce n’était pas prévu dans le plan. »

— Ah bon ? fit M. Beurre, étonné. Hum ! Eh bien, d’accord.

Origan déchargea de l’arrière de la voiturette de golf une caisse en bois remplie de boîtes minuscules. Chacune contenait une tranche de Coco Cake Mimie Brossard. Les pâtissiers ôtèrent leurs gants blancs et se mirent en rang.

— Venez, monsieur, dit Oliver à M. Beurre. Il faut donner un coup de main à ce pauvre chauffeur.

Oliver tira d’une main ferme M. Beurre vers le véhicule. Celui-ci grommela, mais patienta aux côtés d’Oliver et d’Origan qui distribuaient à chaque pâtissier un Coco Cake très spécial. Après quelques bouchées, les sourires montèrent aux lèvres des employés.

— Ça vient d’où ? murmura Rose à Marge.

Le Coco Cake mettait de bonne humeur ceux qui le dégustaient.

— Pendant que vous faisiez la sieste, on n’a pas chômé, répondit Marge en souriant. Aidez-les à les distribuer.

Déconcertée, Rose se joignit à M. Beurre, Oliver et Origan à l’arrière de la voiturette de golf.

— Hep, je peux en avoir une tranche ? lança à Origan un homme en bleu de travail. Je ne suis pas pâtissier, je suis électricien. Mais je travaille ici quand même.

Origan lui donna une petite boîte.

— Bien sûr. Ces gants que vous portez, ils sont super. Les robots ne sont pas un peu perdus avec tous ces gants différents ?

L’électricien contempla la tranche de Coco Cake sur sa paume.

— Pas du tout. Les pâtissiers ont chacun une fréquence à laquelle réagit son équipe de robots. Le seul à pouvoir tous les contrôler, c’est M. Beurre.

— Cool ! s’exclama Origan, soudain pensif. Mega super cool.

Pendant ce temps, Oliver répondait aux questions des journalistes.

— Qui ont été vos mentors, madame Brossard ?

— Oh… ma grand-mère, bredouilla Oliver. Et Katy Perry. Oh, et Tony Hawk… et d’autres champions de skate-board.

À cet instant, Rose vit du coin de l’œil Marge se diriger vers la longue table. Aussi furtive qu’un commando des forces spéciales de la CIA, la sous-chef rafla les cinq petits gâteaux empoisonnés et les glissa dans son sac à main immense capable de contenir une armée de clowns. Avec la même discrétion, elle les remplaça par les cinq antidotes. M. Beurre, qui surveillait les journalistes, ne s’aperçut de rien. Rose ne put retenir une cascade de rire joyeux.

— Peut-on connaître la cause de votre hilarité ? l’interrogea M. Beurre d’une voix agacée.

Son sourire crispé coupa à Rose l’envie de rire.

— Rien de particulier, répondit-elle. Je me réjouis de voir que la distribution est presque terminée. Je commence à avoir les bras fatigués.

Lorsque le dernier pâtissier s’éloigna avec la dernière tranche de Coco Cake, Rose suivit M. Beurre à la table de banquet où il s’assit à côté d’Oliver pour la photo officielle. M. Beurre levait délicatement entre ses doigts un Coco Cake Mimie Brossard. Oliver brandissait une Tartelette lunaire antidote.

Les photographes mitraillèrent pendant que les dirigeants des deux pâtisseries à grande échelle – le chauve d’âge mûr et le jeune en perruque et jupe étroite – portaient les petits gâteaux à leur bouche.

— À vous l’honneur, madame, dit M. Beurre.

— Moi ? dit Oliver. Pourquoi pas vous ?

— Honneur aux dames, c’est la tradition, insista M. Beurre, de plus en plus inquiet.

— Dans certains pays, c’est l’inverse, ce sont les hommes d’abord, lui fit remarquer Oliver.

Rose lui cria :

— Allez, mangez, ne faites pas d’histoires !

M. Beurre et Oliver, les yeux dans les yeux, approchèrent en même temps, très lentement, les gâteaux de leurs lèvres.

Alors qu’Oliver allait mordre dans sa Tartelette lunaire, les deux battants de la grande porte d’entrée s’ouvrirent à la volée pour laisser le passage à une femme qui entra en titubant, les bras levés pour retenir son bonnet en fourrure qui ressemblait plus à un couvre-théière qu’à un couvre-chef.

— C’est qui, celle-là ? s’étonna Rose.

Alors que la femme s’avançait vers eux, Rose vit qu’elle était petite et trapue, et vêtue du même tailleur bleu marine qu’Oliver. En fait de bonnet de fourrure, ce qui lui couvrait la tête n’était autre qu’un chat gris.

— Au secours ! Que quelqu’un me débarrasse de cette… BÊTE ! hurla-t-elle en progressant d’un pas chancelant sur le tapis rouge.

Le chat, que Rose reconnut aussitôt, sauta d’un bond de la tête de la nouvelle venue et se carapata dans un coin obscur sous un réseau de tapis roulants. S’ensuivit un mitraillage d’appareils photo.

— Peut-on savoir qui ose interrompre cette cérémonie solennelle ? s’enquit M. Beurre d’un air hautain.

La petite femme secoua la tête, se recoiffa, épousseta son tailleur et se dirigea vers lui d’un pas décidé.

— Je suis Betty Brossard, bien sûr !
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Les gants du maître

Un silence de mort s’abattit sur la salle. Même les journalistes se tenaient cois.

M. Beurre contempla la petite brunette d’un regard empli de dégoût, à croire qu’il venait de découvrir un rat mort sur le sol de l’usine.

— Betty Brossard, et quoi encore ? Taratata, je vous présente Betty Brossard ! vociféra-t-il en tapotant l’épaule d’Oliver. Tout le monde sait que Mimie Brossard est aussi grande qu’un top-model et d’une blondeur légendaire ! Alors, qui que vous soyez, madame, vous pouvez sortir de ce pas de mon usine !

La femme en tailleur ne se laissa pas démonter. Elle mit ses mains sur ses hanches et dévisagea M. Beurre. Rose eut tout le loisir de détailler ses traits : petite bouche, joli nez droit, yeux marron pétillants d’intelligence.

— Vous savez quoi ? Je suis peut-être victime d’hallucinations. Parce que, alors que je venais ici, un chat gris avec des oreilles rabattues sur les yeux comme une casquette a sauté sur mes genoux dans ma limousine et m’a ordonné de rentrer chez moi. En anglais ! Alors, oui, je divague peut-être ! Mais s’il y a une chose dont je suis sûre, c’est que je suis Betty Brossard ! La Betty Brossard. Et ça, assena-t-elle le doigt pointé sur Oliver, c’est un imposteur.

Elle s’approcha tout près d’Oliver et le toisa des pieds à la tête. Après quoi, elle maugréa :

— Cette « femme » est en réalité un adolescent.

Oliver laissa échapper un cri de protestation.

— Quel toupet ! Voyez-vous ça ! Je suis une dame de quarante-deux ans, enfin ! En revanche, l’homme à la perruque, c’est vous !

— Faux, archifaux ! affirma la brune en tailleur.

M. Kerr se glissa derrière elle et lui tira les cheveux, lesquels restèrent bien plantés au sommet de son crâne.

— Ouille ! hurla-t-elle. Vous n’avez pas le droit, espèce de monstre en jogging de velours !

— C’est des vrais, patron ! informa M. Kerr. C’est bien une dame !

M. Beurre se tourna vers Oliver qui soutint son regard. M. Beurre tendit la main, attrapa une mèche blonde et tira un bon coup. La chute de la perruque révéla les épis roux aplatis sur la tête d’Oliver.

— Bouh, fit Oliver d’une voix mourante.

Une exclamation de surprise courut le long de la file de pâtissiers. Tout le monde posait sur Oliver des regards ahuris.

— Ne mangez pas ces Coco Cakes ! hurla M. Beurre. Dieu sait ce qu’il y a dedans. Si ce n’est pas Mimie Brossard, ce doit être…

Il considéra tour à tour Rose et Oliver.

— … le frère de Rosemary Bliss.

Oliver haussa les épaules.

— Et puis après ?

— Oliver ! Sauve-toi, vite ! cria Rose.

Oliver sauta de l’estrade et dévala le tapis rouge vers la sortie, M. Kerr à ses trousses. Les photographes s’en donnèrent à cœur joie.

M. Kerr était à deux doigts de mettre la main au collet du frère aîné de Rose quand Origan hurla :

— Que tout le monde s’arrête !

Après avoir enfilé les gants qu’il avait trouvés dans le bureau de M. Méchanico, ceux qui portaient l’étiquette MAÎTRE, Origan fit démarrer le gros radiocassette à l’arrière de la voiturette de golf. La pulsation immortelle de « Bad » de Michael Jackson fit vibrer l’air. Origan, attifé de son short à pinces et de ses lunettes de mouche, se mit à danser sur le rythme entraînant avec une telle virtuosité que cela aurait sûrement fait un carton sur Internet si quelqu’un s’était avisé de le filmer.

En tout cas, tout le monde s’arrêta pour le regarder, y compris M. Kerr. Et M. Beurre.

Car Origan n’était pas le seul à sautiller, à tourbillonner et à faire le fameux pas de danse… le moonwalk. Le millier de robots employés dans l’usine dansaient à l’unisson, imitant à la perfection la rythmique complexe initiée par les mouvements de bras, les doigts tendus, les contorsions, les poses de leur maître Origan. Ils dansaient comme lui et glissaient en arrière. Ils faisaient un tel bruit de casserole que les pâtissiers tentèrent tous de se cacher sous la table.

Les robots à sa suite, Origan dansa jusqu’à un baquet géant rempli de pâte chocolatée. Il en prit une poignée et la lança sur M. Beurre. Les robots firent de même. Quand le mouvement cessa, M. Beurre, Rose, Marge et les robots étaient couverts d’une fine couche de pâte marron. Mimie Brossard était la seule à avoir réussi à rester impeccable. Quant à Oliver, il n’était nulle part en vue.

M. Beurre s’essuya les yeux et souleva Rose par le col de sa veste de chef pâtissière. Rose l’attrapa par les poignets et fit de son mieux pour le repousser. Mais la colère décuplait les forces de M. Beurre.

— Assez ! hurla-t-il. Est-ce que vous aimez votre sœur ?

Origan leva les yeux du baquet et se figea.

— Ôtez ces gants et apportez-les-moi.

Origan obéit à regret. Il s’approcha de M. Beurre d’un air penaud, la tête basse. M. Beurre lui arracha les gants des mains.

— Et vous ! cria M. Beurre. Vous, l’autre frère !

Oliver reparut par la porte à double battant. Il portait toujours le tailleur bleu marine, mais il tenait les escarpins à hauts talons dans ses mains. Lui aussi avait l’air penaud quand il remonta le tapis rouge entre les robots immobiles.

M. Kerr empoigna les deux frères par le bras. M. Beurre lâcha Rose qui se massa le cou et retrouva péniblement son souffle.

— Veuillez vous excuser auprès de votre sœur à qui vous venez de gâcher l’heure la plus cruciale de sa carrière, dit M. Beurre.

— Pardonne-moi, Rose, articula Oliver sans desserrer les dents.

— Pardon, Rose, désolé d’avoir semé la pagaille.

— Vous êtes jaloux de la renommée mondiale de votre sœur, n’est-ce pas ? reprit M. Beurre.

Mimie Brossard suivait des yeux ces échanges, la mine sceptique.

— Oui, opina Oliver. Nous sommes jaloux, c’est vrai. Pardon.

— Très bien, dit M. Beurre, soudain bizarrement jovial.

Il avança en se dandinant vers la vraie Mimie Brossard.

— Quel micmac ! s’exclama-t-il d’une voix mielleuse. Quel horrible malentendu ! Je savais, bien sûr, qu’il y avait anguille sous roche, mais je voulais les prendre la main dans le sac. Veuillez me pardonner, ma chère. Je vous promets que la suite se passera sans anicroche.

Il lui tendit la main. Mimie Brossard garda obstinément les bras croisés.

— Mettez-vous un peu à ma place, expliqua-t-elle. Je suis invitée à célébrer la promulgation d’une loi que je n’ai jamais soutenue, et que je n’aurais même jamais pensé proposer. En chemin, je suis attaquée par un chat doué de parole qui me conseille de prendre la poudre d’escampette. Ce qui en soi, déjà, est très étrange. Mais ce n’est pas tout… À mon arrivée, je trouve un adolescent déguisé qui se fait passer pour moi et je suis accusée d’être un homme. Ensuite un deuxième garçon se lance dans un numéro de ballet avec des robots qui se termine en bataille de chocolat.

Mimie Brossard conclut cette tirade par un énorme soupir d’exaspération.

— Vous comprendrez qu’à ce stade je ne suis pas pressée de poursuivre le programme des festivités.

M. Beurre se saisit de la main de Mimie Brossard mais elle se dépêcha de la lui reprendre avant qu’il ne puisse lui faire le baisemain.

— Bien sûr, Betty ! Vous m’autorisez à vous appeler par votre prénom ?

— Non. Pour vous, c’est Mme Brossard.

— Madame Brossard, reprit M. Beurre, nous sommes heureux de vous recevoir en ce jour de gloire à la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux. Rien ne pourrait nous faire plus plaisir que de vous voir participer aux réjouissances que nous avions prévues en votre honneur.

Betty recroisa ses bras.

— Quel genre de réjouissances ?

— Pour commencer, une modeste offrande qui témoignera de notre volonté de maintenir la paix entre nous. Nous voudrions vous offrir un échantillon de nos meilleurs petits gâteaux. Notre jeune protégée, Rosemary Bliss, la lauréate du Gala des Grands Gâteaux Géants…

— Je sais qui elle est, le coupa Mimie Brossard. Je lui ai écrit une lettre lui demandant de venir travailler pour moi, mais elle ne m’a jamais répondu.

Rose se retint de lui crier : « Je vous aurais répondu si j’avais su combien vous étiez bonne et combien la Corporation était maléfique ! »

— Juste ciel, s’offusqua M. Beurre avec un large sourire. Comme c’est curieux ! Quelle malencontreuse coïncidence que je vous réunisse toutes les deux. Si seulement j’avais deviné quelle petite terreur est cette fillette !

— Je ne lui en veux pas, continua Mimie Brossard avec un gentil sourire. Je suis sûre qu’elle est très occupée. En tout cas, elle paraît ravie de travailler ici. C’est un très bon point pour vous.

Elle fit un clin d’œil à Rose. Rose ne savait plus où se mettre.

— Rose a fait des merveilles pour nous, reprit M. Beurre. Elle a poussé jusqu’à la perfection les recettes des cinq produits phares de notre Corporation. Ce sont ces petits chefs-d’œuvre qu’elle voudrait vous présenter.

Rose ne put empêcher ses mains de trembler quand elle souleva le plat en argent. Les gâteaux grelottèrent sur la surface brillante. Rose avait peur de les voir tomber par terre avant qu’elle ne puisse les présenter à Mimie Brossard. Elle était incapable de regarder dans les yeux la prestigieuse confiseuse – elle avait trop honte de ce qu’elle avait fait. Elle se reprochait de ne pas avoir eu le courage de résister aux pressions qui s’exerçaient sur elle pour perfectionner ces recettes nuisibles. Elle aurait pu, par exemple, entamer une grève de la faim, n’importe quoi pour empêcher ces funestes sucreries de se répandre dans le monde.

— Vous tremblez, ma chère petite, remarqua Mimie Brossard. Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas ?

« J’ai été kidnappée et on m’a forcée à contribuer aux desseins machiavéliques de cette diabolique Corporation. Tout ce que je veux, c’est rentrer chez moi. Mais je dois me taire parce que ce psychopathe fera du mal à mes parents si je le dénonce ! » brûlait de hurler Rose. Au lieu de quoi, elle répondit :

— Rien, madame Brossard.

— Pourquoi ne posez-vous pas le plateau sur la table ? suggéra Mimie Brossard en se penchant pour lui murmurer à l’oreille : Je n’aime pas non plus qu’on me prenne en photo. Pourquoi croyez-vous que j’ai mis une effigie style dessin animé sur mes paquets ?

« Si seulement c’était de la timidité », se dit Rose, soulagée cependant d’être autorisée à poser son plateau.

Au moins, Marge était parvenue à opérer la substitution des gâteaux, songea-t-elle tandis que Mimie Brossard inspectait le plateau. Quel que soit celui qu’elle mangerait, ce serait un antidote. Le problème, c’était qu’elle ne savait pas qu’après l’avoir mangé elle était censée jouer les folles. Qu’adviendrait-il à Rose et à sa famille quand M. Beurre s’apercevrait que Mimie Brossard restait calme ?

— De vrais bijoux, complimenta Mimie Brossard avec un sourire radieux. Mes félicitations !

— Merci, dit M. Beurre. Mais ceux-là sont des reproductions, ils sont là uniquement pour la démonstration ! Les vrais sont en sécurité ici…

Sur ce, il arracha à Marge son grand sac à main.

Rose crut qu’elle allait tourner de l’œil. M. Beurre avait remarqué le manège de Marge !

— Je propose que je mange moi-même ces reproductions, dit-il en tirant le plat vers lui, et que vous dégustiez les véritables petits gâteaux ! La photo sera plus réussie si nous mangeons le même simultanément.

Rose retint son souffle pendant que M. Beurre tirait les gâteaux du sac de Marge et les disposait sur un plat.

— Quelle est la différence entre les deux ? s’étonna Mimie Brossard. Et pourquoi les avoir conservés dans un sac à main ?

— Ils sont de meilleure qualité, affirma M. Beurre. Marge est chargée de la sécurité dans nos cuisines. Heureusement ! Sinon cet imposteur aurait dévoré ce qui nous a coûté tant d’efforts et aurait gâché votre dégustation. Vous devriez être soulagée que j’aie remarqué l’échange auquel a procédé Marge, n’est-ce pas, Rosemary ?

Rose voulut acquiescer, mais elle était comme paralysée. Allait-elle jamais pouvoir reprendre sa respiration ?

— Venez ici, madame Brossard, à côté de moi, l’invita M. Beurre.

Il conduisit Mimie Brossard derrière la table de banquet, pour que les photographes puissent les prendre avec le plat de petits gâteaux – la Tartelette lunaire, l’Arc- en-boule, le Beignet mini mignon, le Machin des rois et le Fondant mordant –, le tout préparé suivant les recettes de Lily perfectionnées par Rose.

Rose se glissa en douce auprès de Marge.

— Qu’est-ce qu’on peut faire ? chuchota-t-elle. Notre plan a échoué. J’ai tout raté. Mimie Brossard va devenir une marionnette de la Corporation.

Marge la prit par la taille et murmura à son tour :

— Écoutez-moi bien, Rosemary Bliss. Vous devez apprendre à faire confiance.

À cet instant, M. Beurre déclara :

— Commençons par la Tartelette lunaire.

Mais lorsqu’il baissa les yeux, une toute petite souris se dressait debout sur ses pattes arrière auprès du gâteau. Sur une flûte miniature, elle attaqua Clair de lune de Debussy.

Les yeux de M. Beurre lui sortirent de la tête. Il hurla :

— Encore une souris !

Et il tituba en arrière pour basculer dans les bras de M. Kerr, lequel tomba à la renverse sur Rose, qui s’écroula par terre.

— Ouille ! glapit-elle.

M. Kerr roula sur le côté et Rose se releva juste à temps pour voir Jacques s’enfuir à califourchon sur le dos de son fidèle ami, Serge.

Frappé de stupeur, M. Beurre se remit debout en vacillant et contempla le plat.

— Juste ciel ! haleta-t-il en remontant ses lunettes sur son nez. Je vous prie d’ignorer ce regrettable incident, madame Brossard. Ces derniers temps, je suis poursuivi par des apparitions mystérieuses de souris. Bon, pour ne pas prendre de risque inutile, commençons plutôt par l’Arc-en-boule.

Rose avala sa salive, le cœur battant. M. Beurre prit son Arc-en-boule antidote et Mimie Brossard se saisit de son Arc-en-boule parfait… ement nocif.

Ils trinquèrent avec les gâteaux comme on le fait avec des flûtes à champagne lors du réveillon du Nouvel An.

— Cul sec ! lança Mimie Brossard.

Tous les deux fourrèrent en même temps la sucrerie dans leur bouche. Les appareils photo et les flashs crépitèrent. Rose retint de nouveau son souffle. Elle s’apprêtait à la pire des catastrophes de toute sa vie.
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Un garçon, ça ne pleure pas

Dans le silence total, on entendait seulement Mimie Brossard et M. Beurre mâcher leurs petits gâteaux.

Rose se rappela les réactions déjantées des pâtissiers quand ils avaient pris leur première bouchée d’Arc- en-boule infusé des hululements de la vieille sorcière O’Brouillard. Elle s’attendait que Mimie Brossard se mette à réclamer à cor et à cri toujours plus d’Arcs- en-boule.

Mais le son qu’elle entendit fut tout autre : des pleurs gutturaux. Le bruit d’une âme dont la carapace s’ouvrait pour laisser entrer la lumière.

Rose ouvrit les yeux. M. Beurre, écroulé sur la table de banquet, pleurait à gros sanglots, comme un petit garçon perdu.

Mimie Brossard le regardait, effarée.

— Qu’est-ce qu’il a ? demanda-t-elle à Rose. Je veux dire, ils sont succulents, vos gâteaux, ne vous méprenez pas, mais je ne crois pas qu’il méritent qu’on pleure.

Rose eut l’impression que sa tête allait exploser. Mimie Brossard était-elle immunisée contre les effets des desserts parfaits ? Et pourquoi M. Beurre pleurnichait-il pour qu’on lui donne plus d’antidote ?

Rose tira Marge par la manche.

— Qu’est-ce qui ne va pas ? Pourquoi Mimie Brossard n’a pas pété les plombs ?

Marge coula à Rose un petit sourire rusé.

— J’ai concocté une fournée différente au laboratoire… Pendant que vous faisiez la sieste et que les autres préparaient les Coco Cakes.

— Alors Mimie Brossard est en train de manger les antidotes ? s’enquit Rose.

Marge fit non de la tête.

— Elle déguste les mêmes que M. Beurre, répondit-elle, les yeux brillants d’une joie malicieuse.

— Dans ce cas, pourquoi M. Beurre pleure-t-il comme une madeleine au lieu de courir partout pour en quémander à tout le monde ?

En guise de réponse, Marge tourna son sourire espiègle vers M. Beurre qui tendait les bras à M. Kerr.

— Faites-moi un câlin, supplia M. Beurre à l’armoire à glace. Je veux des bisous !

— Marge, dit Rose d’un ton sévère. Il faut vous expliquer maintenant.

Marge s’éclaircit la voix.

— Je ne pouvais permettre à personne de manger ces petits gâteaux empoisonnés. La seule solution était de les détruire, eux et les recettes. Ainsi, pendant que vous dormiez, j’ai vite préparé cinq antidotes. J’ai ajouté à la pâte une dose généreuse de Crémoelleux à l’amour maternel. Ce sont les gâteaux qu’il y avait dans la vitrine réfrigérée et dans mon sac. J’ai jeté tous ceux confectionnés à partir des recettes maléfiques…

Marge regarda Rose avec un petit sourire et ajouta :

— Mais comme vous pouvez le constater, les antidotes n’ont pas le même effet sur tout le monde. C’est ce que j’ai appris en lisant cet Apocryphe que vous avez laissé traîner.

Rose entoura de ses bras le buste en forme de tonneau de Marge et fondit en larmes.

— Vous êtes la plus grande sous-chef pâtissière de tous les temps !

— Il est écrit que le Crémoelleux à l’amour maternel comble les manques de tous ceux qui n’ont pas reçu assez d’affection de leur maman, répliqua Marge en prenant à son tour Rose dans ses bras potelés. Betty Brossard, à l’évidence, a été choyée. M. Beurre, en revanche, c’est une autre histoire.

— Vous êtes une sous-chef de génie ! Vous nous avez tous sauvés !

— Mais non, c’est vous, Rosemary Bliss. Enfin, vous et le Crémolleux à l’amour maternel que vous nous avez apporté.

Les bras en croix, M. Beurre se roulait par terre en se balançant d’un côté à l’autre.

— Je suis désolé ! sanglotait-il. Je tiens à demander pardon à mon pays ! Je vais envoyer une lettre personnelle à chaque Américain et à chaque Américaine pour m’excuser d’avoir même pensé à leur faire du mal !

M. Kerr s’agenouilla auprès de son patron et le secoua par les épaules.

— Jameson Beurre ! Ressaisissez-vous, enfin ! Qu’est-ce qui vous prend ? Vous êtes en train de mourir ou quoi ?

— Oui ! Je me meurs ! Je meurs de joie ! Je meurs… d’amour ! hurla M. Beurre. Prenez un Machin des rois !

Il tendit à M. Kerr la bûchette au chocolat.

— Je n’ai pas faim, rétorqua M. Kerr.

— Si, si, c’est un ordre, cria M. Beurre en lui enfonçant la friandise dans la bouche.

— Regardez bien, murmura Marge à Rose. À mon avis, vous n’avez jamais assisté à une chose pareille.

Alors que M. Kerr mastiquait le Machin des rois, ses rides s’effacèrent et son front devint tout lisse. Sa face grimaçante se transforma petit à petit en un visage avide d’amour et de tendresse. Il se mit à chercher autour de lui ce qui se rapprochait le plus d’une mère et avisa Mimie Brossard. Il se glissa à quatre pattes sous la longue table et se pelotonna à ses pieds en glapissant :

— Maman !

Les photographes firent crépiter leurs appareils. Les journalistes tendirent leurs micros. Mimie Brossard protesta :

— Quelqu’un aurait-il la gentillesse de me dire ce que c’est que ce cirque ?

Elle s’écarta pour éviter que les bras de M. Kerr ne se referment sur ses jambes.

— Qu’est-ce qui fait pleurer ces messieurs ? Comment se fait-il que ce chat parle et que cette souris joue de la flûte ? Pourquoi ce jeune homme s’est-il fait passer pour moi ?

Voyant l’air déconfit d’Oliver, elle lui sourit.

— Ce n’est pas grave… La jupe vous va bien.

— Merci !

— C’est une très longue histoire, déclara Rose.

Mimie Brossard s’assit au bord de l’estrade et tira vers elle le plateau de gâteaux.

— J’adore qu’on me raconte une histoire pendant que je grignote.

 

Beaucoup plus tard, une fois les photographes repartis satisfaits, les ouvriers renvoyés chez eux et le personnel de cuisine rentré à la maison pour un repos bien mérité, Mimie Brossard s’attabla de nouveau avec Marge, Rose et ses frères dans la salle de banquet de l’usine.

— Bref, si je comprends bien, peu importaient les gâteaux que nous mangions, déclara Mimie Brossard qui essayait de résumer la situation.

À quelques pas, MM. Beurre et Kerr s’étaient endormis sur le sol dans les bras l’un de l’autre.

— C’était le seul moyen, confia Marge à Rose. Il n’était pas question que le plan foire.

— Ce n’était peut-être pas un plan génial, dit Rose.

— C’était ingénieux de votre part, Marge, de changer tous les gâteaux, dit Mimie Brossard.

La sous-chef pâtissière rougit jusqu’à ses oreilles dodues.

— Oh la la ! je n’arrive pas à croire que Mimie Brossard me trouve ingénieuse ! Attendez une minute que je digère.

Elle prit une profonde inspiration et s’éventa avec le plateau nettoyé jusqu’à la dernière miette.

Rose se pencha vers Mimie Brossard et lui souffla :

— Marge est une de vos plus grandes fans.

— Elle m’a sauvé la vie, rétorqua Betty. Moi aussi, je suis fan de Marge !

— On m’a aidée, haleta Marge qui respirait dans son sac pour se calmer. C’est Rose qui a tout fait ! C’est elle qui m’a donné le courage de me battre pour ce qui est juste !

Auprès d’elle, Origan n’avait pas ôté ses gants de maître des robots. Les bras tendus croisés au niveau des poignets, il dodelinait du buste en imitant un cavalier. Dans son dos, ses mouvements rythmiques étaient repris par les robots qui marquaient la cadence avec des cliquetis et des craquements métalliques.

— Et le chat… Il est vraiment doué de parole ? s’enquit Mimie Brossard. Ou étais-je déjà droguée par ces messieurs aux Rouleaux ?

Serge sauta d’un bond sur la table et se frotta à son bras.

— J’ai mangé un biscuit magique quand j’étais petit, ronronna-t-il. Pardon de vous avoir fait peur.

— Je… ça va, bredouilla Mimie Brossard, méfiante. Mais ce n’est quand même pas banal.

— J’espère bien que non. Je suis fier d’être unique.

Jacques trottina jusqu’à Serge et grimpa dans sa fourrure pour se percher sur sa tête.

Mimie Brossard fixait la souris française d’un regard soupçonneux.

— Et toi, tu sais vraiment jouer de la flûte ?

— Ça t’a plu ? demanda Jacques, inquiet. Ça fait des années que je travaille Clair de lune !

— Tu interprètes ce morceau à merveille, le complimenta Mimie Brossard, les mains jointes sur son cœur. Maintenant, dites-moi, cette Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie, ce sont eux qui sont derrière la loi pour la Protection des Pâtisseries à Grande Échelle ?

— En effet, répondit Rose. Ils ont conspiré pour la faire voter à la Chambre des représentants à Washington. Nous pensions que vous étiez de mèche avec eux, puisqu’elle favorisait votre pâtisserie.

— Jamais de la vie ! se récria Mimie Brossard, consternée. Il n’existe aucune discrimination contre les pâtisseries à grande échelle ! Je n’ai jamais entendu des sornettes pareilles. Je suis venue ici aujourd’hui pour essayer de persuader M. Beurre de m’accompagner à Washington pour faire abolir cette loi ridicule.

— Même si vous aviez convaincu M. Beurre, objecta Origan, vous auriez eu les autres membres de la Société Internationale contre vous.

Mimie Brossard se leva, contourna la table puis descendit le tapis rouge entre la double rangée de robots qui dansaient « Gangnam Style ».

— Origan ! s’écria Rose d’une voix sifflante. Arrête ça tout de suite !

Finalement, Mimie Brossard se retourna pour déclarer :

— Si ces individus… la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie… se servent de la magie, nous devons lutter contre eux par la magie. J’ai les moyens financiers de lancer une campagne nationale. Ce que je ne possède pas, en revanche, c’est le savoir-faire d’une magicienne. Ma pâtisserie n’a rien de magique. Tout ce que j’ai, ce sont de très bonnes… d’excellentes recettes.

Ce discours était semblable à celui de M. Beurre quand il avait amené Rose de force à la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux et l’avait « priée » de perfectionner ses recettes – sauf que, cette fois, Rose trouvait ces paroles agréables à entendre. Elle se sentait légère et confiante. Mimie Brossard était animée des meilleures intentions, c’était évident.

— Si on unit nos forces, on arrivera à abroger la loi pour la Protection des Pâtisseries à Grande Échelle et votre famille rouvrira les portes de sa charmante pâtisserie, poursuivit Mimie Brossard. Ensuite, nous créerons une ligne de produits ciblés sur ces types aux Rouleaux et ainsi nous réussirons à les guérir de leur tristesse et de leur cupidité.

Rose sourit. C’était un super projet.

— Vous avez reçu ma lettre ? s’enquit Betty.

— Oui. En fait, je l’ai ici !

Rose la sortit de la poche arrière de son short. Quoique chiffonnée et déchirée, elle était encore lisible.

— Mais je vous préviens, reprit Rose, je ne suis pas télégénique.

— Oh, ça n’a aucune importance, lui assura Mimie Brossard. Moi non plus. Vous avez lu le verso ?

— Le verso ?

Rose secoua la tête et retourna la feuille. Comme dans L’Apocryphe, un antidote était inscrit au dos, écrit à la main par Mimie Brossard.

Chère Rose,

Vous êtes une jeune fille remarquable et votre passion pour la pâtisserie saute aux yeux. Je sais que vous êtes liée à la pâtisserie de votre famille à Calamity Falls, mais j’aimerais que vous veniez créer pour nous de nouvelles recettes. Juste pour une semaine, si c’était possible. J’adorerais travailler avec vous.

Cordialement,

Mimie Brossard.



— Eh bien, s’esclaffa Rose, voilà qui aurait été plus amusant que la semaine que je viens de passer ici.

— Mon offre est toujours valable, lui fit remarquer Mimie Brossard.

— Il faut que je pose d’abord la question à mes parents et à Balthazar. Cela vous plairait de les rencontrer ?

— Ils sont ici ?

— Oui, il faut juste aller les libérer.

— Si on se dépêche, intervint Origan, je pourrai être rentré à la maison à temps pour la grande bataille d’eau !
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Épilogue

Lady Rosemary Bliss

La magnifique lumière matinale de Calamity Falls se déversait par la fenêtre de la chambre. Rose se réveilla à coups de bâillements. Elle ne se sentait pas différente, pourtant elle l’était, sans aucun doute possible.

Elle regarda Nini qui dormait dans son petit lit en suçant son pouce. Son autre main serrait le plaid que Mme Carlson lui avait donné pendant le regrettable épisode où la fillette avait été séparée des siens.

— Réveille-toi, ma mimi Nini, roucoula Rose à l’oreille de sa sœur cadette.

— Hummmm, fit Nini, les yeux encore fermés. J’ai sommeil.

Rose enfila un débardeur rouge et un short propre, puis prit Nini dans ses bras pour descendre au rez-de-chaussée. Elle était toujours en pyjama. Aujourd’hui n’était pas un jour comme les autres, et elle se réjouissait de le fêter en famille.

Il n’y avait personne dans la cuisine des Bliss. Une pile de courrier attendait sur la table à côté d’un exemplaire de la Gazette de Calimity Falls.

Rose fit asseoir Nini sur une chaise.

— Bonjour, Rosie, marmonna Nini d’une voix ensommeillée.

— Bonjour, Nini.

Rose était contente d’être de retour auprès de sa petite sœur, chez elle, dans sa maison…

Elle jeta un coup d’œil au journal. En première page et en énormes caractères, s’étalait le gros titre du jour : ABROGATION DE LA LOI ANTI-PÂTISSERIES. Rose sourit à la pensée que bientôt la pâtisserie Bliss rouvrirait ses portes en fanfare. Elle venait de rentrer d’une semaine passée en compagnie de Mimie Brossard. Elles avaient mis au point toutes sortes de plans pour l’avenir. Mais à présent, il ne lui restait plus que quelques jours de liberté avant la rentrée scolaire. Et cette liberté, elle comptait bien en profiter au maximum.

Rose laissa le journal sur la table et ramassa une poignée de cartes postales avant de prendre Nini par la main et de sortir dans le jardin. Serge et Jacques se prélassaient au soleil dans des transats miniatures.

— Tu as déjà mangé du poisson ? lança le chat à la souris. Comment tu peux détester quelque chose que t’as même pas goûté ?

— Non mais je rêve* ! rétorqua Jacques. Je pourrais te dire la même chose à propos du fromage.

— Comment tu peux manger un truc qui sent les pieds qui puent ? riposta Serge du tac au tac.

Jacques remua ses moustaches.

— Comment tu peux aimer un truc qui empeste le poisson ?

Rose éclata de rire.

— Rose ! l’appela Serge. Regarde, j’ai bronzé !

Il écarta la fourrure sur son ventre gris, révélant un duvet gris plus fin.

— Ça se voit à peine, mais crois-moi, je bronze.

— Bravo, les amis, sourit Rose. Vous êtes de vrais lézards.

Rose se dirigea avec Nini vers le pneu-balançoire au fond du jardin.

Oliver et Origan portaient chacun des gants blancs de maître de robots. Debout de part et d’autre du trampoline, ils donnaient des coups de poing en l’air pendant que deux robots de l’ex-Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux sautaient sur la toile en vinyle noire et boxaient avec leurs tentacules capitonnés.

Les usines de la Corporation avaient été démantelées, et les bocaux en verre rouge évacués et détruits sous la supervision de l’arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père de Rose. MM. Beurre et Kerr, transformés par le Crémoelleux à l’amour maternel que leur avait fait déguster Marge, travaillaient désormais pour Mimie Brossard à qui ils livraient tout ce qu’ils savaient à propos de la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie. La Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux avait été rayée de la carte. Les employés avaient enfin pu rentrer chez eux.

Les robots, toutefois, avaient échoué à Calimity Falls, aux bons soins des frères de Rose.

Celui d’Oliver flanqua un coup à son adversaire. Origan s’écarta d’un bond qui provoqua la chute de son robot. Étalé comme un tas de ferraille sur la pelouse, le robot pieuvre continua une minute à bourdonner et à donner de petits coups de tentacule. Puis il ne bougea plus du tout.

— Tant pis, je vais en prendre un autre, dit Origan en courant à la cabane.

À l’intérieur s’entassait une cinquantaine de robots en métal identiques. Il en tira un du lot et revint le hisser sur le trampoline.

— Tu sais, tu devrais être plus soigneux, lui fit remarquer Oliver. Un de ces jours, on n’en aura plus, de ces trucs-là.

Rose se détourna du combat de boxe pour lire les cartes postales. Sur la première figurait la photo d’un ballon dirigeable en vol. En regardant de plus près, elle vit que la passagère faisait coucou du haut du ciel. On distinguait à peine les traits de son visage. Pourtant Rose la reconnut tout de suite.

— Regardez ! On a reçu une carte de Marge !

Oliver et Origan continuèrent à boxer par procuration pendant que leur sœur leur lisait à haute voix :

Chers Rose, Oliver et Origan,

Devinez quel est mon nouveau métier ! Conductrice de ballon ! Personne ne pourra plus jamais me retenir, plus jamais. Qu’ils essaient donc, et je m’envolerai. Bises. Marge.



Rose serra la carte postale contre son cœur.

— Je vais l’encadrer, annonça-t-elle à ses frères.

— Personne n’a jamais pu retenir Marge, de toute façon. Il n’y avait qu’elle qui ne le savait pas, rétorqua Oliver qui bourra de coups de poing le robot d’Origan et l’envoya au tapis.

Projeté sur la pelouse, le robot se transforma en un amas de métal fumant.

— Ben, mon vieux ! s’exclama Origan. Faut que je prenne des leçons.

Rose continua à éplucher les cartes postales. Elle en choisit une, toute simple, couleur crème avec, au milieu, gravé en relief, un rouleau à pâtisserie entouré de rayons de lumière.

Son sang se glaça dans ses veines. Elle retourna la carte. L’écriture de tante Lily ! Elle l’aurait identifiée entre toutes.

Ne crois pas qu’en faisant de M. Beurre le roi de la vie en rose et en détruisant la Corporation des Véritables Petits Gâteaux tu as pour autant vaincu la Société Internationale des Rouleaux à Pâtisserie. À très vite. Je t’embrasse. L.



— Oliver ! Origan ! Regardez ça !

Les garçons ôtèrent leurs gants. En deux bonds, ils furent auprès d’elle. Ils se passèrent la carte. Origan la renifla.

— Elle sent bon les fleurs. C’est bien une carte de tante Lily.

— Mais pour s’en assurer, dit Oliver, il vaudrait mieux la montrer à maman, papa et Balthazar.

À cet instant, le monospace familial des Bliss s’arrêta dans l’allée. Albert au volant, Balthazar à côté de lui. La porte arrière s’ouvrit. Céleste et Mimie Brossard descendirent du véhicule.

— Et pourquoi on ne peut pas confectionner des Cookies à la miellez-vous-de-ce-qui-vous-regarde ? demandait Mimie Brossard. Ça apporterait un plus génial à la ligne des desserts qui portent mon nom. Et cela présenterait l’avantage de clouer le bec aux ragots des journalistes de la presse people.

— L’Essaim de la terreur muettisante a besoin de temps pour se régénérer, lui expliqua patiemment Céleste. Ces ingrédients magiques ne peuvent pas être fabriqués en gros. On doit en user avec sagesse et modération.

— Je vois, opina Betty en se grattant le menton d’un air pensif. Vous devez me pardonner. Toute cette histoire de magie, c’est nouveau pour moi.

Rose tendit à sa mère la carte postale.

— De Lily, précisa-t-elle.

Céleste y jeta un coup d’œil et la glissa dans sa poche.

 

Céleste et Betty attirèrent Rose à la cuisine. Albert avait fermé les volets de toutes les fenêtres, exactement comme le jour où il lui avait révélé la cachette secrète du Livre de recettes des Bliss. Oliver, Origan et Nini entrèrent à leur suite.

— Qu’est-ce qui se passe ? interrogea Oliver.

— Chut, souffla Céleste.

À l’exception de rares rais de lumière qui filtraient entre les volets, la cuisine était plongée dans le noir complet. Balthazar apparut à la porte de la boutique, tenant un gâteau rose planté de treize minuscules bougies, qu’il déposa devant Rose. En fait de bougies, il s’agissait de treize scarabées de l’aveuglement qui voltigeaient au-dessus du glaçage dans un scintillement multicolore.

— Joyeux anniversaire, Rosie ! s’écria de sa voix de basse son arrière-arrière-arrière-grand-père.

Aujourd’hui, elle avait treize ans, en effet. Comment avait-elle pu oublier ? Bien sûr, elle connaissait la réponse : quelquefois la vie est si passionnante qu’on se sent comme sur un nuage.

— Ça alors, mon anniversaire m’était sorti de la tête !

— Souffle vite tes scarabées de l’aveuglement ! Et n’oublie pas de faire un vœu !

Rose sourit et souffla. Les scarabées de l’aveuglement s’envolèrent en tourbillons d’étincelles colorées. Dans la lumière féerique, tout le monde applaudit en entonnant des « Joyeux Anniversaire ! »

— Youpi ! gazouilla Nini.

— Tu as fait un vœu ? demanda Serge assis sur le sol à côté de Rose.

— J’en ai fait deux, répondit Rose en souriant au chat. Mais je ne te dirai rien. Sauf que cette fois j’ai été super prudente, tu peux me croire.

Serge ronronna et se frotta la tête contre sa jambe.

Albert posa au creux de la main de Rose la clé en forme de fouet qui ouvrait la porte de la réserve secrète derrière la chambre froide. Dans son autre main, il glissa le livret gris des recettes maléfiques et de leurs antidotes : L’Apocryphe d’Albatross.

— Peux-tu aller remettre ça à sa place, s’il te plaît, Rosie ?

Rose prit une profonde inspiration avant d’ouvrir la porte de la chambre froide. Comme des fées minuscules, les scarabées de l’aveuglement la précédèrent pour éclairer ses pas. Elle longea l’étroit couloir bordé d’étagères pleines de boîtes d’œufs, de briques de lait, de paquets de sucre et de plaques de chocolat. Tout au bout, elle souleva la vieille tapisserie verte et introduisit la clé-fouet dans la serrure. Elle ouvrit la porte. Les scarabées de l’aveuglement passèrent au-dessus de sa tête pour illuminer les portraits des ancêtres Bliss accrochés aux boiseries de la petite pièce.

Rose retrouva facilement dans la couverture du Livre de recettes des Bliss la pochette où se rangeait L’Apocryphe. Quelle ne fut pas sa stupéfaction de voir qu’une nouvelle recette avait été ajoutée à la dernière page du livre, en calligraphie à l’ancienne :

PAIN D’ÉPICE AU CHOCOLAT DE LA FRATERNITÉ :


Pour mettre fin à la Malédiction du mauvais esprit

 

En l’an 2014, dans l’État de Pennsylvanie, aux États-Unis, Lady Rosemary Bliss, en des circonstances très difficiles, élabora un antidote au pain d’épice contenant la poudre du rhizome de gingembre offert à Albatross Bliss par le mauvais esprit ô combien maléfique.

Elle confectionna la pâte d’un pain d’épice au chocolat, à laquelle elle ajouta LA PIERRE FRATERNELLE, et ainsi, les pâtissiers sous l’influence du mal retrouvèrent leur amour fraternel.




Une autre surprise : Rose eut les larmes aux yeux en voyant inscrit dans le précieux Livre de recettes des Bliss son nom : Lady Rosemary Bliss.

Se voir conférer le titre de lady, c’était s’inscrire dans une tradition qui remontait à la nuit des temps. Elle avait créé un nouvel antidote, elle était une vraie magicienne-pâtissière, une vraie Bliss. Son nom inscrit dans une calligraphie aussi splendide, elle n’avait jamais rien vu d’aussi beau.

Rose referma le grimoire et retourna dans la cuisine obscure où l’attendaient sa famille et Betty.

— Tu es une véritable pâtissière Bliss maintenant ! s’exclama Céleste. Tu figures dans les livres d’histoire, ma chérie !

Rose se jeta au cou de sa mère.

— C’était mon premier vœu, murmura-t-elle en tressaillant de joie.

— Tu as un don inné, ma chérie, dit Céleste. Et peut-on connaître ton second vœu ?

À cet instant, la porte de la cuisine s’entrouvrit. Rose jeta un coup d’œil entre les bras de Céleste : Devin Stetson pointait la tête dans l’entrebâillement.

— Oh ! désolé. Je ne voudrais pas jouer les trouble-fête. Je passais juste demander à Rose si ça lui dirait de venir faire un tour en bécane pour son anniversaire.

La « bécane » de Devin était son cher vélomoteur rouge, sur lequel il sillonnait Calimity Falls, sa mèche blonde battant au vent.

Rose leva les yeux vers le visage de sa mère. « C’est mon second vœu », brûlait-elle de lui dire. Mais elle jugea plus prudent de le garder pour elle, rien que pour elle.

— Rose a beaucoup de gâteaux sur la planche, intervint Balthazar. Maintenant qu’elle est officiellement une pâtissière Bliss.

— En fait, déclara Rose, je crois que le monde peut attendre encore un petit moment.

Sa mère déposa un baiser sur ses cheveux et la lâcha.

— Amuse-toi bien, ma chérie. Tu l’as amplement mérité.

C’est ainsi que, le matin de son treizième anniversaire, sous un nuage de scarabées de l’aveuglement et une pluie d’étincelles orange, vertes et violettes, Rosemary Bliss fila vers son destin. Car elle n’était plus une petite fille.


 

Elle se sentait, en effet, une lady.
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