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Chapter One;  Roots In Burgundy
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Spring mornings are my favourite, when the sun warms my back and birdsong fills the air and my eyes are filled with the beauty of the plants.  Dew clings to the lavender and thyme, their pliant stems bending under the delicate weight. My fingers navigate the tangled abundance, naming each plant in Latin and French, weaving my words into the soft embrace of mist. Chamomile, vervain, feverfew: I have memorised their names, their characteristics and their uses.

I breathe in their scent, earth and herb mingling as the first sunlight pierces through. Though contentment dwells in the rhythm of my labor, a shadow of restlessness unfurls. I have desires that stretch beyond the garden's weathered fence and into the unknown. 

From the distant fields, the lowing of cattle forms a muted chorus to my work. Here, within this modest plot enclosed by rough wooden slats, I know each row, each plant, with an intimacy born of years. I bend to the marjoram, releasing its peppery fragrance with a light touch, my breath forming a cloud in the chilled air. Each stem whispers of more than sustenance; they hold secrets, cures, the language of a world that speaks only to those who listen closely.

Beyond the fence, the land rolls toward the horizon, a patchwork of pastures and sparse woodland. This is where I belong, and yet, I feel the weight of other possibilities pressing in. My fingers trace the softness of leaves, lingering over the rarer finds, betony, valerian, lovage, these that no other in the village tends or names with such care. Agrimonia, Valeriana, Levisticum. The names rise from me unbidden, an incantation, a song of defiance and hope.

I work steadily, efficiently, as the morning unfurls, yet the rhythm is more than necessity; it is solace, it is refuge. It anchors me, keeps at bay the stirrings that persist beneath my calm exterior. The chill begins to fade as sunlight presses against the fog, casting pale shadows that stretch languidly across the soil. With each careful harvest, I feel the paradox of my existence: rooted here in this small, familiar plot, and yet always reaching, always yearning for something just out of reach.

A deeper warmth touches my shoulders, and I straighten, surveying the morning's gathering. Bundles of thyme and lavender lie in fragrant piles, their blossoms a delicate sprawl of purple and green. The more temperamental specimens I tend with special care, shielding them from the heavy dew, knowing their value, their rarity, their worth. To my family, these plants are mere survival, but to me, they are the source of a grander vision, a passion that transcends our humble station.

My hands move without pause, but my mind travels elsewhere. Perhaps to a city, a garden, a life beyond these provincial bounds. I quell the thought, turning back to the task, back to the now. Yet, a seed has been planted, an idea that grows stubbornly, untamed, at the edge of my heart.

The fog lifts fully and I move between the rows, arranging the herbs according to a system only I seem to comprehend. I am deliberate, exacting, ensuring each stem and leaf aligns with my intent. I fill baskets with a quiet satisfaction, the disorder of the earth made orderly beneath my hands. The air, once sharp and biting, is now alive with the promise of a fine day.

The sense of restlessness lingers, intertwined with my love for this place, these plants, this life. It is a duality I have come to accept but never fully understand. As I gather the last of the morning's work, I pause, my gaze reaching past the edges of our land, where the fields meet the sky. The possibilities seem as endless as the view, as elusive as the dreams I dare not fully name.
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Through the thinning veil of morning fog, they emerge. The old woman is wrapped in her worn shawl, the younger trailing her steps, eyes alive with a mixture of awe and calculation. I notice them from the garden, their silent appraisal as unsettling as an unexpected frost. At first, I pretend not to see, but my hands betray me, hesitating where they should be certain. The elder's voice cuts through the still air, reverent and probing. "Few have your gift, child. Fewer still are so young."

Her words reach me before I have steeled myself to receive them. I nod without looking up, my attention seemingly fixed on the feverfew I am gathering. "It is work I've always known," I say, allowing a modesty to mask my pride. I cannot meet her eyes, not yet, and focus instead on the blooms that spill from my basket, a small riot of color at my feet.

The apprentice draws nearer, emboldened by the elder's lead. She is not much older than I am, her curiosity untempered by years. "Is it true you grow ginseng?" she asks, her voice edged with disbelief and desire.

I glance toward them, catching the exchange of looks, the hint of rivalry in the younger one's gaze. "Among other things," I reply, and a flicker of satisfaction warms me despite my guarded stance. My reputation stretches further than I had known. I feel exposed, a rare plant unearthed, examined too closely for comfort. The older woman leans on the fence, her eyes sharp and knowing, leaving me unsure of whether she finds me a wonder or a threat.

"Such knowledge is hard-earned," she observes. I sense her appraisal, the way she measures me against my surroundings, against what she believes I should be.

I shrug, feigning a simplicity that I have worked to outgrow. "I learn from the plants," I say, my words clipped, resisting the urge to elaborate, to prove myself. The chamomile beneath my fingers suffers the brunt of my unease, its fragile petals dislodged by a hand not nearly as steady as it should be.

The elder shares a look with her apprentice, one that speaks of unspoken conclusions. "Perhaps you might join us," she suggests, the words as unexpected as a summer storm. "We have more work than these old hands can manage."

My thoughts swirl like startled birds, uncertain of their course. The offer is tempting, a recognition I had not dared hope for, but there is danger in such exposure. I hesitate, and the moment hangs, ripe and perilous. "What would you have me do?" I ask at last, striving for a balance between interest and caution.

The old woman smiles, seeing through me with disconcerting ease. "Help us prepare remedies for the village," she replies, confident in my response before I have made it. "Many would benefit from your skill."

The certainty of her tone demands an answer. My mind races ahead, imagining what acceptance might mean, both for the garden and for the larger world I dream of. "I will come," I say, my resolve wavering between commitment and fear of what commitment might bring.

Their departure is as gradual as their arrival, the elder's gait measured, the apprentice's quick and eager. I watch until the fog swallows them, leaving only the chill of their visit behind. The garden is unchanged, yet everything feels different. I bend to my work, but my thoughts are unquiet, no longer content with the morning's rhythm. The rare plants I tend seem bolder now, their presence a promise, a challenge, a question of what else might be possible.

I return to my gathering with renewed urgency, my movements swift and efficient. Though the uncertainty of their visit lingers, the promise it carries fuels me. Each herb I bind, each basket I fill, holds the weight of more than this day, more than this place. I am restless in a new way, as if I have been touched by a force both beyond and deeply within my control.

My gaze travels again to the horizon, to the point where the healers disappeared, where opportunity beckons like a far-off beacon. I smile, a small, determined thing that feeds on my hope, my ambition, my daring. My hands, stained and earthy, continue their labor, but my mind soars, reaching beyond the garden's humble confines, dreaming of the world that might await me.
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Alone again in the garden, I contend with the unruly surge of thoughts that pull me toward the unknown. My hands should be busy, but my mind slips past the plants and the comforting tangle of labor. I am drawn instead to what grows untamed at the garden's edge, an unfamiliar seedling like a beckoning question mark. Its presence is an intrigue and an invitation, leaf and stem urging my examination, my imagination, my longing. I kneel beside it, my curiosity overtaking me, tracing the mystery with soil-stained fingers, knowing it will not let me rest.

The seedling stands alone, audacious in its intrusion, claiming a corner meant for more domestic growth. It catches the light with its serrated leaves, an almost luminous green, bold and out of place. My heart quickens at the discovery, and the world narrows to the span of a few inches of soil. I inspect it with the scrutiny of a jeweler appraising a gem, every angle and feature absorbing me. The stem is delicate yet determined, fine hairs reflecting sunlight like spun gold.

It is unlike anything I have cultivated or even encountered in my readings, a puzzle that quickens my blood. What is this life that takes root where it should not? It calls to me, insistent, a whisper of more than its own mystery. My hands are sure and practiced, but they tremble with anticipation as I touch the unknown. The vastness of possibility unfurls within me, and I cannot look away.

Questions teem and churn, each more demanding than the last. I yearn to name it, to claim its discovery as my own. I imagine it traveling from far places, seeds carried by winds or birds or the very hand of fate. It feels like a sign, a clue to what lies beyond the small circle of my existence, a promise of the world that waits if only I am bold enough to reach for it.

The edges of the garden blur, the confines of my life with them, as I focus on this unexpected marvel. I know in this moment that I am more than the sum of this place, more than the cautious dreams I have allowed myself. The seedling is an answer to a question I have not yet dared to ask. I am both more alive and more unmoored than I have ever been.

A sharp gust of wind brings me back to myself, the scent of earth and promise tangling in my hair. I pull a small, well-worn journal from my pocket, its pages filled with the meticulous record of my work. My hands find the pencil stub tucked inside, and I begin to write, capturing the details before the clarity of this moment fades. Each word is deliberate, careful, but my mind races ahead, leaping past these notes to imagine the broader implications.

My sketch is a rough outline, a promise to myself to know more, to see more, to be more. I mark the leaf patterns, the unusual stem, striving to capture not just its form but the electric thrill of finding it here, at the garden's margin, at the margin of my life.

I pause, the pencil's tip resting on the page, and my gaze lifts beyond the fence, beyond the fields, to where the horizon stretches like a taunt. It is no longer a boundary but an invitation, daring me to pursue the dreams that grow as wild and unbidden as this new find. The urge to follow them, to chase the unknown, surges within me like a second heartbeat.

With reverence, I dig a small hollow in the rich, dark earth, moving the seedling to a protected spot where I might watch it thrive. this is more than care; it is defiance, it is hope, it is a seedling of my own ambition that I tend alongside. I cover it gently, securing its place, willing it to grow with a tenacity that matches my own.

I stand, brushing the soil from my hands, my eyes lingering on the spot where the mystery now resides, a companion to the restlessness that spurs me. The late afternoon sun dips low, casting long shadows that stretch toward me, toward the future, toward the imagined world that draws closer with each passing day.

The familiar plants seem almost foreign as I pass them, their certainty a contrast to the unknown I now crave. The tension between what I am and what I might become tightens like a cord, pulling me forward, pulling me beyond the constraints of this life. I rest my hand on the garden's gate, knowing that it cannot hold me much longer.

One last look to the horizon, and I feel the truth of it settle within me. The plant is not the only thing that is unrooted. I walk back to the house, my steps light and sure on the uneven ground, carrying with me the weight and wonder of the day's discovery. The world awaits, as vast and inviting as the sky itself, and I know, at last, that I will find my way to it.
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Chapter Two;  An Unconventional Apprenticeship
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Commerson's house sits apart, distant and aloof, like its owner.  A small garden sprawls beside it, exotics planted with untamed abandon, a thrum of aliveness at odds with the silence. I pause at the door, my resolve unsteady, my breath a quivering companion. In my pocket, I carry more than the small journal. I carry a flicker of ambition, wrapped tight against my caution. The door opens before I reach it, and I find myself face to face with opportunity.

A pale, scholarly figure hovers in the entrance, observing me with the curious gaze of a naturalist confronted by an unusual specimen. His clothes speak of taste but also of neglect, as if practicality has triumphed over decorum. I curtsy, subdued and brief, as his eyes search mine for clues I am not ready to offer. He seems poised to speak, yet I sense him weighing the silence.

I shift my basket to my other arm, the stiffness in my fingers threatening the confidence I hope to project. The journal presses against my hip, a constant reminder of my gamble. "You seek help with housekeeping?" I ask, my voice steady, though the question holds the vulnerability of an offering.

"Yes," he replies, drawing out the word as if stretching its implications. "You come recommended. From the village."

He steps aside, motioning me in, and I enter the cool dimness of the hallway. The air is tinged with the faint scent of dried herbs, a suggestion of a kinship I had not dared to expect. "It is a long journey from there," I say, careful not to reveal too much, too soon. He nods, and I see the calculation in his eyes.

We move into a study where light spills like liquid gold through tall windows, staining the air with motes of dust. Specimen jars line the shelves, and books lie open on every surface, pages stilled in mid-thought. A genteel disorder reigns, and I feel the quickening of recognition: this is a place where passion overtakes convention.

He settles into a chair with visible effort, his hands trembling slightly as they brush against the crushed velvet drape. The morning light bleeds through, softening his pallor but not the tension of his fragility. "Tell me," he begins, watching my reaction as if it too were an experiment. "What experience have you with such duties?"

"More than sufficient," I reply, the practiced lower accent of my voice deflecting his attention. My hands rest uneasily at my sides, aching to disrupt his expectations. "I have always been... adaptable."

He regards me closely, curiosity sharpening his expression. The pause stretches, and I decide to risk the next move. My gaze lands on a delicate stem, unfamiliar yet certain, lying across his desk. "Floscopa scandens," I say, the Latin slipping easily from my tongue.

He blinks, and for a moment, the mask of his frailty slips, revealing the ardent scientist beneath. "Correct," he murmurs, intrigue coloring his tone. "Few would know such a specimen. Fewer still of your... apparent background." His eyes linger on my hands, tracing the callouses that speak of work not confined to light domesticity.

"My background is less apparent than you think," I say, allowing a glimmer of pride to pierce the veil of humility. I reach for the stem, turning it deftly, showing him that my knowledge is not borrowed or rehearsed. "Plants speak a language I have studied for years."

"And where," he asks, leaning forward with new energy, "have you acquired such a lexicon?"

"Among those who prepare remedies. I have worked with women who see beyond mere survival, women who recognise the mystery of existence, women to whom the gentlemen scientists come for their  knowledge and their skill." I watch the impact of my words as they register, the surprise giving way to consideration. He stands unsteadily, pacing with renewed vigor, the excitement of discovery animating his steps.

He stops beside me, and the air is charged with the unspoken possibility of what my presence might mean. "Your talents," he says, his voice careful, "are not those I anticipated."

"Is that to my detriment?" I challenge gently, knowing the answer before he does.

"No," he concedes, a faint smile touching his lips, more alive now than when I first entered. "I believe you will do quite well."

I take in the room, the profusion of books, the untidy abundance of knowledge, and allow myself to breathe more freely. His approval is a delicate thing, easily withdrawn, but it is mine for the moment. I lower my gaze, masking the triumph that unfurls within me.

"Can you start at once?" he asks, eager and unguarded.

I nod, careful not to let the certainty of my ambition overshadow the role I have been granted. "You will find me tireless," I promise, already planning how to shape this unexpected chance to my advantage.

As he shows me to a small room, sparsely furnished but filled with promise, I touch the journal through my apron, feeling the weight of more than its thin pages. The risk has not been without reward. I am inside the house, inside his world, and perhaps, just perhaps, on the cusp of something that will carry me further than I dared to hope.

The door closes softly, leaving me alone with the unfamiliarity of success, and I know the delicate dance has only just begun.
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Weeks into my service, I tend the household dutifully. Order emerges where chaos threatened, a method to my every movement. The afternoon light pools generously in the study, turning the room golden, casting long shadows on the velvet. I navigate the jars and shelves with familiarity and quiet authority. Commerson's compulsions fascinate me, his small gestures of control against a world that defies it. The way he arranges and rearranges, the way he fights for precision in an imprecise world.

He shuffles through letters at his desk, his brow furrowed, hands at odds with his mind. The strains of physical fragility are apparent; his frequent pauses, the way he straightens the velvet coat with trembling fingers. But where his body fails him, his intellect does not. His thoughts pierce the page with a clarity that both inspires and cautions me.

I move around the study, dusting each jar as though curating an exhibit, my hands delicate and deliberate. The specimens within bear names that conjure far-off places and uncharted lands. I am tempted to linger over each one, but I know the need for restraint, the importance of appearing absorbed in domestic duties.

He mutters under his breath, Latin names mingling with the quiet rustle of paper. I hear the dissatisfaction in his voice, the tension of a man confined by more than walls. His restlessness speaks to me, as if we share a common malady.

The warm light filters through the velvet drapes, casting a haze that envelops us. I observe him without seeming to, catching the small winces as he bends too close, the compulsive smoothing of his sleeve against the plush fabric. These details map his vulnerabilities, and I catalog them with the same care I apply to his specimens.

"There is a discrepancy," I say, breaking the silence with careful timing. I hold the mislabeled jar with feigned casualness, noting the moment his focus shifts from paper to me.

His eyes narrow, first in annoyance, then in consideration. "Show me."

I pass it to him, our fingers brushing for an instant. The label is marked with an error so slight it could be forgiven, but I know his nature. "Vernonia altissima," I correct, and I see the brightness in his gaze, the pleasure of finding someone who speaks his language.

"You have a discerning eye," he tells me, and I hear more than words; I hear an invitation.

"I learn quickly," I reply, managing the balance between confidence and deference.

"You could be of assistance," he ventures, setting aside the jar with newfound vigor. "The collection needs proper cataloging. Your mind is wasted on merely sweeping floors."

The words hang between us, a tantalizing offer, a delicate risk. I pause, though my heart races ahead, already plotting the future. "If you think me capable..."

"I do," he replies, his voice more assured than I have yet heard. "Let us begin at once."

I turn to the shelves, my movements precise and controlled. Within me, excitement uncoils like a long-dormant spring, but I mask it well, focusing on the task, on the new horizon that opens within these walls.

He watches me as I work, invigorated by this change in our arrangement. His attention is flattering and dangerous, and I feel the weight of it as I handle each jar with the reverence it deserves. I slip into his world, into his system, with an ease that surprises even me.

His steps are more certain now, his hands steadier, as he joins me in the classification. We move together, a strange, symbiotic dance, his energy feeding on my presence, my ambition feeding on his trust.

I recognize the magnitude of what this means. The chance to learn, to access a world of knowledge that would otherwise be barred to me. I fight to keep my expression neutral, to contain the thrill that courses through me. Each label, each entry, is a piece of the puzzle I have longed to solve.

The room is quiet, save for the soft murmur of our work. I have imagined such moments, dreamed of them, but never dared believe they would be mine.

My gaze drifts to the journal I left on the side table, already envisioning the pages filled with the secrets of this place, with my own discoveries. It is the embodiment of possibility, the promise of something more, and I allow myself to savor it, just for a moment, before returning to the steady rhythm of my new duties.
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The evening ritual is a curious mix of tenderness and possession, the way his fingers tremble through my hair, weaving ambition and submission into each strand. His words map classifications and intentions, the Latin of both echoing through the dim study. "You have the mind of a scholar trapped in a peasant's circumstances," he repeats, the assurance holding both sting and promise. The velvet of his coat, worn and familiar, brushes my neck as he works. I remain still, attentive, both specimen and student under his care.

The ritual is as expected as the cataloging, and though peculiar, it affords me what I need. He arranges my hair with meticulous care, as if my very appearance is a project to be shaped, refined. His fingers linger, and I wonder if he finds comfort in this control, in the delicate ownership it implies. I close my eyes, letting his words mingle with my own thoughts, blending intention with ambition.

Each pin he secures is a tacit agreement, a silent contract I willingly enter. I sense his need to mold more than my hair; he seeks to craft my place within his world, to imprint me with his knowledge and his ways. I allow it, calculating, knowing the worth of what he offers, the unprecedented access I gain in return.

His voice is calm and steady, a contrast to the unsteadiness of his hands. "Dicliptera sericea," he murmurs, fixing a final coil, letting the names become part of my very being.

It is both intimacy and transaction, this arrangement, a closeness that defies easy explanation. I focus on the botanicals he recites, letting their complexity wash over me, seizing the chance to learn as much as he will teach. I am a scholar, yes, but also a strategist. I know how to play the game, how to appear grateful and obedient while my mind stretches far beyond the confines of this study.

I do not flinch as the velvet brushes my skin, the softness almost a caress, almost a bind. The familiarity of it, of him, grounds me, but it does not define me. I am more than the doll he dresses, more than the student he tutors. I am a force he underestimates, but not for long.

He finishes, stepping back to survey his work. I open my eyes, meeting his gaze with one of practiced gratitude. "Thank you," I say, the words deliberately simple, belying the intricate thoughts that wind through my mind.

"Your potential is remarkable," he replies, pleased with both his arrangement and his effect on me.

His patronage is an opportunity I could never have imagined in the village. I have gone from tending humble herbs to a collection that spans continents. I have learned the Latin, the science, the very heart of these plants, and I am only beginning.

I feel the weight of his compliment, the sincerity behind it, and I respond with a nod, allowing him to see what he wishes: an eager student, an appreciative apprentice. He cannot see beyond the surface, not yet, and I intend to keep it that way.

I gather my journal, pages filled with my growing knowledge. My sketches are detailed, capturing the forms and secrets of this place. I document what I learn with the same care I apply to his household, each drawing a step toward my future.

I am learning, and I am patient. Each day reveals more than I expected, and I capture it all in ink and thought, in silence and submission.

I catch a glimpse of myself in the reflection of a glass cabinet, the woman staring back both familiar and strange. The careful coiffure, the knowing eyes. I am transformed, but not lost. I am someone he has helped to shape, yes, but more so, someone I am shaping on my own terms.

I see determination there, bold and unyielding, and I smile, a small, contained smile that feeds on ambition. The future stretches before me, bright and full, and I am certain that it is mine to grasp. The ritual is complete, but my journey is only beginning.
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Chapter Three;  Love and Loss In Paris
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Paris wakes under a haze of muted sunlight, the city’s hushed clamor filtered by the thick glass of our borrowed apartment. A muslin curtain breathes with the faint morning draft, sifting motes of dust and the scent of the street into the room. Commerson’s breathing rasps beside me, half-submerged in sleep; he huddles on his side as if afraid to tumble from the skyscape of dreams. The linens cling to my skin, and my abdomen rises like a foreign landscape under the covers, taut and unfamiliar, a topography I map with careful hands each day for change.

I slip from the bed carefully, mindful of the springs, the ache in my hips, the cargo I carry beneath the thin cotton shift. Bare feet tiptoe on the wooden floor,  knowing which boards to avoid.  I pass the desk, its surface overrun with stacks of specimen sheets, and a hillock of Commerson’s old velvet coats, their cuffs dusted with pollen, stray catkin, the ghost print of leaves pressed into nap. The air tastes of wilted hyacinth, coffee gone cold, an undernote of musk and parchment that never fades.

The small sideboard holds a cluster of glass jars, some with illegible labels, others marked in Commerson’s crooked hand: Lobelia siphilitica, Physalis alkekengi, fragments of dried root suspended in amber solution. I turn the jars, aligning each label to the front, a small rebellion against the entropy that trails in his wake. It is the only way to assert control
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