
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TALES OF THE ALARM CLOCK 

Michel Bussi 
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CORENTIN 

 

Corentin was a curious little boy… 

You might argue that all little boys are curious. You would 

be right. I should add: Corentin was a curious little boy; 

curious in the sense that he was not only astonished, but also 

astonishing. 

Different, if you prefer. He had a secret! A secret so 

incredible that you will not believe me when I reveal it to you, 

and yet… 

 

Corentin knew the language of objects! 

 

Some men speak all the languages in the world. Others talk 

to animals. As for Corentin, he talked to objects and the 

objects answered. 

You might say: Objects can’t speak! 
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I would reply that nothing is ever certain… 

For example, people used to think that men with a different 

skin color did not talk, that they only cried out or sang, sort of 

like birds. 

Today, science has made progress and experts say that 

animals talk amongst themselves. Some scientists even claim 

to have fascinating conversations with chimpanzees or 

dolphins, and we believe them. 

Other experts go so far as to experiment on plants and 

declare, based on complicated formulas, that plants think, too. 

There are lots of people who, in their tiny apartments, talk 

to their flowers, even if the flowers never answer. 

Well, that’s not exactly true. Plants do answer, but in their 

own way: for example, they grow faster! And when you go 

away on vacation, they wilt. Even if you leave your keys to a 

friend to come and water them. Weird… 

Yet plants don’t have eyes, a nose, a mouth… So, either 

your friend doesn’t bother taking care of your plants or the 

plants know the person watering them is not you but a 

stranger; they miss you and let themselves die. Which is to 

say that one can see without eyes, hear without ears, speak 

without a mouth… 

You see where I’m getting at? 

If one can speak without a mouth, then why wouldn’t an 

object be able to talk? 
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How would we know? How would you know? 

Especially since objects are often more important to us than 

living human beings. 

From very early on… 

Ask a little girl if her doll doesn’t speak! 

But nothing really changes, even with time. 

Ask this same little girl, now a grandmother, if her creaky 

furniture, her old books and her wooden frames don’t speak. 

All these people living alone in their houses don’t talk to 

anyone anymore, so they’re bound to talk to something. 

Inevitably. Otherwise, how could they stand the passing of 

day after day, like an endless pearl necklace?  

It’s still a big secret, but I’m sure Corentin is not the only 

one, that there are many others who know the language of 

objects. They keep quiet. For fear of ridicule or fear that 

someone might steal or sell their secret. Or precisely because 

they can speak to objects but not to people. Sort of like 

Corentin. 

Come to think of it, scientifically speaking, it would be 

very surprising if the objects that surround us couldn’t 

communicate. Sooner or later, scientists should realize it! 

Oh well… 

Corentin was only a little bit ahead of them. He spoke to 

objects and the objects answered. 

Some people probably still don’t believe me. 
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Perhaps they are jealous. They talked and talked to their 

stuffed animal, to their mirror, to the stars in the sky… 

Without ever getting an answer. 

After all, maybe Corentin dreamt it all up. 

But what would that change? 

Corentin was such a curious little boy. 
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The Valley of Tears 

  



 

 7	

It’s a green hollow where a river sings. 

It’s a wooded hollow where the sun dances. 

It’s a green hollow deep in the woods, only known by a 

river and a sun. A backwater hollow whose loss wouldn’t 

matter to anyone… except to Corentin. 

 

Corentin discovered it right before spring break; on a 

Sunday in March. 

One of those Sundays where the blue sky and a few timid 

rays of sunshine start enticing you through the window, early 

in the afternoon, after lunch. 

One of those Sundays where, once you’ve decided to 

emerge from your tv-hibernation, you find yourself on a 

sunken lane, wondering if those sunbeams aren’t actually 

cunning mermaids trying to lure you and drown you, upright 

in the mud… Your last doubts dissipate as the drops of rain 

descend. 

Corentin loved rain showers and he loved mermaids even 

more. 

Towards the end of February, the outdoor winter fog passed 

through the panes and turned into an indoor spring fog. 

Corentin breathed too heavily and too close to the windows. 

He was allowed to rush outside starting March 1st. Thankfully 

that year, February only had 28 days. 
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That winter, Corentin had devoured more folk tales than 

was reasonable. He had given himself indigestion. The only 

logical remedy in his eyes was to become king himself. 

Corentin knew he was old enough to rule. It is in fact a job 

one has to start at a young age. From Arthur to Aladdin, that 

is what he’d learned from his books. Having studied theory 

for too long, he needed a place to put it all into practice. 

 

So Corentin went to search for a kingdom, which he found 

that same day, conquered immediately afterwards and on 

which he was able to reign until nightfall. 

It was this green hollow where a river sang. A small 

kingdom, quiet but flourishing, rich with its precious stones, 

envied for its rare flowers, feared for its giant trees and most 

of all respected for its king, Corentin the First, known as the 

Pacifist. Corentin himself had thought up this name, and he 

was proud of it. 

Mushrooms and tufts of grass lived there in peace, 

protected by an air force comprised of a few sparrows. Sitting 

on his trunk (I did say trunk, not throne), Corentin the Pacifist 

ruled lazily, tolerating the trespassing of a rabbit or a hare, 

sometimes even a doe (but that was more unusual) in order to 

honor his nickname and perfect his legend; a story that was 

sure to be told from leaf to leaf, spring to spring. 
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In fact, nothing much was going on in this kingdom, but for 

the time being, Corentin couldn’t complain. Political concerns 

would arrive soon enough, as he liked to say. He was only a 

royal apprentice. 

 

After one week of reign, Corentin decided to learn more 

about his kingdom. Taking advantage of an afternoon home 

alone, he consulted the great atlas, which had been asleep for 

months in the last drawer of the foyer cabinet. Corentin tried 

to open the heavy book without waking it, by handling it 

delicately despite its weight. If the atlas awoke, Corentin 

knew he would have to spend hours listening to its complaints. 

But no sooner had the buildup of dust been released from the 

dark drawer did it start dancing in the sun, tickling the cover 

of the great atlas which, unable to resist any longer, emitted a 

huge sneeze that made all its pages tremble. 

“Who dares wake up Atlas the Great?” (That’s how the 

great Atlas liked to be called.) 

“It’s me, Corentin,” said Corentin in a voice quite different 

now from the king’s. 

“Oh, it’s you,” replied Atlas, slowly drifting out of its long 

slumber. “I haven’t seen you in an awfully long time… For 

that matter, I don’t really see anyone anymore. I’m forced to 

lie in this drawer, so there’s nothing else to do but sleep. I do 

try to resist, to think about other things, other worlds. Having 
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to sleep in a drawer all year long, when my only dream is to 

travel, to see countries, the countryside … You could help me, 

Corentin.” 

“I’d love to, but I’m not allowed to take you outdoors.” 

“And why not, pray tell?” 

“You know why: you’re too fragile. You’d want to come 

home as soon as it starts raining.” 

“Are you joking? I traveled before you did, kiddo!” (That 

was a lie, Corentin knew, but he didn’t want to offend the 

atlas in order to obtain the information he sought.) 

“Really? I had no idea.” 

“Yeah! And don’t pretend to believe me. Even if I never 

left this living room, I can still pinpoint Timbuktu, Thimphu 

and Kathmandu down to the exact latitude and longitude… 

Whereas you, riding full-speed on your bike, have never gone 

farther than the forest.” 

“Atlas…” 

“You don’t mind coming to find me whenever you want to 

travel in your thoughts! You dive into my pages and presto! I 

take you away. You could return the favor, from time to time.” 

Corentin might have been tempted to do so, but he really 

wasn’t allowed to take Atlas outside. Atlas was the most 

beautiful book in the house. One day, perhaps, when the 

weather was nicer, when he was older, when he was braver. 
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“Will you take me for a ride on your bike, just once?” 

“Atlas, that’s not why I woke you up.” 

“Will you show me in real life all those things whose names 

I know by heart?” 

“I’m warning you, if you don’t give me the answer I’m 

looking for, I’ll put you away right now and ask Micheline 

instead.” (That was the road map’s nickname.) 

“Micheline? You wouldn’t dare! All right then, what do 

you want to know?” 

Corentin described his green hollow as precisely as possible. 

“Hmm… You should find it on my page 117, probably 

around square E5, or maybe F6. A few years ago, I could have 

told you from memory the name of your kingdom, without 

having you open me, but now I’ve forgotten almost 

everything. Of course, I am consulted so infrequently. If I 

were taken for a walk though, I could update myself…” 

Corentin did not let Atlas finish and opened it to page 117. 

Oddly enough, the only way to shut an atlas’s or any other 

book’s mouth is to open it. It took Corentin a while to locate 

his green hollow on the page. With his finger, he followed the 

main road that led out of the village, then the path through the 

fields that led to the forest. But it was the river, in a blue 

dotted line, which helped him identify his kingdom without a 

doubt, right in the middle of square E5, indeed. 
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Corentin leaned over Atlas and read the name that 

concealed his green hollow on the map: the Valley of Tears. 

What surprised Corentin the most was not the name itself but 

the fact that his kingdom already had a name. It seemed that 

someone else before him had explored and discovered this 

godforsaken place. Corentin, after some thought, came to the 

conclusion that this explorer must be long dead. He would 

research his name and carve it into a tree at the center of his 

kingdom. 

He closed Atlas and lay it back down in the bottom drawer, 

despite its protests. 

Corentin had already been reigning for more than two 

weeks. Being a good king, he tried to make himself available 

to his subjects as often as possible. But as it happens, on that 

particular Friday, it had been four days since the monarch had 

visited his land. 

This did not cause Corentin any qualms. Nothing ever 

happened, nothing at all, in his too peaceful kingdom.  

That Friday, with that in mind, Corentin went to his green 

hollow. But at the end of the bend that led to his valley, 

surprise! 

Huge surprise! Gone was the green hollow! Gone was the 

peaceful little kingdom! Hundreds, maybe even thousands of 

visitors had stopped there, settled there, seemingly camping 

out without a care in the world. 
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The entire valley was yellow. Yellow flowers (actually a 

pretty yellow, Corentin must admit) had taken over the land, 

some in dense bunches, others isolated. There reigned a rather 

festive atmosphere in this little valley (actually a pleasant 

atmosphere, Corentin must acknowledge). 

Corentin pulled himself together quickly. As king, he 

mustn’t focus on pointless feelings. He was responsible for 

security on his territory. Therefore, he chose a tuft of flowers 

standing apart from the others, behind a tree trunk, sheltered 

by a small mound. He sat on the trunk and leaned towards the 

yellow flowers: 

“Hello, I am the king of the Valley of Tears. I welcome you, 

but first, I’d really like to know what you are doing here, how 

you got here so quickly and why there are so many of you.” 

 “Why are there so many of us?” said the flower closest to 

Corentin. “Hmm, it seems to me a lot of us are still missing, 

this year. Probably because of the cold. But the slowpokes 

shouldn’t be too long, now. How did we get here? Well, I’ve 

been arriving at the same time – give or take a day or two –

 for almost fifteen years. It’s quiet, around here. There’s room. 

Nothing to complain about. What are we doing here? Uh, I 

don’t really know. Enjoying the sunshine, perhaps, and the 

wind. Chatting a bit. Anyway, it’s been this way forever. One 

day, we feel the heat engulf us, it makes us quiver, so we 

wake up and peek outside. If the weather’s not too bad, we 
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unfold carefully, waiting for the others to arise. It lasts a few 

weeks, sometimes more, sometimes less, depending on the 

weather, then slowly, just like we awoke, we fall asleep. We 

feel our stems get heavier. Our leaves start getting cold. So we 

curl up. We talk less. Then we start feeling numb and go to 

sleep. We’re always a bit disappointed, at the time, but it’s 

over quickly. Sleep passes quickly. Truth be told, it doesn’t 

pass quickly or slowly, I don’t really know, we’re not aware 

of it, we just know as we fall asleep in the cold that the next 

thing we’ll feel is heat. So we’re happy… No matter if it 

won’t happen for another year, because we can’t feel time 

passing.” 

“Gosh!” said Corentin. “And here I thought I was ruler of a 

tiny insignificant kingdom… This valley must be sacred, a 

place of pilgrimage. You come back here every year!” 

“No, I don’t think so,” said the flower closest to the first 

one that had spoken. (This one was a little shorter and thinner, 

but without a doubt one of the prettiest of the bunch.) “We 

don’t go or come back from anywhere, you understand. We’re 

here, that’s all. It’s the only place on earth we know. That’s 

the only disadvantage of our existence: we don’t move much! 

Corentin was suddenly filled with remorse.” 

“You’ve been here forever? To think that I’ve proclaimed 

myself king when I’ve only known this valley for two weeks. 

Without even asking your advice… What must you think of 
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me?” (Images of barbarian pirates from the folk tales he 

devoured came back to his mind.) 

“Don’t worry,” said the first flower. “You can be our king, 

our emperor or our president if you like. We don’t mind at all. 

As long as we have the wind, the sun and butterflies. And 

speaking of the sun…” 

“Oh, I’m sorry!” exclaimed Corentin, taking a step back. “I 

wasn’t paying attention…” 

Since the beginning of the conversation, the flowers had 

been shivering in Corentin’s shadow! Corentin stayed to talk 

to them for a long time. The bunch was actually composed of 

five flowers. A little family. 

The smaller, thinner and also prettiest flower was the 

daughter. Curiously, her name was Magnolia. Well, I say 

“curiously” but it seems rather logical. Why wouldn’t flowers 

be named after flowers, other flowers? Humans pick their 

names from names of other humans. Therefore, the prettiest 

sprig of the bunch was Magnolia. Magnolia was growing right 

next to the tallest flower, her older brother. Mimosa. They 

wouldn’t stop fighting. 

“Mimosa is a baby’s name!” yelled Magnolia. Mimosa 

didn’t answer. He was nonplussed because he also thought 

Mimosa was a ridiculous name, a little amusing, maybe, at 

first, but mostly ridiculous, in the long run. There are so many 
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other poetic, romantic, epic flower names. Mimosa often 

blamed his parents for it. 

The parents were growing just a few tufts away. The father 

was called Narcissus. His name didn’t fit him either, since 

everyone agreed upon his kindness, discreetness and common 

sense. Narcissus’ reputation traveled way beyond the little 

family bunch and he was one of the most respected and 

renowned flowers in the valley. 

His wife was named Azalea. She was still very pretty, even 

if her stem had started to bend. Some said she’d long been the 

most beautiful flower in the valley. 

At least, that’s what Aquilegia liked to say. Aquilegia was 

the fifth sprig of the bunch. Her wilted leaves, her jagged 

petals, her complexion – closer to orange than to the bright 

yellow of the neighboring flowers – easily allowed the 

observer, even the human observer, to notice her very old age. 

She was of course incapable of telling Corentin the exact 

number of springs she had known. However, she had lived 

through and survived the famous “Spring of Great frosts”, 

during which many flowers of the valley had fallen asleep 

forever. Corentin hadn’t been born yet at the time, but he had 

heard his uncle Gaston mention the “Spring of Great frosts”. 

That still gives you a pretty good idea of how old Aquilegia 

was. 
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Corentin stayed late, almost until nighttime, chatting with 

his new friends. 

Mom would not be pleased. 

On the way back, his mind elsewhere, Corentin even got 

lost in the forest, coming out of the valley. How embarrassing 

for a king! Thankfully, flowers sleep soundly at night. 

But Mom was not pleased, not pleased at all. 


