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			For Louis Joseph Thornton, an admirable man and father

			For Desirée

			And for the girls, for all of us.

		

	
		
			

			‘This slit, this tapered scar that only ever opens onto a monstrous smile without end. Black. Gaping. A toothless smile. Strangely lascivious. Perhaps there is nothing else at the end of our worry, and as the only response, the uncontrollable mute hilarity of this sticky orifice.’

			Louis Calaferte, Septentrion

		

	
		
			

			Vous qui passez sans me voir, Jean Sablon

			Yesterday. I’m with my son, who’s methodically emptying the wardrobe while I make his bed. I’m looking for a quilt big enough to cover his mattress – and in the cupboard in the hallway, the first thing I notice is the three-by-three-metre bedcover I bought when the brothel closed. It’s been lying there for five months, folded haphazardly, unwashed.

			‘Aren’t you going to help me put the bedcover back on?’ says Inge in the Red room. It’s just come out of the dryer, it’s still warm in our hands and almost a living thing. It’s I who put it in the washing machine because a client spilt some oil on it, and Inge and I are trying, from either side of the vast bed, to smooth out the creases with our palms. We’re chatting – but what about? There’s no way of remembering. But I’m in a good mood, I’ve finished a bit early, and it’s nearly time to go home anyway. Inge swooshes up the organdie curtains to air the room. The light outside is a miracle of late summer, not yet orange and of an almost supernatural brilliance. ‘I’m going down-stairs. See you in a minute,’ I say to Inge as I slip on my black coat. Inge sings a reply, like she usually does, and the door closes onto the landing where the smell of laundry and naked flesh lingers and fades.

			It’s this exact smell that has remained trapped in the bedcover, this wonderful thing that I bought for five euros, nothing, when the brothel had to close and the owner chose to sell us everything for a song rather than have the owners of other brothels come rummaging through our possessions.

			I brought it home like a dog that had been abandoned on the motorway and for a long time I said I couldn’t wash it because my machine was too small. But my refusal was really all about my fear of losing this smell forever. Without it, the cover would be only a piece of material of dubious taste, too big for everything, a pile of fabric taking up space that I would never make up my mind to get rid of. And there it is with its big fold in the middle, which, unless it’s perfectly lined up, makes my mattress look askew. Next to the little one, who’s still busy emptying his wardrobe, I bury myself in its still-pungent folds, turning my head from side to side like a spinning top in the midst of colourful memories. There’s the smell of laundry liquid of course, and I could find the same brand if I had the time, the energy and the lack of scruples I’d need in order to impose on my family the familiar aroma of the brothel where I worked for two years. But how could I add to it the acid tang of the rest of the human juices that have dried in its fibres, and the noxious, sometimes unbearable notes of the blue soap that the guys used in the bathroom? Even if I didn’t wash it, the bedcover once exposed to the air of the bedroom would end up taking on the little one’s odour, and the ghosts of the brothel (of which I am one) would end up evaporating, and, day by day, I’d capture an ever-thinner trickle of it, until this three square metres of embroidered fabric would become a blank canvas, smelling of nappies and the clean skin of the baby.

			

			I should preserve this bedsheet like a medieval book, only unfolding it very rarely and in the right conditions, without too much light or movement. By bringing it home, I was in some way convinced that the brothel would never close, that something or someone would save us at the last minute, that there would be other trinkets to hate or to adore – and that even if the brothel disappeared, it would surely blossom again, somewhere else. With everything I’d crammed into my apartment, the bed from the White room, the mirrors, the bedside table, the coffee table, the towels, it had to. But objects have such a gracious and discreet way of acclimatising…

			When she visited us, my grandmother asked me, enraptured, where I had found such a superb, solid bed: caught off guard, I talked about a flea market in Reinickendorf, despite the fact that everything about the bed gave the game away about the brothel. Who would want a bedhead inlaid with a mirror and riddled with romantic trims, doves and sheaves of flowering laurels? But placed there, in the bedroom, it had lost all of its ridiculous eroticism. It had the humble look of an unexpected bargain, and when I announced that it had cost us less than thirty euros, my grandmother repeated that it truly was an adorable bed. How had we managed to get it home with us?

			

			‘Oh, it was a huge hassle,’ I heard myself reply. It was raining that day and we’d got up at 7 o’clock in the morning to go and hire a van at the other end of Berlin because my eyes had been bigger than my stomach and because we had to fetch, as well as the bed, four mirrors, two tables and a considerable amount of crap that I would never have even looked at if I hadn’t known them in this house. We parked up on the dropped kerb right in front of the door that several of my colleagues and a troop of Russian lackeys armed with tape measures and screwdrivers were going in and out of. This was the first time I saw this door so depressingly open between the two boxwood balls. It all reeked of a demand for back taxes, bailiffs, a rout. On the first floor, everything had already been emptied. As she passed, Jutta took in the room with a long sad look and sighed, ‘What a waste, eh?’ She left saying she had a meeting, but I think the bed disappearing from the room was a blow to her. It took us a good hour to dismantle it, because it was in three incredibly heavy pieces that were absolutely not made to be carried. Somebody had designed this bed to remain there, to never have to leave. The bed base was just a collection of massive planks of wood. You could jump on them with all your weight and not hear a crack. It was built for that, for agitation, for fierce thrusting, for honeymoon nights, wild and furtive embraces – not really for sleeping. But that’s why you sleep so well in it. You sink into it, flattened by the exhaustion of all the people who exerted themselves in it for forty years. Anyway, nobody knows about this but me. And it takes me a few moments, closing my eyes because I’m always distracted from my tiredness by the need to look at myself in its mirror. When I turn my head, I always have the impression I’m going to see, behind the globes of my flatteringly up-tilted thighs, the white chest of drawers in which Inge stored the sheets, the star-shaped lamp, the sentimental painting of a blonde standing at her window, and I almost hear the musical soup emanating from the loudspeakers, which I fought with my playlist on the hi-fi system. That day, I really thought the bed would never make it out of the bedroom. That we were going to have to take it to pieces like they used to do with babies in the breech position who couldn’t be birthed. Even after we’d taken out about fifty screws, the bed-frame split when we tried to lift it. It was impossible. We had to call the five Russians, who were dismantling another bed in another room, for help. They were like funeral-home workers. I looked at the wooden floor, paler where the bed had stood, thinking that at the moment when these wooden tiles had last seen light, the brothel owner was a very young woman and three quarters of the girls who would pass through this room weren’t even born. The dust was the same age. We loaded the van and left tired out, covered in dirt, and that was the last time I looked at this house, these rooms, these boxwood balls, this Wilmersdorf street, and the last time I breathed in this smell.

			

			Instead of which I stitch together my story of a felicitous flea market where a pair of mirrors that originally cost four hundred euros (as noted on the sticker on the back) were given to us for a fifth of the price. And this lamp, and these towels, and this trinkets dish… The only thing that really smells of the brothel is the bedcover that I hide like the wedding dress from a marriage annulled for tragic reasons. I couldn’t justify buying it, it’s a million miles from my usual tastes. Its value is purely sentimental. Feelings that seem impossible to justify – hence my writing this book.

			And I don’t really have the choice, because the little one has just thrown himself into my arms, buck naked after his bath, and has copiously watered the bedcover – which I will now have to wash. You can always count on children to forcefully turn over pages that you want to keep open. Separation starts here.

			

			And so does my book.

		

	
		
			

			‘One couldn’t go to the place where the lady with the great and beautiful dresses lived. Nobody spoke to her, nobody even said hello to her. She kidnapped little boys. Her house was full of them. Lots of little boys who were never seen again, who would never be seen again because she ate them one after the other. The lady with the grand and beautiful dress was a loose woman.’

			Louis Calaferte, The Way It Works with Women

			  

			Doch die Leuten im besetzen Haus riefen: ‘Ihr kriegt uns hier nicht raus! Das is unser Haus. Schmeisst doch endlich Schmidt unter Press und Mosch aus Kreuzberg raus!’

			Ton Steine Scherben, ‘Rauch-Haus-Song’

		

	
		
			

			Season of the Witch, Donovan

			When did I start seriously thinking about it? I’ve had quite a few stupid ideas in my life, but I think this one was always there, in my mind, to some degree.

			Perhaps very simply twenty-five years ago, in Nogent, one fourteenth of December. Perhaps a decade later, when I started to distinguish between little girls and women in my head. Perhaps when I started to read. Perhaps when I understood that I couldn’t keep Joseph and walked alone, sad, through the frost-covered main streets of Berlin. It may be that this novel begins on this precise night: Stéphane, who came to visit me and is no doubt kicking himself about it, is deeply asleep next to me and, not content with taking the whole cover, lets out a dull snore, heavy with meaning. If I’m unable to get to sleep beside a man who snores, and one who also snores because he’s not twenty years old any more, that means I’ve lost my way again; it means that against all expectations, and despite my love for Stéphane, what I need is a boy with wide sinuses, brand-new – by extension, a boy my own age. Could that really be so?

			Joseph, indeed. Joseph – thinking of this name in the dark, articulating it wordlessly so that my lips caress each other – is a kind of pain I can’t find a name for. And perhaps it’s for the best. Perhaps Joseph shouldn’t be anything to do with this novel. When someone leaves, it’s like a death – one that you can’t get over, because the thought that this person is very much alive and not so far away, having decided not to exist any more, pours salt on the wounds for all eternity. It is a death. And I helped kill Joseph, as I’ve helped kill all the people I love, little by little.

			I understand his hatred for me, his hatred that, compared with my own self-hatred, more resembles a vague dislike. I left for Berlin because I’m a coward and because I didn’t see another way of making him understand that I no longer had any hope. That there was no hope for us. I was convinced I would find, in this city, people like me. I still don’t know if there is anyone in the world like me, but the streets continue to call me, with loud cries, on the slightest pretext. Since Joseph left, I feel like I’ve been holding my breath whenever I’m not outside, when I’m not walking. And now Stéphane’s asleep, as deeply as is humanly possible, I can’t see what would prevent me from breathing again. So I get dressed in order to escape. When Stéphane wasn’t yet here, I was dying of loneliness – and it only took his arrival for me to start missing myself as is always the case when someone, anyone, hopes for my company. Hence these spontaneous escapes; and everything, from the friction of my shoelaces that I tie holding my breath to the cracking of my knees when I bend over to pick up my bag, seems to play against me and in favour of the person who is asleep. But thank god, you could fire a cannon in the room and Stéphane wouldn’t wake up. Closing the door behind me, I have that same feeling of stolen freedom as a guy who was wondering how to go home after chatting up and then fucking a girl he has met in a bar.

			

			I’ve found myself stuck like that between women and men for several years. Oh, for forever, in fact. It’s never struck me as much as in Berlin, during my solitary nocturnal walks on the big thoroughfare where the prostitutes bloom. They seem to materialise in front of me, by magic, wherever I go. Around 4 o’clock the street is empty, but as soon as the sun disappears (quickly, as it does in Berlin in February), there’s hardly time to blink before the pavement is assailed by these legions of girls wearing thigh-length boots and with waists cinched by bumbags. Since I’ve been living here, I feel like I always bump into the same ones and, if I wasn’t so shy as soon as women are involved, I could see myself greeting them as I do every shopkeeper in the neighbourhood. Perhaps in the end they take me for a plain-clothes police officer or for a possible colleague here to assess the quality of the working conditions. Not far from there, my haven of peace consists of a bench perfectly placed beneath a streetlamp; I position myself there and pretend to read, or I really do read, while also sneaking glances as their shadows spread out next to mine.

			

			Each time I think, these are real women, women who are only that. Here are highly sexual beings who you can define without difficulty. If there was anything at all ambiguous about them, this duplicity would be drowned out by the profusion of adornments and pheromones in which they soak this little piece of pavement. From Joseph I have retained this absurd belief that a woman who fucks as much as a man – that is, in as casual a way – can only be a whore, however she dresses or however she looks at men as she offers herself to them. That indicates how difficult it must have been for Joseph to clearly define me throughout the three years we shared, constantly swinging between mad love and inexpressible hatred. If there was some misunderstanding between us at the beginning, Joseph did finally understand (but not accept) that the abandon and skill I demonstrated in bed were not reserved for him – far from it. And even better – that they hadn’t blossomed into life with him. I imagine that he also understood that my desire wasn’t directed towards any particular man but towards the entirety of the male species, and spiked with incomprehensible drives that had no relationship whatsoever with the raptures of the flesh. I spent so many years intellectualising desire, the body in general, that in me the satisfaction of it could happen almost without removing any clothes at all. How? I have absolutely no idea. That’s no doubt why I continued, and still continue, to fuck, imagining that the solution will, against all expectation, be found there.

			The truth is that since Joseph’s departure, any idea of physical relief has evaporated. I don’t even think about it any more, it’s the least likely thing – coming with anyone other than him. My pleasure comes from that of the other, who I look at stretched out beneath me as I hold the mystery between my thighs, not understanding any of it, convinced of only getting close to it via these cavalcades in which only my brain is involved. My body gives itself willingly to this masquerade, but however much I try, however I submit myself to the most devious of contortions, there’s still a calm, cold voice in me, one of a predator in wait: ‘He might come soon. If you caress him like that, that’s what will happen. If you slow down a bit you’ll slow it down, but look at his hair standing up on his chest, look at the goosebumps on his stomach – he’s getting near the end. He’s looking at your bouncing breasts and this is the vision he’s going to take with him into the abyss.’

			

			And behind this voice rises the indecently childish voice of that part of me that got stuck at age fifteen and can’t get over it. So, it’s the movement of your breasts that’s going to make him come, your own breasts, these tiny breasts that you would never have believed were anything other than decorative. It’s your body, your smell, the way you move, the noises you emit – you’re nothing but an envelope and this envelope is sucking all capacity out of him, and isn’t that a sort of miracle in itself? You, a body? A body that makes someone come? Good god!

			Over the several years that I’ve been engaging in this activity, you’d have thought that the initial astonishment would have been blunted – but no. Every man who talks to me and conveys with greater or lesser subtlety his desire to share his bed with me gives me the feeling of an opportunity to be grabbed pronto before it disappears. As if I risked waking up again in the skin of that kid who despaired of being to the boys anything other than a bespectacled mate. And I wonder, in fact, what must happen in the mind of a whore, how her ego is built, her appreciation of herself. The one I always watch from my frozen bench is a very young blonde who pretends to smoke a Vogue as she paces around a sliver of pavement. She’s wearing what her colleagues all over Berlin wear: thigh-length leatherette boots that reflect the streetlights and catch the eye and won’t let it go. Pristine white, with platform heels that scream ‘For hire’ louder than their lascivious glances. Sunken into her boots, pale jeans moulding her touchingly adolescent thighs, a fluorescent bumbag swelling, in a curiously intentional way, her short fake-fur jacket. In the freezing-cold wind, she shows a pink, slightly damp nose and long strands of almost-white blonde hair, which flutter in her wake, sparkling in the grey smoke of her cigarette.

			

			The face she pulls as she spits out the smoke tells me she’s at least five years younger than me. Five years. She’s hardly twenty, and yet what artfulness in her way of moving, what self-awareness. For starters, there are the heels: nobody could walk in those, certainly not me, yet they seem like an extension of her legs as natural as bare feet. And this noise, this languorous clicking, over the ten steps there and back that mark her territory… Listening to it, you know that this expert rhythm can only be produced by a wobbly girl in danger of twisting her ankles – behind this rhythm there has to be a woman, aggressively seductive, in full possession of herself. And then these clothes, this hair, this make-up: my god, such an eye-catching caricature! How can she, at her age, bring together all these ruses, all these cock snares, without looking like a kid who’s just ransacked her mother’s wardrobe? And does she know this herself? How must it be to be aware that in every man she passes she evokes a sexual thought, involuntary or otherwise. What does it do to you to be like that, in the street, right in the middle of the cars and passers-by, a thunderous, implacable reminder of the prevalence of desire over everything?

			And what would he say, Stéphane, with whom I no longer dare wear such outfits – ever since, in Paris, wearing exorbitantly priced high-heeled boots, I fell and splayed myself over a pedestrian crossing? Several seemingly interminable seconds followed during which Stéphane and a few onlookers, barely suppressing their hilarity, came to my aid – and I had no knickers on to spare decent-minded folk the sight of my gaping bush. Even as time went by, Stéphane and I never laughed about it. It’s a non-event that lived on between us, grave and heavy like a subject that, if even touched upon, would lead to an argument. From my side, I never tried, for obvious reasons of vanity and pride, but I never managed to work out what was holding Stéphane back, except perhaps simply the fear of annoying me by reminding me of that evening (because what followed, far from making up for my fall, was nothing but a series of rejections from swingers’ clubs – in short, a slow and painful fall from high heels for our egos). Either that or he didn’t think it was funny. It’s a possibility that leaves me very thoughtful: perhaps Stéphane and I don’t have the same sense of humour, which would explain the code of silence applied to this scene and to others, harmless, that all include me clad in frivolities that womanhood can manage as easily as we do breathing but that proved unmanageable for me. Thinking about it now, the idea of joking about it would occur to him as little as the idea of laughing about an obese person bellyflopping in a swimming pool – because one shouldn’t make fun of any kind of handicaps. And perhaps that’s how I seem to him, perched up on my heels, hiding my suffering poorly. If he could see how I see, now, the grace of this late teen stamping around a few metres of pavement without showing the least discomfort, he would have to admit the degree to which my lack of talent for these things is innate.

			

			Could that be the answer to the questions I ask myself when Stéphane is in my vicinity? This constant feeling of wanting to reconcile two parallel worlds, separated not by space but by time, in such a way that to feel close to Stéphane I would need some science-fiction machine that won’t be invented for a century or two. Wearing heels doesn’t affect our closeness in any way – it’s only a symptom of it: for him, I’m not a woman. Or not yet. Or if I am one, and when I’m naked the evidence for that is striking, I’m lacking decades of sophistication acquired under the yoke of masculine desire. What I’m lacking in order to fascinate Stéphane is this goodwill and this indifference when I try to walk in platform boots on the nasty little paving stones of Paris or in staircases without handrails leading to overrated clubs where we are turned away, and that also probably because my pain, my immaturity, are written on my face. What I’m missing is the haughtiness of these women when they’re dressed to kill, these eight, ten centimetres of provocativeness, this illusion of dominating men. What I’m missing, in fact, is treating him with disdain as I do any other man, one I don’t give a fuck about.

			

			I feel it, when we walk or have dinner together: I sense that beyond certain shared views and an identical sensitivity, we are one of the worst-matched couples you could imagine. He can’t bear that one might think he’s a father dining with his daughter living in Berlin. And how could it be otherwise, since I prefer to dress like his daughter and not risk, by showing a little elegance, looking like an escort taking her client out? I’m sure he’d prefer that. Stéphane would never let himself kiss me in public, he keeps his gruff tone and brusque manners of a guy lost in the space between friend and lover, and when he laughs and part of me melts hearing such a grown-up laugh, such a sexy laugh, I tighten my hand on my thigh under the table out of fear of grabbing his. It’s also occurred to me that he neither kisses me in public nor hugs me not out of regard for other people but because he doesn’t want to, because our walks in Berlin, which he thinks are too long, exhaust him as much as my incessant questions, my thirst to know him better and better; that my uninterrupted flow of words, due to my timidity, to my fear that he’s bored, far from entertaining him actually stifle him, and that with me Stéphane ends up missing his solitude just as I miss mine. The time we spend out makes us both visibly uptight; it’s only in bed, far from the eyes of the world, that Stéphane and I – or at least our skin – achieve a kind of serenity. That is, before he starts to snore – a new factor that, in my romantic fantasies, I hadn’t taken into account – and that’s where I realise that if I’m too young for him, Stéphane is perhaps also too old for me. That would explain why, by wanting to get close to him, I also feel as if I’m trying to fit together the pieces of two different jigsaw puzzles. And why, when he leaves and the relief sets in of not having to pretend anything any more, I have the eternal regret of not having been able to be more tender, more understanding, to not have made him be in love with me.

			

			I imagine him already on his plane home, this rugged bear of a man who fills my bedroom with moans and takes the whole of the cover, this guy who refuses to carry on walking the second I admit to having no precise aim to our wanderings, who gets impatient when I get street numbers mixed up, this man older than my father, who the idea of being, if only vaguely, a kind of a teacher or a mentor terrifies me, who is irritated by my curiosity, and who does however have such a way of saying my name when he comes…! There’s a holy moment when I’m on top of Stéphane, higher than I will ever be, and he takes on the look of a man about to drown and the whites of his rolled-back eyes send me back an imperial, almost mythological image of myself – and he says, ‘Emma, darling, darling, oh, Emma,’ like a man lost inside a woman, of whatever age, whatever background, not like a man who is coming – or not only that – but like a man really in love. And afterwards, this fire that flickers and extinguishes itself little by little makes his skin boiling hot; with his head between my breasts he sighs in comfort, blind and deaf. When he opens his eyes again, I close mine, because the power that my niche talents seem to have given me don’t lessen at all the fact that this man impresses me. That’s the curse of what I call, in spite of everything, our love. The only moments of closeness are when he is inside me. That’s the magic of our story, these moments after making love when I look at him looking at me, propped on his elbow, caressing my hair with the gentleness that men show to women they’ve just possessed, and you could see in that a normal scene between two lovers were it not for the perplexity in his eyes at the idea that this pleasure could have come from me, from this kid who he will never love. We are fully together and more alone than ever. Then suddenly, it seems it would be possible to love each other. In this silence and this contemplation, I realise that even a single word would break this very fragile state of grace, our fleeting understanding of each other; and yet I have so many things to say, that’s maybe my main problem, my avidity to speak when silence is enough. I’d like to say that there is very much a moment and a place where Stéphane and I love each other, even if it’s a tiny spot – and the fact is that this cubbyhole is enough to contain both of us until the edge of sleep, before evaporating during the night. In the morning, we’ve returned to our respective places, Stéphane with his faults, me with mine, but I can’t listen to him complain about the cold or about distances without remembering the day before, when we were so in love. I’m waiting patiently for the evening to repeat the experiment on this melancholic writer, to extract from him this abandon and this strange lucidity that make him write, when he’s on the other side of the world, ‘Perhaps ultimately, you are the only one.’ That’s a lot of uncertainty in one sentence, or in one context. To receive this kind of declaration, a certain number of factors have to be present at the same time: Stéphane has to be sad, or at least freed of his cynicism by orgasm, and one of his wives or mistresses has to have packed up and left. But what separates me from You are the only one is this first perhaps and the ultimately, which should be translated by against all logic and after carefully examining my situation –yes, but: Raymond Radiguet wrote that when a man says I love you to a woman, you can suppose he did it for a whole pile of reasons external to love, you can think he was lying; however, something, at that moment, pushed us to say I love you, and therefore it’s true. There are moments when Stéphane and I love each other. Most of the time it’s an absurdity. Sometimes the truth of this lie moves me, and then the world seems to me like highly hostile terrain where he and I are fighting side by side – which is better than hostile terrain where I’m alone against everyone, isn’t it?

			

			As a police car glides past the pavement where the girl is marking time, for one terrified moment I imagine that if the cops came to ask for her papers, they could also demand those of this strange chick who’s reading, at 4 o’clock in the morning, on a bench in the cold. And because I came out without anything and because that’s all I need, to spend a night at the police station because of a misunderstanding (although I’d probably sleep better there than next to Stéphane), I slip into the shadow of a chestnut tree until the car has gone. the girl has flown away too, and without her there remains only this piece of tarmac soaked with drizzle, which beneath her feet seemed to be in bloom.

			

			In the doorway, I look at Stéphane’s body stretched diagonally across the whole mattress. He’s not snoring any more; either the sound of the key disturbed him for a minute, or earlier my presence or my warmth produced the ideal conditions for snoring. I undress slowly, and I sit down on the edge of the bed in the space created by his raised knees and his face. I don’t often have the chance to see the details like this; in fact, it’s a unique occasion – Stéphane has never slept with me. And naturally, seeing him like that, in a state of complete abandon, I’m struck by the realisation that we are nothing to do with each other. It’s blindingly obvious. Fifty-five years old. Think about it. He may look younger, but nobody would think he was twenty either. Everything about him screams maturity, right down to his sleep, because even then he looks serious and preoccupied. If I take off my glasses, in the artistic haze of my nearsightedness his contours are less pronounced, less sharp, and I manage to see him as he was around thirty – not at my age, no, Stéphane at twenty-five, that’s a sort of eldorado that’s undoubtedly documented in archives – like in that photo taken when his third book came out. One could easily superimpose this sleeping face on the round and joyful face of the young writer who couldn’t take a single step in Paris without falling in love ten times. I’m not making it up, I read it, and when I have trouble believing it, I read it again. So I don’t forget that thirty years ago he was gruff, slow to unravel, and that this was an armour to conceal from the world the hysteria that women invoked in him – Stéphane is a very controlled fire, and one whose heat flares up. I wonder if he would have fallen in love with me: Stéphane’s thirties, in the thrilling 1980s when I was still floating along my father’s epididymis, feel like a promised land when nothing was impossible. I see myself towering up, fascinating this young animal full of sap, parading him through Paris, solving the mystery of this woman, the only one he loved enough to give her a child. And perhaps I too would have given him the idea to reproduce, in order to keep me with him – and he would have loved and then tired of me, and would have ended up hating me for sacrifices that no one had asked of him. I would have become this routine, lying in the next room with the kid, exhausted and full of milk, weary of knowing him so well, weary of his weaknesses, of his acts of cowardice, of his promises, disdained and dishonoured during rants between men lasting whole nights – I would have known Stéphane’s anger, his reproaches, his incoherent moments, his acts of deceit, and perhaps even his tears. And I could have said, after years of living together, that, my god, there was nothing to worry about, that he was just a man like any other. We would have torn each other apart for valid reasons, shouting, breaking things, and at night, feeling guilty; I would have come and sat on the edge of the bed, like now, and like now I would have placed my hand on his hair, and Stéphane would have opened one eye, would have looked at me in silence, hesitating as to what emotion to feel, and he would have sighed, and he would have said Oh, darling…!

			

			‘Oh, is that you?’ Stéphane shakes himself, turns over, and mutters in the tone of someone who’s already fallen back to sleep:

			‘What the fuck have you been doing? You’re freezing cold.’

			‘Nothing. I went out for a little walk.’

			‘You’re mad. Come back to bed.’

			Which, note, is perhaps exactly what he would have said to me at the time. I make myself a place in his warmth, keeping my extremities far from his. All my naive tenderness has receded to the back of my mind. I return to the familiar sensation of sleeping beside a family friend who was too late to try to book a room and who accepts with some good grace to share mine.

		

	
		
			

			Stéphane and I are walking along Danziger Strasse, beneath a timid sun. It’s a tricky walk because of the snow, and one without any aim (in any case, in five hundred metres I won’t know where I am any more) – but Stéphane doesn’t really seem to mind, he hasn’t seen snow in a long time and it’s making him a bit giddy. A little earlier, as we were going back up Kastanienallee, I saw him smile without any particular reason; he’d loved the cake at breakfast, and the shops too. And he gave me huge pleasure by declaring, in the middle of a silence that actually wasn’t that embarrassing, and when I hadn’t asked him anything, ‘I could really live here.’

			What would maybe prevent him, except his work, is the weather in Berlin. Too cold for him.

			‘Yes, but look how pretty it is too, an all-white city.’

			‘It’s true,’ he concedes calmly, all dreamy, looking at the buildings that look like jewels beneath the sun and the snow. ‘But in London…’

			A pretty girl surreptitiously separates us, almost sliding between us, enveloped in a fur coat that supplements the smell of her perfume with a note of damp sheep’s wool – and she flicks this decent family man out with his daughter a lightning-fast glance that causes Stéphane to turn around. I’d be a bit annoyed were she not wearing these shiny thigh-high boots whiter than snow, as if designed for touting for business in winter.

			‘Ah, there’s something you don’t have in London.’

			

			‘Pretty girls?’

			‘No, idiot. Whores.’

			‘Was that a whore?’

			Stéphane turns around again, unable to believe that this girl, who looks like a student, can be a whore, even with those boots on, and what’s more, that she can walk around like that with an attitude of complete indifference to the police.

			‘But is it legal here?’

			‘Everything is legal. Prostitution, brothels, escorts.’

			‘Well, it’s heaven then!’

			Stéphane’s eyes, suddenly alive with fascination and longing, follow her to the corner of Schönhauser Allee – and that’s the gaze I fell in love with. The gaze he bathed me in the first day, after we had shaken hands. While I was moving away from him, I’d turned around to study the effect of my skirt on this man who was far too grown-up for me – this gaze. And as I like to believe that this is not a form of attention destined solely for sex workers, I conclude that he looks this way at all women who, through a mix of flippancy and provocation, are living symbols of desire, self-assured in their omnipotence and disdainful of worshippers. So that’s what I was to him, before my lyricism gave me speech and initiative and I lost in sparkle what I gained in intimacy.

			I’d been too affected by this almost indecent gaze, unreadable by anyone but me, to ascribe it any meaning; all that remains of it are a very vivid memory of warmth and a feeling of urgency to run away quickly, quickly, before my appearance lost some of its glory. Now that I see these same eyes riveted to the fur and the insolent thigh-high boots, I wonder, with my forensic coldness: What’s he thinking right now? If I asked him, he’d reply Nothing, but I would see his face suddenly change expression. There must be images parading in front of his eyes, images of her naked, in impossible positions, and in his head everything he could ask her if he allowed himself this fleeting control over her. Is he thinking, even furtively, of taking her back to ours?

			

			‘Do you think she’s shaven?’ I let slip, out of a cunning motive that he grasps immediately, the animal, trumpeting:

			‘Are you jealous?’

			‘Jealous? I’m mesmerised, actually.’

			We’re now in the heart of the lawless zone, the badly lit part of Prenzlauer Berg: a little further back, the whores have begun their watch.

			‘It was like this too, on certain streets in Paris, twenty years ago,’ notes Stéphane.

			‘Where do you think they go, with their clients?’

			‘No idea. In cars? Maybe they have sleazy apartments?’

			There’s a tall brunette, gaudy, too fat, who’s squeezed herself into a corset – and the sight of this mass of flesh above and below her strangulated waist fills me with terror and elation. Brushing against Stéphane, she gives him a look of disdainful invitation, lasting barely a second, before going back to her line of sight, which I imagine must be the end of one street, the beginning of another and, among these thousands of men, one who will allow himself to be tempted by a cosy stop-off. I don’t know if she even saw Stéphane: if after a while people like him who only glance in passing (however insistently) don’t all blend into one hostile, laughing crowd, who would like to but can’t, who’d love to but daren’t, who wouldn’t even like to but who get excited on their way home – a crowd who won’t spend a penny to devour her with their eyes, this woman who achieves the miracle of being both more clothed than me and more naked than a statue, presented this way, moulded into a corset pulled down over her down jacket.

			‘Why have you never been to a brothel?’

			‘I’ve never needed to go to a brothel.’

			‘It’s not about need, is it?’

			‘Let’s say I’ve never felt the need to pay a woman. You know about my proverbial stinginess.’

			‘It’s about money then? Don’t tell me it’s about money.’

			‘Why would I go paying for it when I can have a woman who wants me for nothing?’

			

			‘Oh Stéphane, I don’t know, for the poetry?’

			‘It doesn’t particularly excite me to fuck a girl who I know has only accepted because I’m paying her. If you were a man, you would understand what I’m saying.’

			I burst out laughing and, in my momentary obsession, I have the impression that the little blonde whore who’s looking at us is also smiling at me.

			‘If I was a man? Darling, if I was a man, I would be following them around all the time.’

			‘Yes, that’s what you think.’

			‘Well, perhaps not the ones in the street. But I’d go to a brothel. Don’t you think that’s fantastic? I’m not even talking about going, I’m just saying it’s possible. Imagine, you go to work and a desire to fuck comes over you, and on your way home there’s a little brothel with fifteen or so pretty girls who…’

			‘Who don’t give a fuck if it’s me or someone else.’

			‘Let’s say it’s early, okay? The brothel has just opened. They’re still human beings; perhaps among them is one who’s also woken up horny, like you.’

			‘I don’t know how long you can be horny for, doing a job like that.’

			‘Oh Stéphane, we’re not talking about robots.’

			‘No, but you have no idea what it can be like to fuck ten times a day. After a while, I think the spirit and the body together get resigned to it, and horniness becomes something not only decorative but also extremely rare. Imagine… Oh sorry, Madam…!’

			The whore who Stéphane nearly barged into is a blonde with lips so red that the rest of her white face almost disappears; one can see nothing beyond this bloody stain. ‘Sorry,’ Stéphane repeats, a bit flustered, and the smile she gives him in reply turns her mouth into a bouquet of red, white and pink. She steps back on her enormous heels to let us past and, because this man who never pays women is still staring at her, she produces for him a knowing look, her head bent towards the entrance of a grey building, lifting the mass of her full cleavage with her gloved hands in a movement so filled with promises that I’m a bit regretful that Stéphane shakes his head. ‘She was cute,’ he concedes.

			

			‘I don’t understand how one can imitate desire so well, arouse it so easily in others, if one has totally forgotten what it is.’

			‘There is a desire, though – but it’s a desire for money.’

			‘Yes, but to deliver such a successful imitation, without saying a word, to provoke desire in the fraction of a second, and within that second, making every man forget that it’s a game…’

			‘It’s acting.’

			‘Yes, but it’s good acting. It’s high art. Either that or male desire is completely crazy and all a man needs, to believe it’s reciprocated, is for a woman to show her breasts.’

			‘You know how stupid men are.’

			‘Okay, let’s say men are stupid. But not stupid enough to…’

			‘They are.’

			‘Oh, don’t be annoying, I saw how you were looking at her.’

			‘Because she was pretty!’

			‘I’m delighted to hear you say that. And you’ve proven I’m right: perhaps their job, when it comes down to it, is just to be pretty and desirable, but the difference between the ones you look at and the ones you ignore is the extra soul they put into snaring you.’

			‘So they’re actresses.’

			‘Possibly the greatest actresses of all. A whore who gives you the impression of truly possessing her, a whore who makes you forget what she has cost you, that’s the quintessence of being an actress; they don’t need anything else.’

			Stéphane smiles at me:

			‘It’s an easy take when you don’t do that job. I’m sure your clients in Paris were totally satisfied. But it’s because you were doing it for a laugh. It didn’t require much effort from you to pretend – if indeed you did pretend – because this money didn’t pay your rent or your shopping but the things you considered a luxury. Now, if you talk about these girls…’

			

			‘I’m just saying that pretending, and doing it in such a way that no one realises, may be inherent to being a woman.’

			‘Oh really? And what kind of woman?’

			‘All women.’

			‘All women or just you? Your problem is this tendency to generalise to reassure yourself.’

			‘I’d be surprised if I was the only one. What pains you about whores is knowing they are pretending, and that that makes you come anyway.’

			‘You know how easy it is to make a man come.’

			‘Yes, a machine could do it. But that doesn’t stop you carrying on with it, right? It may all be false, from the start, even with your mistress or your wife – but that doesn’t change the fact that when you get an erection, when you want to fuck, you’re only thinking of the warmth of that body against yours, and of the noise the girl is going to make, and of the way she wriggles around beneath you – as long as she seems to want it, you don’t imagine for a single second that it can be acting?’

			‘So, in your view, all women are faking it?’

			‘A whore is still a woman. It’s an abnormal job, but that doesn’t make them abnormal women; you have the same risk of disaster and the same chance of triumph as with any other.’

			‘A woman who doesn’t spend her days fucking – you have more chances of getting through to her and making her feel something. Because she’s not cloaked in her personal indifference.’

			‘You can also fuck guys who leave you a bit indifferent. There are many reasons to fuck without thinking about flesh.’

			‘And they are?’

			‘They are?’ I look at Stéphane and suddenly feel further from him than ever. There’s no doubt that if he was a girl we would be the best friends in the world – but what perhaps prevents him from understanding is this supernumerary member between his legs for which fucking means coming, implies coming. Fucking and coming are unfailingly linked, the cock and the brain don’t lead parallel lives during the act – they travel hand in hand and fuse at the moment of orgasm. If I reduced him like this to his prick, Stéphane would scream bloody murder, shout about it being a gross oversimplification – with the bad faith necessary for that.

			

			Two hours later at Hamburg Station, Stéphane, who doesn’t mess around where art is concerned, leans towards me as if to share some thoughts on the work we’re looking at (which happens to be a sinister installation by Joseph Beuys):

			‘I’ve got a hard-on.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Just like that. I don’t know.’

			We move crab-like towards the opposite wall, on which several sketches that seem to have been made using blood or strawberry juice have been pinned. No longer interested, Stéphane reads the labels in a rush, all feverish, looking for a dark corner. He finds it in the form of a darkened room where experimental short films are being projected, and as we melt into a small crowd who are standing listening, he whispers:

			‘Give me your hand.’

			‘It’s you who dragged me to this exhibition.’

			‘I don’t know what’s got into me, I’ve had a surge of testosterone…’

			‘It’ll pass.’

			‘You don’t want to know what I would do to you if I could. Right in the middle of this room.’

			What do you mean, I wouldn’t want to know? Suddenly, just as I was getting interested in the exhibition, I hold out my hand to Stéphane, who slips it into his pocket, and I wrap it around his cock. And it’s fascinating to realise that once he’s grasped hold of this way, this man hasn’t an ounce of reason left in him – we’ve walked two kilometres in the snow to get to this museum that he was insistent he wanted to see, and not without arguing three times because I’d had too much faith in my sense of direction. Stéphane began the visit as if no one merited the title of artist as much as Beuys, but here we are with a hand, a warm little hand around his dick, taking away all his capacity to think.

			

			And it doesn’t occur to him that the excitement I feel, that I share with him, is totally detached from my flesh. It doesn’t occur to him that my body doesn’t care but that my brain is turned on – that it’s his excitement, the images that go through his mind, that arouse in me this elation. Isn’t this exactly the name of this lie he and I have going? He pretends I’m the source of this erection, and I pretend to be in tune with this desire that doesn’t belong to me, which was probably brought about more by the brutal change in temperature between the street and the museum: women fuck for a whole host of excellent reasons that have nothing to do with physical pleasure. How could a man know? How could Stéphane suspect that my own very good reason, right now, is to make the two continents that we represent touch, continents that, without these passing meteorological conditions, this storm, would never get close to each other. I do it for this magic – to see him abandon himself, become as young, as malleable as me, to hear his serious voice take on the high-pitched desperation of a little boy when I ride him, and to watch Stéphane open his eyes wide, seemingly petrified by the power that I take on, when I’m astride him.

		

	
		
			

			Breezeblocks, Alt-J

			October 2010, Joseph is celebrating his twenty-first birthday; we are so in love that a gift could seem derisory. Our happiness would be perfectly content with a silly little thing like a pullover or a concert ticket, but with my craze for grand gestures, I’ve hatched a diabolical plan that gives me such joy that it’s been impossible to keep it secret. I’m going to offer him a call girl so we can have a threesome. I’ve found the hotel, the time, I have a whole program in my head, I just need the girl.

			I’ve found one, Nathalie, who would be perfect, as she specialises in couples. Her body, for all that that matters to me, looks pretty, and the description on the site gives me hope that she doesn’t act in an overly professional way. The problem is as follows: her face is hopelessly blurred. Despite my polite request, she refuses to send me a photo, and her body may well be perfect, I can’t see myself taking the risk of signing up a girl whose face might overturn everything.

			After a few tergiversations, I fix upon a Larissa, unearthed thanks to an English escort site; a ravishing Russian about twenty years old, blonde with fine features and big almond-shaped glacier-blue eyes, a photo of whom I very proudly show to Joseph. It’s an understatement to say that we spend the two weeks between then and the big night getting each other overheated, imagining exotic acts between Larissa and me while he gorges himself on unforgettable images, his swelling cock in his hand: the horrors that we watched separately on the internet seem, miraculously, two steps from becoming reality. Larissa, this languorous name, comes into everything we talk about during our long preparations.

			

			I met her in Café de la Paix.

			It was cold and sunny that day, I was shivering on the terrace as I waited for her, while she was waiting for me inside. I should have turned away at first sight, but I was impressed – how do you react when the head waiter leads you to the table of a towering Russian wrapped in fur, busy shelling the claws of a lobster while drinking champagne? Everything about her smelt of money, even the smile that took over her face without lighting up her eyes. The velvet of her painted face captured the light flooding the room, and men’s gazes studied, warily, the duo that we formed. She smelt of something strong and sophisticated, Guerlain’s violet, and her little teeth shone like pearls when she pretended to laugh.

			Had he been with me, Joseph would undoubtedly have seen what I was too feverish to notice: that she had too much make-up on, that she didn’t care about sleeping with a girl or a boy as long as she was being paid – you don’t come to reside on Rue de la Paix if you have standards. Above all, that she didn’t look like her photo – no trace of the nymph, only the very high cheekbones had resisted the photographer’s retouches. I should have thanked her and looked for a new hetaera, but the timing was too tight for me to allow myself this fantasy; we’d already dreamed too much of Larissa.

			Once relieved of most of my money, I forced myself to include the real Larissa in our fantasies, putting aside the fathomless indifference that she inspired in me. When Joseph asked me how it had gone, my heart raced and I lied: ‘Oh, you’ll really like her.’

			Bang on 6 o’clock, we’re in the room. I’ve taken out the champagne and the coke, which will turn out to be especially bad – but there’s no question of me slagging off my own gift. Feverishly, to keep face, I roll a joint that kicks the legs – already weak – out from under the cocaine. The mixture of the two, watered down with warm champagne, doesn’t help my anxiety.

			

			It’s 8 o’clock. Larissa hasn’t arrived, and I’m at the point of confusedly hoping that she has vanished with my money – the idea of only two of us fucking is suddenly more exciting than the possibility of making a mess of it between the three of us. Joseph is as scared as me. When I take him in my arms, as I did every two minutes in those days, I feel behind his beautiful broad torso his heart palpitating, distraught.

			Against all expectation, honest Larissa finally knocks genteelly at our door, plunging me to the depths of discomfort. Thank god, the room is too small for me to be able to discreetly ask Joseph what he thinks of her – and in any case we’re too panicked to consult each other, too anxious. Larissa, with her shoes on, is almost five foot nine and a head and a half taller than us. It’s clear she wasn’t expecting such a small room, undoubtedly used to the insane proportions of Parisian palaces, and that’s exactly what I should have booked, a suite at the Ritz that would have overpowered us with its flash luxury. If Larissa hadn’t ruined me, that’s what I would have done; the cute crampedness of the room becomes stifling, I’m embarrassed there’s only one chair to sit on, and I offer it to her while we fall back on the edge of the bed like two naive girls. Larissa looks huge, adult; we stink to high heaven of innocence. All she sees is how young and fearful we are. The best thing would be to pretend not to have noticed anything, but psychology is evidently not her forte because, after a long look in Joseph’s direction, she chuckles, in English: ‘Are you sure you’re eighteen?’

			As we nod in confirmation, Joseph bright red and me scandalised, I feel my desires reduce to nothing. I thought that a young couple in love would feel more like a tip than real work, but what shines in her large eyes is unquestionably condescension and the impulse to laugh – and suddenly I feel a bit sorry for us; I should have booked a young one. A beginner who wouldn’t know how to distinguish between work or pleasure or between work and experience, and who would have been transfixed with admiration for Joseph’s beauty – this breathtaking beauty of an animal at the peak of its glory.

			

			But I’ve paid, and I find myself in the uncomfortable position of a client who’s going to try everything to drag out of a whore a few shreds of free interest. As the atmosphere isn’t lending itself to a voluntary orgy, as neither Joseph nor I would think to jump on her, I initiate a clumsy conversation in English – a language that the three of us massacre with our heavy accents.

			And I’ve never met a woman as glacial as her; despite the fact she’s smiled, giggled at my pitiful quips; despite the fact she’s worn just a very short dress, I’ve never felt so distant from anybody. The coke that I offer her out of obligation, and that she takes out of the same obligation, far from cheering her up probably only adds to her grievances against us, ignorant novices ready to buy any old white powder as long as it’s finely ground. That can’t play in our favour, this bottle of champagne stolen from my father and this gram of nothingness laid out in ridiculous lines: Relax baby, sniff a bit of Canderel, sip a glass of fizz. Ah, the wretches…!

			Time passes, inexorably, without anyone turning the situation around. I don’t know who deserves the most slaps, me for chattering and chattering, Joseph who has decided to play the DJ with his iPod, or Larissa (whose work it is after all, for fuck’s sake), who is making herself comfortable, her long legs crossed over this jewel for which I painfully amassed more than a half of the annual minimum wage. No doubt telling herself that she’s already racked up three quarters of an hour – and I would understand that if we were two old lechs, but could she even dream of clients easier to satisfy? Just a kiss, a tiny kiss on the mouth with the tip of a slightly wet tongue would transport us both to heights of ecstasy, she must know, she must have sussed out that neither of us will demand improbable contortions of her or some stupid role-playing. Because she is here, we are ready to pretend to be happy with nothing.

			If there is within her not the slightest trace of spontaneity or any gift for acting (but spontaneity can be feigned as much as the rest), I have to recognise in her a form of meekness: I was making things so difficult for us that she must have felt it, and after an hour it’s she who asks me to accompany her to the bathroom. An embarrassing moment during which, practically stuck to me between the shower and the toilet, Larissa demands I give her the remaining 350 euros before suggesting that Joseph and I take a shower. Which we’ve already done so much we’ve virtually ripped the skin off each other’s groins.

			

			Her money in her hand, Larissa can begin. It’s impossible to think of what follows without wanting to laugh, and I’m sure that if I spoke to Joseph about it, if today it was possible for me to talk about anything with Joseph, we’d laugh together. Oh lord. Forgive me, Joseph. I would never had thrown us into that had I known – but I so wanted to give you pleasure, I so wanted to offer you a little slave to grope together.

			As if everything had suddenly changed, as if we hadn’t just spent sixty per cent of the allotted time making conversation, Larissa abruptly took off her dress before climbing onto Joseph. Kissing him on the mouth, would you believe, generously forgetting that whores don’t do that – and perhaps that was her own attempt to relax us, perhaps she had already understood that nothing else would happen.

			For me the sight of other lips than mine on Joseph’s is
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